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ABSTRACT

3

Acceptance of ra2sponsibility for their written
expression cam be encouraged in college students thrcugh oral games .
wvhich emphasize the linguistic sensibility th2y possessed as ’
children. The basic elements of good written langyage (pleasing
soundsa repetition, word play, surprlse,acl1-ax) are often paralleled
in riddles, game rituals, and other forms of oral expression. The
author describes several gamelike assigrments designed to expose
pretentiousness in studernt:;writing. Among these are "“slots," a game
vhereby students recognize a type of prose in which vagueness of
expression allcws the substitution of any.subject; timed writing
assignments, in which spontaneity is stressed; and a contest format,
in which awvareness of audience is the goal. (KS) . B
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THE PAPER §ELF: FINDING THE RESPONSIBLE VQICE
A, ’

- v

#e “nglish teachers-serve our culture!s wmitten tradition, the counter=

The oral tradition thrives, changes, and grows

-~ ’
without attention from us: no one urges succeeding gemerations to learn sand
-~

part of the orail tradition.

_properly recite riddles, jimp-rope rhymes, game rituals, jbedtime stories,

fziry tales, and folk sayings. .Indeed, the ease .with which these ora) Sorms '

She [ s

“trip fron our children's tongueS/\that sensitivity toward pleasing sounds,

2
] - . .

repetition, word play, surprise, climax, and other‘elements basic to lznpuage

is n:tural. But this acuteness ié seldom carried o7¢r to written expreséion,
- s . . - e » )
thoush effective writing depends on just these elements.. ind seeing the lack=~

luster prose of our students, we teachers .feel we have failed 10~ transmit
. . e
a good written tradition and resolve to try harder. .

Pgriiaps we try too hard. Like the monkey.in this little fable =~ "'Kindly
[

H

let me‘help you, or you'll drown,' said the‘ nonkey, placing the fish éaxely
up the tree"=-we Inglish teachers may have been pulling in the wrong directions

de may have emphasized technical correctnes:s so much that students have conclu=

L

ded vital‘thought and expression are incidental; we may have stressed s modgis

writers whose idioms’'and styles are two or three generations out of date; and

[
some of us may have routinely dis;.s.ized current writinms styles expressing an

outlook and a temper we nersonally «are uncomfortable with. At the sume Hnme,

¢

for all our "helpfulness,! we seem to have failed to instill a sense of the

. <& '
variety, chanke, ond spont.neous growth inherent in mind and language. Inste.d

’

what we have tr.nsmitced, or, rernaps more accurately, what students have

caught in the classroom, is the dead, empty, phony themewriting style that .

] v
Ken Macrorie has named Engfish. Weﬁfeachers, like the well=intentioned




t ! 2

monkey, have induced students to write oui of their elements. -

LI

~.s a result, the'voices with which most of our students Yexpress" their

s - .o ' 2 0 3 i
thoushts on papef when thé? come into compnsition glasses intcollegelare not .°

LY}

13

. "aiife" in any sense; the words express a_language, not a self-=a langucge

. students hnave come to think is expected of - them. In-writing, not only do they

¢ -

avandon the vitality, inventiveness, and critical selectiviéy they &_splay
&

when speaking in the cSIlqctive voice of the oral tr.dition, but also they .-

Kl 4

N\
. major challen;e for Englisi: teachers, thpn, is to in iuge scudents to .

L

write in responsible veices reflggting what fhey really feel Yr sé; or under-

. * i Y . .
stand at z given mozant; in ways that are true to themselves {the.: -slves) "and

o« . .
’ . in tones t..2t reflect sensitivity towsrd occasion and audien "In my college

conp:sition classes I find that I can lead students into afsense of the "paper
N .

o

iacluding role=piaying: resources very important to_the or-l tradition.

calling sfudents' attention to writifd in . game-~playing way, by giving the
: 4 5
opportunities to discover '"'the rules of the game,'" and then by asking them to

;ole-pldy‘as referces or judszes, I can lead them to take responsibility for,

)

the self or selves they create in writing.

LR TN * - N
, ‘ . ) ? .
Children's delight in games needs no explication, but let me briefly illus=

’

tra .« the linzuistic sophistication and hegenuity fougd in the oral forms the

-

snjoy. hs .n example of pattern, consider the familiar "Knock, knock" jokes,

» e 3 ~

wiiich have been around for dec :.des, undimi:ished ih popularity. qay of these

beinz currently told by Philadelphia elementary school ch-ildren2 illustrate the\\\

: AN

o
J

09




genre: - ” '

~—Knock, knock.

-

“bho's the?e?

.

¢ rWooden shoe. Wooden shoe who? Wooden sho® like to know?

E

Knock, knocke.

. ] ' Who's'there? ] .. " .

Y

amos. Amos who? A mos=quito. "

° ¥

i s ) i o . ‘ '
In each of these’the Mpunch line" repeats'thevname the riddler has given to .
A ' »

"¥ho's there?" but twists 4t into a pun: The success of "Knock, knock" Jokes il

-

depends on word play and surprlse, but it s built on expectation and depends on

v

. a cooperative. pattern hat must " be adhered to by the questioner. Tﬂe riddler,
2 - \ s B n . v towel
- 1 however, nay use the form itself to pull off his Joke, as in these two exanmples: ?
K 5}5 3 s El < - M
. ‘ . Ynock, knock. . ] ¢ e C
- - )‘ <

Who's there?
Hick. - Huck who? :jod bless-you.
Knock, knock.

who's there? ‘ N 5

. Boo. Boo who? You don't have to cry about it.
£, ’ .

. Here the riddler exploits the punnlng potential of the word "who," thus trick=~

3

ing the interlocutor., Or the riddler may enlarge upon the form, depenaing on

“the interlocutor to zeep ptaying his part, as in this hoary example (still

- .

, being told): - : e
- - . i Knock, Knock. J ~;

¢ N . o s |

#ho's there? ' . ‘ |

> N ’ ) L

‘ J e Banan:. Banana ggg; Knock, knocke Who's there? o .

éanuna. Banana' who? Kno&k, knock. Who'!s there?

*




. L . Banena. Banana who? ' Knoct.. knock. 'ﬂhglg there?
\ .Oéange. Oré?gé ¥ho? Orange you glad I didn'g say
. ‘ ’ ‘ banzna? “

s in childrenfg riddles word=pl.y often depends on a brand name, a slogan, *

- q

- or a loc:lism.  This riddle uses a localism for mn ice confection:

e ) " Why did the by put ice in his father's bed?
S 2 - . .
N ; ; : < -Becaus? .he vanted a freeze pob. ; o t
. T Thgﬂsloéan for* Gino's hamburéer stands being fGing;s is’ the pldce to gbL p;o- " .
¢ “ du;ed;thfb riadle, which also alludes to Gin&'s.closest competitor: .
| . s ”;Wﬁy doegn'q,gacDonald's hav:»; resttoom? _ o .
) -Bec;u;e Gino's is the place to go. .
. - And fﬁe fgct that,Gino'g sells Colonequanders' fried chicken lies behind this
. riddle, ﬁlaying upon.;ge‘ColoneL's~slogén!\¢v ., ' . ) ;_ ‘ o ‘
Why doesn{; Giné's havg’toilet pap;r? g . " ‘
? BN - ¢
L T -yBgyause'it's finget—lickin'bgood. : . .
. ’ i . . . ) . N o
- Econg?y, directness, s%mpli?itx mark all these riddlies=~a good lesson for K }
-the woulﬁ-be writer! These last two examples show children's tendency to build ‘
. p .
one jokq on Another; providing opportunities for’éeveral members of & group™ '
o | to come up')with"tv:o\ppers.3 Ethnic jokesi elephant" jokes, dndlﬁurple Jokes are
‘ ofher examples of such context jokes, 'ﬁhg Gino riddles élso show the children;;;
tageination with s;atoloéy. And the following riddle, playing on the‘nam;s A
6*’“'*““““"“bf"twb"icé cream ﬁlandé pépulé; in the Philadeiéhia ar;a, shows their, early R
f@vasciqation with sexual innuendo: 0 . ‘ ‘ ‘.
v . Why\aoesn't Dolly Madison have qny’children? N - .

-

v
~=Because sne's married to Mister Softee.

-

« . .




- C = ‘ ' 5, )
Ahother riddle zlso depends on children's;sexual sophistigation‘for its ti;il- "
lation: .~ S ' ' S " . .
‘ , Ahat does a womqn.iike that's six inchesrlon;? . . v N\
. AT St -=A dollar bill . coa L.
" - Y . \

=-=2nd upon their worldliness for appreéia%ion of the syrprise answer. &

Some rirymes havé nonsense .eanings reminiscent of the' nonsense of Yankee

+ Y

ot Doodleis,mécaronifgeathgr.‘;g‘current one, intended as a c@ant for,ahy boy named )
*  Eddie, go;s ¢ ¢
< . . ",. " .
Eddie Spaghett; with the meatball eyes, .
Thfow him in the ocean 2nd make ffench fries. ’, .- * -
[ And yet it's not quite non=sense! leatballs gg'with spaghetti, and frd%ch fries "
are another form of .tarchy food. . " ;
Yankee Doodle himcelf is stllf.arqund, though';n upddted dress, as in these ?
" two versiénb (which seen to détq,baqk to the nineteen=fifties but are still being ) . j
;ecited as juﬁp—roge rh;mes): . ) . . 2 . . %
) X ‘YTankee Dopdle went tq town, riding on a rocket, ﬁw-‘ ;
7 o |
Y Tugned thg corner Bust in time to ﬁiék up Davy Crockett. 3
r o : . o
Yaﬁkeg Doqgle went to tgwn, riding on a turtle; , 3
Turned the corner justvin time to see a lady's zirdle. i
Rhythm and rqpetifion siiow up in many cf the riddles and rhymes. .nd the cﬁ
; ﬁe;ﬁzfi&gle& like many 6f the jokes and rhymes, depéudé on familiarit{ with 2 i
i popul r TV show: - . ' “ a7 i
3 \Where does the L;ne Ranger take his trash? i
L e . B -=To the dump, to the dunp, ‘to the dump, dump, dump.
Indeed; popular TV shows;»movies, comics heroes, and surrent news sto;;es provide . j
" . a constantly tépbable source%;;ﬂchildren's hgmor. A riddle or‘rhqu told today .

about Wilma and Fred Flintstone is yesterd.y's joke about Blondie and Dagwood

-

; ‘ #
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- . L]

» -’ \
w.rmed over. Frankenstein jokes ma¥y be passé, but "new" M¥okes about thc bionic.
« - o~ L 1]

’,

k) 2 ,
Man and the Bionic Woman stolted appearing on the pl ygpound' almost as soon as
the two populsr’ TV series went on the ir. ‘ind the movie "Jaws," rel;ased'iﬁ:the o
L] - " .

summer of 1973, guve rise by fall to this riddle (which, in thé 1950'5, was

’,

. A .
y N . [

probably told .bout "The Thing"): ) )
.. What do you_ say when Jaws gets -ready to et &ou?:
© . Qe='Thy can't w2 be friengs?

2y !
Surprise, contemporaneity, delight in wqrds--these_are the.elements that K
2 ” SN 4

captivate children. A child on one playyground spontaneously proddces a new

twist on an old joke, and within a’weck or two the joke wili have cqfrieg to

a -

the farthest reaches of\the city .nd state. Jump=rope rhyme: in particﬁiar
offer children o;porthnities to try out their own variations. In a kind of

on~roing contert, other children act as judges; 4 they accept the new version

and repeat it, it is in. If they fail to repeat ite-well, better luck on the

-

next try! Children are konest (ritics, sensitive to the '"right" word play, pleab=

ing combinations of sounds, and linguistic éhbtlety.

M ’
. \
LIE IR R A \

¢

e ¢
- How does an English teachér exploit, in writing classes, that’sénsitivity? : e

In my college composition classes I begin bx using a number of games and rolee *
- = ¥ [} L

- playing assignments to expose the pretentiousness and deadness of what students

produce as writing wﬁen'thqu.come tome, and I coﬁtinue using game*iikd assigne
u;;tsAfrom time to time to tecch warious principlex of live writing.

a Edrlixin the term we do a series of writing assignments from our composi;
tion ”Z?t (william E. Coles, Jr.'s Comgosings) designed to get students to take
a look at their own themewriting styles, The firs% one or two are devised tov

show them how automatic these styles are and how unexamined the writers' so=called

N

<



s (e - \ .

thoughts. A5 Coles predicts an his.teéchers' book, Teaching Composings, even
i . 4 P - ® .
papers addressing the subject “Sométhing I 'Re.lly Kna#" turn out_.to be nothing , °

B : ’ 3 . .“:
more than blund,, secondhand, Bighly generalized statements, frojecting little

or ko conviction; lackinz focus, distif®tive voice, and, ubove all, interest..
< " - .
Frem each o? the early assignments I duplicate and distribute half a dozen

! ¢
student papers, and over o period of weeks we' mnke a game of discovering a ‘

Engfish, rote~le.rned assertionc Bf belie! and opinion, and robot voices. Since -
-t
-allt’ ~gtudents are "themewritingy (Coles's dqrogatory term) at this point to .

2 [3

’ some extent, they do net immedl.tely see what is "wrong.” Isn't this what-Eng-

'
- -

/ lish teachers want? (I counter, "Is therela person behind these words? 1Is this
English? Is this language3") ‘ .
. ] . ) . . . ~
From the firgt 1ssignment I select d paper in which the denerolizntions arg
- 50 broad that they are only 1ncidentally anchored to the subJedt that vave rise’ :;/
- L -
’ to them, «nd make out of it a-game I call "Slots'"’ (based on a su;gestibn in ~°

Teaching Composinz)e. After excising from the’text the few words that give away

the subject, I ask the class to choose, trom sets of words prbvided on-the hand=

1 ¢

out sheet, the '"correct'" set. Here is an exampld:

- . .
»

. . ) - .
In choosing a topic’for this essay, it was not difficult to reflect upon

ny life at this time,. and extr.:ct a singular, c¢onstunt, and growing force. It

. may seem Btrange how (1) o . can becowe 80 vital in one's life. But *
" now, as I contihue to broy, I can see how (2) mqlded me into more + *
of . (3 » but more siunificnntly, aided me into becoming mare of a

v prrson. Through learnin.; how td deal with certain”situetions and problens' that

.
- . <

have confronted me in _ (4) - » I have been able to draw relativwc ° )

2

purahlq}s between what I have experiencetl and what I have yet to experience in

livipg.and-deuling with people. ’
" Discipline becomes an important factor in determining the degree of achieve=

ment one may reach in ;helgrowinb process of adolescence to a mature, responsible

adult. Through the discipline and desire to which Ishave been exgosed,‘I have

LY

Y -
%
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G N * [

. - ° gained a higher undeqstagdiﬁé in overcoming my Teers, facing and &op§n5 with .’”‘
L B certain gressures, aﬂa preparint .y emoticns to deal with the outside forces

. of the world. Wnether I am in a cl.ussroom situation where a some%imee dden .
7/‘ PR pressure“of getting Bl "good mark" exists, or whether in a (5) . 5

where the threat f? compet?tlon or failure is everaso prevalené.'I have dia;
& covered that success 15 inevitable 1h one form Qr another. This, of course,: -
i . nersongl view, and may be dif'icult to 'comprehend. =Butg I am‘%ure,
. there has been at.léust one past experience that we all can-recall, where per- 4
sonal satisfaction and fulfilument (not public recognitioy or rew rd) becoiie
the centrzl goal of our instilled deszrps and sutcesses‘.-Here, I feel th:nt
P .; we must regar our successesg;as extremely personal to enable ourseIVes to ’
*  fully understand our action: %n retros.ect. ',‘ . . *

<

! o Therefore I_have concluded that understanding’is the foundation in srowe |
ing into & well=roumded pers'n. 7Po examine our insights and to 1332438 oar ’ i
in=depth self- vurenéss, is to beyin gpe search 5r the person we %ant ourselves

“to ha, ’ ’ s

e e

Which of U 2 following sets of words fits most ,appropriately in the blankd?

* ¢ (4) remding a cert.in Kind (B)”par*ic}pating:in (C) participating in .
. (1) of literature ° . a.certoin r_ozrt -a certnin ‘swirt | <
) h (2) - ) poetry : stock=car racing “gymnestigs
= 3 Ca writer -+ racing driver an athlzue
. (4) writing poetry ~ D racing S “~gymnastice \ .
) ’ (;) writing workshop N “stock car race . gymn.stics . .
. . (1) (D) purticipaﬁing in an (E) playipg tournament (F) training oneself in |
elective activity , bridge , a skill . .
) (2) debating . bridge .8inging “ |
“(3) a speaker a card player . : "a perfbormer ‘
" ') ‘ . debate ¢ “bridge sinsing , °.
. * (5) interschol.stic debate tournamegé ;., singing tryouts

a
. .
N 1
@
O : -
e ’ . °

Stadehts“discover wiéhout difficulty that any of the six suggested sets of

r

‘words, and others, wight ‘equally well zppear in the slots. (The writer's sub- |

- 3 .
ject, by the way, was gymnastics.) We discuss, then, how little relat.’ onmship.

’ ¢
i .
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there ka between the wordu tha-student” Wrote and _what, in this ‘case, she, "really

.N,a " -

“vr% knew " The student is expressing a language, npt a 901{. We come ,to call thi&‘

vofce--in‘whicn Grand Thoughts flo t on- their own‘air-="Theme Voiee: Elevatsd
« o’ o < - \" . > '
- ? .
- Thoughts Var.aty." . v, ‘
o - . b .

Atter reﬁding\other papers the c¥ass gra&ually iselates ahdgnames a number
’ \
‘of other Thenme .Voices: "Kobot Variety," which usea Dphssives a lot, avoids say-

ing "I”" and takes an authoritarian stance; "Eighth-Graqe Variety," which tells

— &

DL

, Y peraonal éxperience flutly and without point; and "{an led Web Variety," which is
full of non. sequiturs, shifts of perlon and number, and uoublings-back. ., §
[} ~ A s
n ; Next, from tia same set of papers I hand to my clnsses one which contrasts
- '~ . ¢ ' o

with the}eﬁétyﬁélotsapaper--a niece on "Something Roall".&now" with o real °

T subject and an honest voice, and my students discuss.their reactions te‘it. ﬁere

s 2

-

1s one I regeived this year: - Co |

b
v A

I'yve been huntinv for a lonv time ‘now, about five or six jee:s;-
which i think is a lons time. Well anyway , hunting requires a lot of”
skills and tuctics, For ex.nple it takes years of practice to call
ducks down o;t of the s<y. "-: there's a skill, or perhaps an art. ° N
Another skill is in knowing how much to lead a dove as it swiftly d .rts
above you, or knowing‘the r. :nge of your shotgun, Therc are moée skills,
of course, and many tactics,’ like using decoys and the spreading of men

on a field. All this und more 'is : part of hunting

e

\ The more is, I would say, the characteristic that letpla hunter be

AY]

a killer, . .hunter knows he's killing Bonething, taking 1ife .away from
soma creatnrss, but he still enjoys it and does it. I don't know what
it is, but I{nidn" v\*%ize wh-t I was doing until a.out a year ago.
I first realized it when I was hunting small game (th-t is, pheasant,
. - rabbit, d'so forth) I was walking through u field when I kicked up a
. rabbit. Q put my gun up, got a bead en him, and shot the hind legs off him:
But tae dnrn rabbit kent running on his front legs. S0 I chased him “down

'

S



Y ’ ) - = . R \ l_o [ 4 ) R ’ -
and got him trapped withﬂhy boot on his head. 1 couldn't shoot him,
. %  that-would ruin thg- meat. Anu I°couldn't let, him go, 'cause he'd probably

\{ just'dig.. I had to kill hip, me undgr my, own power, makilg .:y own deci= v
'slon to squeeze the life out of him. So that's what, I-did, squeéezed his
‘ neck, till I heard his last squawke I watched his bro&n eyes,looking at
( me. They .seemed to pilerce my émotion"l mind, qaking me feel ljke asking -
G‘d's forgiveness’ for what I w8 doing. Tt eept ny thoubhtq Wan§eﬁ%ng.
.y was I doing ‘this? I didn't have te.
Well, it°Was 2 coupletely new experience for me, but it wore off''fast.

v

[ ¢

- I think Lhe first’time is the worsi. Now Iuli'grab the ne.k-of a goose

and swing him around,yto break his neck, not even giving it a thou:ht. ,

I woulé thi‘i ‘that thiat's a pretty sick quallty of a hupter, but mayhke
most hunfors gee it differently. I don't=Ybut I hmnt., . L ) R

v . P . 3

. S : . . . K . ' "\

-

~ The writer here., f%z students see, uppro:ches his subject directly :nd

ﬁ - I . . . A - [
s8inply,setting up a world==the world of hunting==and 1locating himself in it. .
" Then he'narrates an incident, using his own natural language--in fact, sounding v 0

’

very much like.'the story=teller of:oral traditiun.. He creates suspense, brings
f ,
us to a climax, and leaves us with . question. "Is this 'really knowing'?" 1
) [ SN . . o
sk my students. And after speculating about what it is a.writer such as this

|
"really knows," they begin to detect the ulshonesty inherent in the cliche writ= .
. o i L ¢ -
ing they have fallen into. ‘In this paper they see that a simple thought, the

relation of a siﬁgle experience, which makes no c¢laim 5: solving Grand Questions,

can convey more ‘''knowing" than prefentious avowals and neat certainties. v

v Tt

The hunting paper is not without f1 ws, of course. Having reached his cli=

. A

mix, the writer tries to depict his emotions.in two sentences of inner monologue

- ("'hy wos I doing this? I didn't have to") which inadequately convey his, dilemmaj, .
. i . ‘ .
ana he sums up his "learniné“ with reference to "a pretty sick quality"™ without
.

durther ,introspecticn. 1In tracing his inner experience of coming to "re 1lly know"-

s

the killer instinct, he thus short-cuts b:dly, possibly because of his inadequate
Mo N

conmand of vocabul ry and certainly bec use he {acks famili rity with writing .

s
.

11
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another game, based on'fhe con&ept of Free Writing. Here I give theu a sub= L

i free of pompous "meaning," showinb different minds at worke==and at play. -

lﬂl - \ l L
stratebies that might help hin. If the class sees ‘hi problem, we talk qbout it
)

L

and analyz¢ what the 8ss..y needs to realize its potential. But if studentq xren't

ready for-such analysis, they can 1t least see that in this paper there is no

4 ’

way &e c¢an chanre the nominal subject, gubstitute words, or rearrange sentences °

) .
without demuge. , ) -

But studsnts are likely torattrihute thé success of this paper to its are

.

|
resting,subject. They say, "But I don't know anything about huﬁting!" or "I've ¢
never killed ‘an animal!" S0,:to see that the subject dpes not matfer, we play

ject, Cbsthangers7, and ask them 0 write freely for ten minutes without sto P
p- .

ping to think, nﬂonb the resalts are always a number of 1nterelting papprs,

Here are three from one class:

- ——

S ‘.
Coathangers? T just broke one yecterday, and I was really mad that I. ’ “ R
did it., I was rearranginnbsome clothes in my closet and pusued against
my best hanger. Snapl. This was no ordinary hanger. It was pot made of,
black bent wire like the ones holding up the rest of my clothps in that
closet. This was of clear ‘plastic, largeér than the rest, holding up my )
"dressy" winter coat, ,I tried to glue the snapped-off plece onto the rest |
of the henrer, but Elmer's Glue is not made to mend brpken coathangers v » _
made of clear plastic, - Frustration' The 'edges along the plas(il: were ' L
roush, splintered.‘ More fragmnnts of plastic were splintering-off with ny
every attempt to glue it together. 'Forget it. Throw the hanger out, Ndﬁ'
ny coat sits on the ordinary bl..¢k bent vire coathenger. The kind of hang=
er thut I really like is sitting at home in riy .bedroom closet. Received
it as a ;ift from my enployer at the hospit: l. it is pink and kind of pufty.
It uaed.to rave a scent. .

- , _ P A

- an - e R

Y

What in the world can you write apdut coat hanner(s) for ten minutes?

If the subject ‘had been just hungers 4nd- not co it hangers thé‘\ﬁaybe, just

’ . " ~ ~
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naybe, I could find sométhing to say”on the subject; After all, wnhat can
you do with a egathanger but hang a coat on it? At least with other types

- ~:>of}hangers you can ha g up s blouse, skirt, sweater, dress, or a pair of

S pants. You realize of course that .he coat hanger- doesn't have all these

\
, l

’ ) uses. Nope. All you can do with a ¢oat hanger is put a coxt on it and ’ {

stick it in a clasetj I'm not saying fh:t coat hangéfs are bad, or no (
. ’ rood, after all, what do you think my coat is hanging on? O0f course you
¢ D\couldn t nanv your coat up rlsht unless’ you h\d a coat hanger. fThat is"

. ) why they are called coat hangers. People are élyays h-.nging coats on than.
You wouldn't call it a goat hanger if its purpose‘yasn't t0 hang coats on,
now would you? Of course you wouldn't. So naﬂ ddiyou see my point? No?
Well, let me see what Iscan do about that, - Have you ever seen 5 skirt

anser? You know, the kind with the clips so you won't wrinkle the skirt?
: . Oh good. [

- w ®m - - Y £Y
v - . .

.+ coat ncnger is a pretty interestirg invention. Really, the perstn
T that invented it must have been a re:zl tidy person. Just think, if, we . P
T didn;t have coat hangers wé could throw our clothes on the floor aﬁd nobody '
would say word asbout it. Your “ents wouldn't yell af you for not haqg{

-~ 2 *
3 . in; your cont up, because you woul( 't have anything to hang it up with.

~ Sone paople are.coat hangers, or at least, that's all they're good fpr. o
Did you'ever locg_y:ur keys in your car? well, if you did you ‘found
another good use for a coat hanger. Yes, a cozt honger is mery good for
. getting into‘your locked, car. b D8§.-8QUa13y jgeful for someone élse
trying to et into your car. l .
Coat hangers don't grow on trees, you know. They gro& in~closetss Did
you ever open your closet docr and et bombarded by hangers? But that only
happens when you're not looking for a hLonger. Bec-use when you;re looking
for omg, the 9:11:;; one you can find is the one you ©bent out of shape t}ying -

. to set your car unlocked. -

Read aloud, these pa ers reveal delicht ;ully consistent voices, each exXpres=

sin; o temperament snd an outlooke. Students cannot help he:iring the restrained

" ruefulness of the first, the exasperated tonc of the second (addressed a® to a.

child?), anc the ironic wit of the third--a writer, by the way, who naturally

. ERIC Lo \- \
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parasruphs his material. Re..ding the third'essay aloud, one is hard put not to
give a Groucho=liarx reading to the joke ot the end-of the second p.ragraph:
"It is equallyvpserul for someone else trying lo”get into _tur car." Lixke
alldzbod stéry tellers, number 3 rattles off dde.:s about his suvject with‘a
sense of timing and climax, marv;lousiy tying his cliches together ;n the list

sentence., The fact that these papers were written non=stop in ten minutes leads
a N . . S
the class to see how the "writer unaware' taps & spring of naturalness'not usu=
: o They. :
2lly dipped into by students given zn outside writing assiggmentf and‘arz more .

/
'likely in the fugure to heed the textbook advice to write the first draft in
’ ore \
- bursts of activity of at leasq;puragraph)length before stoppins to think.s
Y . * -
\ _But why,,I ask my students, are they able to produce thése individual voices

‘

in ten minutes; even though they have produced nothing but Engfish, Tangled

Webs, and EI;vated Thoughts in their Shtside writings? Some of their amswers

are revealing: "We knew it- wasn't’import;nt"; "There's no right way to talk
about coathangers!'; "Ye could be ourselves because we weren't being marked,."
‘(The last comﬁegﬁ tells me a lot: I had promised’got to "correct" their free

writings. or assign a grade; since, however, I do not grade regular ussignments

either, }t was obviously the pronmise not to mark up the papers that freed them

from their feér of teacher's judgment.) These comments ‘bout Free Writing, and

“

the writings themselves, pointedly demonstrate to me why assigrments of Eng=- .
"1lish=class "topics"’aﬁcohpﬁnied by prescribed ways of addressing them almost
. o

a2l.oys result in Theme Voices of the worst sorts.

~

With cames, I can upproach whatever points about good writing I want ny
students to '""real-ize." I have used my own experience ﬁith the writing of

contest entries to motivate students to spot their own wordiness, cliches, super—

L3

ficiality, and lack of focus, I describe to them the tyves of coniests I

~—

7

—t




th.ir assunptions about the expectatiohs of a partiicular jﬁdse or pane& ofy

1y
entered ten or fifteen years aco: the naming contest, the slogan, the last line,
the 25~words=or-less st.tement, and so on. I tell them that the contestant has

to inugine judges, inundated with entries, reading the same trite thoughts

2

(perhaps Theme Voiceé of the Baloney Variety) over ani over. Having, by this
time, read several spts of their own indistinguishqble efforts (and having heard

the question "¥ho wrote this? Describe the person" over and over), students can

-~

appreciateﬂwﬁy judges throw out hundreds of entries forhevery fresh and arresting

one they set aside.

Thea weé talk about judiging standards by which entries that survive the first

“

reaain; are sorted out. For this, we use students! own Yentries" in a contest
L

I s2t upy as a writing essignment (eee, "Describe your dorm room in one para=
e

sraph") and we arrive at tentative standards: fresh thoughts, individual de-
-

tail, projection of a2 persona. These are obviously reiated, too, to the Coat=

huagers experience, -nd .t this point, I also get students to recognize that

- - >\

.judses x® are inportant; the entry must be slonted for its reader ( judge).

A} -
Obviously « spoafing tone in an essay on pétriotism, no matter how well writ-
ten, will not, make points if the sponsor of the contest is the American

Lerion, though it night find on appreciative addience if written for lew

Times iianazine. 'nd a group: of writer=judgds in lis. Bruton's cliss will not be

e - . a

impressed==any longer--with Grand “houghts and B.loney.

o . .
Yere is  paper describing u sccne "in 100 words or less" which won handily

when judsed by the class. (The quality that made this pilece stand out fromg =211

other enitries w.s present, by the way, in this student's writing for the first

-

- v
time; in her e:rliar papers she had been garrulous and unfocused,) Notice the

k)

writer's control and expressivcness:

¢
>

/
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+Looking out my kitchen window on tais still, damp spring morning, I

spied upon the sunrise walk of a mother partridge and her five babies, R
marching from the wogd's edge in a strai:ht lin- toward the open field ‘

behind our house.

I had often heard the shrill chatter of ‘the woodland family but was.-
“unprepared to see them e~erging for théir morning forage of inseacts and
younz plant shoots. The ashy gray coat of the mother with he§rbrown and

black markings -rovided a perfect cambdflage in the dewy fog. Aas I raiseé
. my coffee cup to my lips, they disappe.red. -

Examiniqg how much is conveyed in a féw words, students coqe to appreciate
economy, allusjiveness, qu understatement. Working with this passage, we ex-=
aqine gdjectives, nouns, and vérbs for their contributions to éhe effect; move= .
ment and image, students see, are best convéyed by nouns, verbs, §nd verbals

.and least‘Py descriptive adjectives. Students 2180 see how the .opening and closing

n.rrative details provide a point of view and add: story interest.” Wmd we analyze
N 'S.-":A,:-"?

the writer's perhaps unconscjous exploitation of militery images in "spied upon,"‘
"marching," 'straight line," '"morning for;ge," and "camouflage." Talking sbout

how these words supply sharp images, unity, and coherence whilé allowing economy,
B4 "

students learn the value of-metaphor. They,gzo back to their own entries more
> ‘ » .

o g - (J‘
critical of their own standards, and many produce fine revisions.

~

The contest assignment takes students beyond the Free Writing assignment
a.d the types of veices th. t kind of writing produces, and it lets them experience .
the careful attention and critical choice necessary for writers td produge natu=

rzl=gounding voices. needed ir most writing situations. Although they could toss

off a treatment of Coathangers in teﬁ minutes and be praised for the, results, the
minds that produced the writings were, after all, skimming the surf ce of a sub=
ject and finding only the most obvious connections; the interest lay in- the ways

the éonnéctions w-.re made and in the fidelity of tone. Writing deliberately for

“ ~

an swiience==which the 100=words=or-less assignmentuasks the students to do-- i
a 1 -

|

I

I

I

requires conscious manipulation of tone, discovery of a focus of interést, and

-
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by

compressione. Papers deliberately .written take time, thought, flanning, and

much revisione. t

L

I have det:iled only a few of the james and exercises I use in my writing
classess A teac' :r can easily find adaptable suggestions in composition texts

and professional journaié.8 The gsmes should not be haphazgrdly introduced,

but planned in a sequence to‘meet the teacher's aims, perhapé’coord}nated with”

the writing text used in class, Once an exercise is set up, the students!

-

papers themselves berome the text for discussion. -
K By the end 6f the semester, my students have a good sense of what?fheir
languages are ané how they work. Whatever voices or selves they create in

their writins--yhether sweet, éough, or stufty, to use Walker Gibsoﬁ's terms for

three current stylesg,'or whether pluyful, ironic, eafnést, urbane, or imper-

'scnal==students should be able to say they cre .ted these voices deliberatelj.

4nd if they continue to write Baloney for another professor, at least they know -

/
<

they are doing it; they choose to do so. Their role-playings, they know, are

their ways of affectinscthe reader's judgment, perception, emotions, or atti-

tu.es.

-

Stucents' acceptaonce of responsibility for their written expression comes,
I find, in being put in touch with the linguistic sensibility they had as chil=

dren toward the ordl traditioﬁ, in w:ys I have talked about in this Ppapers
.’ .
Swimming ‘s something you don't teach fish to do} you.pqt then in water, where

S

"

they do it.

v

>
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