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Lessons from Quintilian: Writing and Rhetoric Across the
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Abstract
A close look at Quintilian’s Institutio oratoria shows that nearly 2,000 years ago
Roman educators were using a teaching approach similar in many ways to
modern theories of Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC). For Quintilian, rhetoric
was not a discipline unto itself. Instead, the elements of rhetoric were important
throughout a student’s education. Rhetoric was not simply taught in a rhetoric
class; it was an element of classes in all subjects. The modern WAC move-
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ment, born in the 1970s, functions from the same idea: writing should not be
taught only in first-year composition courses; it must be an element of classes
in all disciplines as well. Quintilian said that each “species” of writing has its own
form and function; therefore, learning writing and rhetoric within the context of a
discipline is preferable to the idea of simply learning writing and rhetoric. In this
paper, the author will examine current WAC models and argue that paying more
careful attention to Quintilian’s classical Roman approach to teaching writing and
rhetoric could strengthen education in modern universities.
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Introduction
The writings of the Roman educator and rhetorician Quintilian hold valuable insights for the modern educational pedagogy of Writing Across the
Curriculum (WAC). In a time of budget crises at universities nationwide,
WAC programs and writing in general may fall victim to cutbacks and costsaving measures or—just as dangerous—to misunderstandings about the
importance of writing to students’ education. Writing is integral to learning,
and it should be present throughout a student’s college career, not just in
first-year composition courses or in a few writing-intensive classes. I believe
that the future of WAC could be strengthened—as could the education of
countless university students—if we looked to the lessons Quintilian outlined
nearly 2,000 years ago.
The WAC movement, as we know it today, began in the 1970s as an
effort to incorporate more writing into university education (Russell, 2002).
28
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At the time and in preceding years, there was a tremendous boom in higher education, with more openadmissions policies and more students going to college.
Many of those students came out of public school
systems where writing was not strongly emphasized.
Previously, college composition had typically centered
on literature, but in the 1960s composition education
shifted to a more process-based, experiential approach,
featuring expressive writing and student-centered
classrooms. Teaching writing became different from
teaching literature. In the 1970s, however, there was an
outcry against “illiteracy”—a similar outcry that had
been heard in the 1950s and the 1910s (Russell, 2002)
and that we have heard periodically in later decades.
This claim that there was a literacy crisis was illustrated
by Newsweek’s famous 1975 article, “Why Johnny Can’t
Write” (Sheils). WAC programs were founded during
that era’s literacy crisis and were viewed by some as the
“fix” to the problem. At the heart of the WAC movement is the argument that writing develops thinking;
it is not simply the mechanical act of putting to paper
what one already knows. The WAC movement, Russell
(2002) says, was a way of “reconceiving writing as a
serious intellectual activity” (p. 285). Writing, the WAC
movement claimed, had value to other disciplines
besides English.
While WAC seemed like a new concept—one
that university systems today still have not completely
adopted—I argue that educators some 2,000 years ago
were using similar pedagogies. Quintilian’s Institutio
oratoria summarized the Roman educational system
and proposed a curriculum for teaching students
from childhood to adulthood. The twelve-book collection has been called “perhaps the most ambitious
single treatise on education which the ancient world
produced” (Murphy, 1987, p. xviii). A close look at
Institutio oratoria—particularly Book Ten, which
focuses on the continued learning of an adult—shows
that Roman educators were using a teaching approach
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similar in many ways to modern theories of WAC.
For Quintilian, rhetoric was not a discipline unto
itself. Instead, the elements of rhetoric were important
throughout a student’s education. Rhetoric was not
simply taught in a rhetoric class; it was an element of
teaching in all subjects. While Quintilian’s pedagogy
might be more accurately described as Rhetoric Across
the Curriculum—or Writing and Rhetoric Across the
Curriculum—the modern WAC movement functions
from the same idea: writing is important to thinking
and learning, and therefore should be an ongoing part
of a student’s education.
Roman Rhetorical Education
Completed in 95 CE, Quintilian’s Institutio oratoria
summarized the educational system as it existed in
ancient Rome. In this system, as Quintilian scholar
James J. Murphy (1996) has explained, boys were
trained daily from the age of six to about eighteen,
going through increasingly difficult exercises. There
were two levels of masters who taught the children:
the grammaticus, who helped children with imitations
and speaking and writing exercises, and the rhetor, who
prepared students for the final stage of declamation,
when they gave fictitious speeches. The ultimate goal
of Quintilian’s curriculum was for men to have facilitas,
which Murphy describes as “facility in devising appropriate language to fit any speaking or writing situation”
(p. 584). A student would strive to become a good man
skilled in speaking.
Rhetoric, to Quintilian, was not simply the art of
persuasion and certainly was not thought of in a pejorative sense as the term is often used today in politics
or the news media. Murphy (1986) says, “Rhetoric, or
the theory of effective communication, is for Quintilian
merely the tool of the broadly educated citizen who is
capable of analysis, reflection, and then powerful action
in public affairs” (p. xxvii). In other words, the citizen
orators he educated, men with facilitas, were criti-
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cal thinkers capable of careful analysis and articulate
expression. Murphy (1986) explains that Quintilian
“aims to develop the minds and talents of young men
who can themselves decide their own actions in the
public arena” (p. xxvii).
While Quintilian emphasized the importance
of writing, the primary goal of his pedagogy was to
produce good orators. Writing has since replaced oratory as the primary means of communicating ideas
in education, but this distinction between WAC and
Quintilian’s RAC was not as important as one might
think. According to Murphy (2001), whether language
was oral or written was less important than its ability
to fit the situation at hand. Murphy says, “It is clear
that writing and oral language go hand in hand in the
Roman educational program” (p. 36). And, further,
Quintilian recognized the integral links between speaking, reading, and writing. “[T]hey are all connected,”
Quintilian says in Institutio oratoria,
so inseparably linked with one another, that it [sic]
any one of them is neglected, we labor in vain in
the other two—for our speech will never become
forcible and energetic unless it acquires strength
from great practice in writing; and the labor of
writing, if left destitute of models from reading,
passes away without effect, as having no director;
while he who knows how everything ought to be
said, will, if he has not his eloquence in readiness
and prepared for all emergencies, merely brood, as
it were, over locked-up treasure. (p. 125)
In Quintilian’s Roman curriculum, Murphy (1986)
explains, “there is a constant interplay between the three
types of expression—reading, writing, and speaking—
with critical listening an important adjunct” (p. xxiv.)
This contrasts with modern universities that seem, at
least in large lecture courses, to emphasize listening and
reading, with writing and speaking less important or
missing altogether.
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While Quintilian’s goal was to educate orators,
he recognized the importance of writing and realized
that there were important links between speaking,
writing, and thinking. In Chapter Three of Book Ten,
Quintilian states, “In writing are the roots, in writing
are the foundations of eloquence; by writing resources
are stored up, as it were, in a sacred repository, whence
they may be drawn forth for sudden emergencies, or
as circumstances require” (p. 139). Further evidence
for Quintilian’s understanding of the interrelationship
between writing and oratory can be found in the final
chapter of Book Ten when he says,
I know not whether both exercises, when we perform them with care and assiduity, are not reciprocally beneficial, as it appears that by writing we
speak with greater accuracy, and by speaking we
write with greater ease. We must write, therefore,
as often as we have opportunity (p. 157).
In other words, Quintilian knew nearly 2,000 years ago
that writing is important to learning.
Quintilian felt rhetoric was a tool “embedded
in the total learning process” (p. 33). His goal was for
students to gain facilitas and be able to speak extemporaneously on any subject at any time. The true orator,
one who has succeeded under Quintilian’s educational
framework, would be a generalist knowledgeable about
endless subjects. While universities today provide a
broad liberal education, students declare majors and
work toward becoming specialists within a specific field.
Students focus their education in certain disciplines,
each of which has its own rhetorical methods and bodies of knowledge. Students may be able to speak and
write accurately upon a moment’s notice on particulars
of their field, but not necessarily on any topic. It would
be impossible, I would argue, for anyone to be able
to speak extemporaneously on any and every subject
in today’s modern society. There was a time, perhaps,
when educational systems could produce students
knowledgeable about many subject areas. But now, with
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modern higher education institutions, the need is for
more people to become specialized. Certainly there
are people quite well educated about many different
subjects, but most modern scholars are steeped in one
discipline, perhaps knowledgeable about others but
truly facilitas in only one.
I would also argue that Quintilian, at some level,
recognized that specialization was an essential part of
education. In Chapter Two of Book Ten, Quintilian
says,
Thus boys follow the traces of letters in order to
acquire skill in writing; thus musicians follow the
voice of their teachers, painters look for models
to the works of preceding painters, and farmers
adopt the system of culture approved by experience. We see, in short, that the beginnings of
every kind of study are formed in accordance with
some prescribed rule. (p. 132)
Given this model, it is hard to imagine a Roman scholar
able to speak fluently and accurately about writing,
music, painting, and farming. Further, for Quintilian
the goal of achieving true facilitas and becoming a good
man skilled in speaking well was an unattainable ideal.
It was something to strive for but never to achieve, as
“[e]ducation for Quintilian begins in the cradle, and
ends only when life itself ends” (Murphy, 1986, xxi).
Writing Across the Curriculum
Today, there is an elastic and sometimes confusing definition of WAC within the academy. Most scholars know
that WAC stands for Writing Across the Curriculum,
but there is little consensus about the meaning of WAC
in practice. As Susan McLeod (1990) has said, WAC
is a term that has “come to have an aura that is vaguely
positive, something that is good for students” (p. 150),
but many professors and administrators, inside and
outside of English studies, lack a clear understanding of
WAC. Writing develops thinking, WAC argues; therefore, for students to learn academic subjects, writing
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should have an important presence in college curricula.
The implementation of WAC varies widely, however,
creating confusion.
As David R. Russell (2002) has outlined, there are
three primary models used for WAC. In the first WAC
model, writing is not taught across the curriculum at
all, but confined to first-year composition courses. In
this case, English department instructors are supposed
to teach their classes in such a way as to prepare their
students to write, regardless of what they study later.
Therefore, instructors in other disciplines can breathe
a sigh of relief and think, “I don’t have to teach the
students to write; that’s English’s job.” As Russell says,
“Such a program need not require (or even ask for)
the active involvement of faculty from across the curriculum” (p. 297). In the second model, other disciplines
require one or two writing-intensive courses, in which
writing specific to that discipline is the focus. In this
case, an engineering or history student would have to
take a course in learning how to write engineering or
history papers, but writing would be limited to those
classes and be absent in the other courses of the discipline. One of the major problems with this model is
that departments often recruit English instructors to
teach the courses, which defeats the purpose of teaching
disciplinary writing (Waldo, 2004). Another problem
is that faculty in the departments then do not require
substantial writing in classes besides the writing-intensive course (Waldo, 2004). The instructors think, “I
don’t have to teach the students to write—that’s the job
of the writing-intensive class.” And so Writing Across
the Curriculum is reduced to writing in a handful of
classes across the curriculum.
In the third WAC model—the one I advocate and
the one Quintilian’s Institutio oratoria supports—the
program exists to help faculty members develop writing
assignments for classes all over campus. WAC administrators help instructors find ways to use cognitively
challenging writing assignments in their classrooms.
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The ultimate goal is to have students do a lot of writing,
in many classes, and in every major. Just as Quintilian
argued for rhetoric and writing to be a part of all classes,
writing in today’s universities should not be restricted
to one or two classes. Such an approach takes time and
is not as easy as a lecture hall and test format, but this
way of teaching has an important pedagogical foundation: writing in a academic field helps students develop
their own thinking in that discipline.
WAC scholarship tells us that writing in a discipline requires specialization in specific styles and forms
of writing, expertise beyond that of English departments. The work of Charles Bazerman (1986), drawing
from Lev Vygotsky’s theories of language development,
supports this third model of WAC. Bazerman compares a student learning a discipline to a child learning
a language, and he characterizes such a student as a
“neophyte” climbing a “hierarchy of expertise” (pp. 304,
306). The way people think, work, and communicate in
one discipline is different from the next, and, as importantly, so is the way they write. Writing in biology is
different from writing in English, writing in history is
different from writing in journalism, writing in social
work is different from writing in business, and so on.
Immersion in a new academic discipline is necessary for
students to learn to think and write in that discourse.
As Mark Waldo (2004) says, each discipline has its own
values, purposes, and forms for writing: “What makes
writing good in one discipline certainly does not make
it good in another” (p. 6).
David Bartholomae (1985) uses the example of a
history student to explain that students must appropriate the language of a discipline by frequent and repeated
writing in order to become specialists themselves. There
is an important distinction, Bartholomae says, between
simply “learning history” and “learning to write as an
historian” (p. 145). He says, “A student can learn to
command and reproduce a set of names, dates, places,
and canonical interpretations (to ‘tell’ somebody else’s
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knowledge); but this is not the same thing as learning
to ‘think’ (by learning to write) as an historian” (p. 145).
In other words, through frequent and repeated writing
in an academic discipline, students can become critical thinkers in those disciplines, able to think and draw
conclusions for themselves, rather than simply repeating what they have been told.
To illustrate the distinctiveness of disciplinary
languages, Waldo quotes a passage from a chemistry
article that showcases the specialized language of that
community:
There is much current interest in large molecule photodissociation dynamics involving many
degrees of freedom and multiple electronic potential energy surfaces. The photofragmentation of
the nitrosoalkenes provides an experimentally
accessible class of molecules for which the influences of structural and electronic complexity can
be investigated in a systematic way. The general
features of the gas- and condensed-phase photochemistry of alkyl nitroso compounds are well
understood [1-5]. Excitation of the S S (n ) transition of the alkyl nitroso compounds in the 600700 nm wavelength region leads to dissociation
to nitric oxide and an alkyl radical fragment. The
lowest, metastable vibrational levels of the first
excited singlet electronic state of the nitrosoalkanes have a high fluorescence quantum yield
and are only weakly predissociative; excitation at
shorter wavelengths result in dissociation with a
high quantum yield. (qtd. in Waldo p. 5).
Even though the words are in English, it might as
well be in another language—to me and to countless
other readers. Waldo says that one of the writers of
the chemistry article and an English graduate student
worked together to try to translate the passage in
a way that could be understood by a lay audience. It
took them eleven double-spaced pages to do the work
of the passage, which covered less than a manuscript
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page. Waldo says, “They both agreed, after their grueling effort, that the translation did not do the same work
as the paragraph” (p. 6). This example illustrates that the
specialized language of academic disciplines serves a
purpose and that general language does not successfully
accomplish the work in such fields. To write in such
a language takes an immersion into the specialized
discipline, including frequent and repeated writing to
appropriate the language of the discipline.
Despite what might appear as a clear need to
include writing in multiple disciplines based on those
disciplines’ values for writing, English scholars sometimes misunderstand WAC in another way: they
believe that other disciplines should change their
writing to be more like writing done in the field of
English studies. Robert Root, co-editor of The Fourth
Genre: Contemporary Writers of/on Creative Nonfiction,
provides an example of this misperception of WAC.
In a presentation at the 2000 Conference on College
Composition and Communication, Root decried the
type of writing that is often produced in the academy.
Root argues that “[e]fforts to eliminate the individual
writer, especially in disciplinary writing, produce nondiscourse” that is “depersonalized, dehumanized, deliberately obfuscational writing.” Based on this, one might
guess that Root would describe the chemistry passage I
just discussed as “depersonalized, dehumanized, deliberately obfuscational”—even though, as I said, one of
the authors and a grad student working together could
not write an adequate translation for a lay audience in
eleven pages.
In that same presentation, Root quoted and
praised this passage by physicist and astronomer Chet
Raymo, from his book Honey from Stone:
I will sit on this starlit bank and shiver in my
ignorance, red blood pouring through my veins,
a wind of atoms blowing in and out through my
nostrils and the pores of my skin, pummeled with
particles from the cores of stars, Vega-drenched,
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sandstone-lifted, terrified, unconsoled, undefined,
ecstatic. (qtd. in Root)
The passage might be worth praising, but I question the
way Root praises it. Root says, “I read it and I think, I
wish I could write like an astronomer—this astronomer
and physicist, at least. It’s the sentence I want engraved
on the commemorative medal celebrating the meeting of creative nonfiction and writing across the curriculum.” This is an excellent example of what I see as a
fundamental flaw in many scholars’ view of WAC. Root
apparently sees WAC as a way for so-called “good”
writing to make its way to other disciplines. In other
words, Root likes this passage because the astronomer/
physicist is writing like someone from the discipline of
English. If English scholars with the same misconception of WAC were in charge of administering WAC
programs, clearly the writing in those disciplines would
be seen as depersonalized and obfuscational. It’s a
tremendous error when English-based WAC administrators try to get biology, physics, and journalism
instructors to write based on the same values used in
English departments. Neither Root nor I have climbed
the hierarchy of expertise in physics or astronomy to
understand these academic languages. Raymo’s book is
not intended for such a specialized audience, and that
is why Root admires the writing. But it is unrealistic to
expect that all writing in astronomy or physics be done
in the creative nonfiction style of Raymo’s book. As
Waldo says, a discipline’s “values, purposes, and forms
for writing are community-based, not universal” (p. 6).
Quintilian says that depending on the purpose,
writing requires “a different and distinct style” (p. 136),
although as I noted earlier, ancient Roman schools did
not have specialized disciplines in our modern sense.
However, “Every species of writing,” Quintilian says,
“has its own prescribed law, each its own appropriate
dress” (p. 136). He uses the example that “comedy does
not strut in tragic buckskins, nor does tragedy step
along in the slipper of comedy” (p. 136); however, he is
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talking about more than simply genres within creative
writing. Quintilian also refers to writing for different
purposes and occasions, and his talk of “different and
distinct” styles certainly would have applied to what
were considered the three types of rhetoric of the era:
deliberative, judicial, and epideictic, or ceremonial.
Quintilian would likely have recognized that the two
examples I used earlier, the engineering excerpt quoted
from Waldo and the Raymo passage praised by Root,
were for different occasions and audiences, and had
“different and distinct styles.” I do not want to be too
presumptuous in my assumptions, but it seems that
Quintilian and other Roman educators recognized that
difference existed in the writing and rhetoric of certain
topics and that those differences should not be praised
or criticized based on the values of another “species.”
The fact that writing and rhetoric were important parts
of all classes—not just one writing-and rhetoric-intensive class—seems also to support this assumption.
Quintilian and WAC
Writing should be used to help students develop in a
new discourse community such as their academic major.
How can a neophyte scholar trying to learn a specialization within an academic discipline do so without writing? How can someone learn a new academic language
without practicing writing in that language? At its best,
WAC is a university-wide effort to have students write,
and write often, in whatever discipline they are studying. Writing Across the Curriculum should go beyond
first-year composition or a few writing-intensive
classes; students should actually be writing across the
curriculum.
Quintilian’s model for education suggests that
modern universities hinder their students’ learning if the
students are only actually writing in first-year composition courses or perhaps one or two writing-intensive
courses. For Roman scholars, “instruction always began
with the matter which made all learning possible—that
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is, it began with language and the uses of language. The
interplay of speaking and writing was an integral part
of this instruction from the beginning” (Murphy, 1987,
p. ix–x). As I said earlier, for all its emphasis on rhetoric, the lifelong educational curricula in Quintilian’s
Institutio oratoria did not contain courses specifically
in rhetoric. Instead, rhetoric was used throughout a
person’s education as needed. If looked at in a modern
sense, this would suggest that writing would not be
confined to writing classes—it would be an important
part of all classes. So in studying different majors, different discourse communities, different—in the words
of Quintilian—“species,” students learn through writing. This connection between Quintilian and WAC has
important implications for teaching writing in a modern context.
Incorporating writing across the curriculum is not
a new idea for helping students learn: it’s more than
2,000 years old. Quintilian’s Institutio oratoria shows
that writing and rhetoric—the interplay of language—
are not simply one way of helping students learn; they
are essential. Perhaps our modern literacy crises happened because educators moved away from the ancient
model. WAC still exists today because it was not the
quick fix to a broken system that some thought it would
be—WAC should be the system itself.
Further, we might consider that rhetoric—as the
study of effective communication, the interplay between
reading, writing, and speaking—should be given stronger emphasis in cross-curricular studies, beyond the
act of writing typically emphasized by WAC. Instead
of WAC, we might consider RAC—Rhetoric Across
the Curriculum—or WRAC—Writing and Rhetoric
Across the Curriculum. Speaking, reading, and writing are all integrally tied to thinking and learning.
Therefore, the interplay of the three could be valuable
in all areas of study, not just in a first-year composition class. Modern WAC efforts have increased writing in other courses of study besides first-year English
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classes, yet consideration of rhetoric remains largely
relegated to first-year composition. Rhetoric, just as
writing, differs across disciplines. The way information
is communicated, the way scholars debate ideas, and the
way knowledge is created are all rhetorical in nature.
Roman scholars realized this as rhetoric was important
throughout a person’s education.
While predicting an optimistic future for WAC
in her plenary address at the 2008 Writing Across the
Curriculum Conference, Susan McLeod noted that
nearly half the universities in the US and Canada have
WAC programs—up from 38 percent nearly 20 years
ago—and even more have plans to implement such
programs. This is positive news, but WAC, despite
being decades old now, still has not become a part
of the institutional landscape in higher education. In
other words, despite the seemingly obvious importance
of the relationship between writing and learning, more
than half of the universities in the US and Canada still
do not have a WAC agenda. Additionally, it is unclear
what types of WAC models are used at those universities. The preferable model I spoke of earlier certainly is
not used in all of them. And with financial pressures
causing universities to cut programs and tighten budgets, there is a good chance that writing—and certainly
rhetoric—will be left by the wayside. (For example, at
my school, the University of Nevada, Reno, administrators plan to close the Writing Center—and the WAC
program with it—in May 2009 as if it were a frill and
not a program essential to the cognitive development
of the students.) In a time of budget constraints and
pressures to have larger class sizes, universities should
continue to strive to keep writing and rhetoric a part
of education across the disciplines. We must not forget
the lessons of Quintilian, that “the interplay of speaking and writing” has historically, and rightfully, been an
important part of ongoing education.
Memorizing for multiple-choice and fill-in-theblank examinations cannot replace the educational
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value of writing about a topic and understanding it well
enough not only to write about it but also to make discoveries during writing, to learn while writing. Nor can
such examinations replace active discussion, debate, and
communication of ideas. The interplay of language—
not just listening to a lecture and taking a test on the
material, but actually participating in the writing and
discussion of course material—is integral to learning. Writing and rhetoric may be the central focus of
the field of composition, but scholars across campuses
must recognize that writing and rhetoric should not
end in first-year composition or in one or two writingintensive classes. First-year writing classes, with their
emphasis on composing and rhetorical skills, are an
appropriate place to start, but writing and rhetoric
should be emphasized throughout a student’s college
education.
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