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AUTOBIOGRAPHY IN ENGLISH COMPOSITION
MARGARET BYRD BOEGEMAN

I
T@e freshman copposition course at‘the community.
college is frequently dreaded by student and teacher alike.
'The students are reluctantly compelled into a class they
do not want to take, and the 1nstructor; are reluctantly
compelled into a class they do not want to teach. The
réaqon fo;‘the reluctance, on both parts, is thea uéually
.high quantity of work assighed and the uéﬁaily low qual;‘
ity of work completed. Caﬁses.are myriad, having to do
with the too often repeated reasons why Johnny and Janie
can't read and write, with the students' often tedlous and
‘repetitive past twelve years of training, or with the fact
that the class is” compulsory. Students and teachers at
- the communlty college are -additionally handicapped by the
problem of Jow morale. Community college students 1n.— .
overwhelming numbers have the idea that they caﬁhot sucéeed
in academics, particularly in writing. Regardless of '
whether they are_fresh out of high séhool or_return{ng
students and mature adults, and regardless of their actual
ability, this fear-pre%ails. )
D Coﬂéeguently the-first,and mai9r task of the

instructor is to provide a situation in which the students

believe they can learn. These students must maintain a
[N PR
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modicum,of confidence and self-esteem in order to learn,
- and while it is not our respoﬁsib;lity to establish
these qualities in a student (not to mention the limits
of our ability éo‘do 80) we can build on whatever con-
‘fidence the-stﬁdents bring.” At the very iegst, we must
be sure thaf,neither our matecsial nor our méthodology
Iundermines it. We neeq to offér thes? students the kind .-
of course which will challenge them.and.stimulate their
in;erest without either intimidatinélthem or condescend-
ing to them. ) A
Thereforg'if a_coAhunityncollege‘composition course
.is to be successful, the conteﬁt-(the reading and writing
' assignments) must be selected with this particular audience
in mind. We must begin where the students are, basic as
) that sounds, and take them as far as they can éo in the
tlﬁime we have. Just to keep them~ip clasé we must accom-
plish two things.l First we must reach the students
Aemotionally as wéll as intellectually and, second, we
‘must show them sufficient and believable ' reasons for
them to write. These studentg need a goal and purpose
more immediate than a grade at the end of the semester
(which ig a poor motivator for students who believe they
are going to fail anyway). They need to see that every
reading and writing assignment kas.a direct bearing on

their lives now, while they are in the class.  It-is only .

when they become comfortable and familiar with the 'skills
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cf reading and w}iting--and often this takes a long
. time--that we can expect them to stake out loﬁg-term
goals such as a grade, a degree, or an education for its
own sake. Thus, we are in the: position of trying to ‘give
a survival tool, like.a life pfeserver, to a group of
people who simply do not believe it will help them float.

Yef by allowing them to read something of immediate
interest ahd.to write somethiné of immediate importance
to them, it is possible that within one semester such

ségdents cén be reading and writing at a reséectable
quality and quantity for freshman composition. :By'care-
fully selecting matefial and st}ucturing assignments, one' .
can even introduce them to literary form, sharpen their
skills of criticisﬁ and transmit humanistic values, all h
i\without diverting the emphasis from reading and writiﬁg;
‘One approach to composition which fills all these criteria
focuses on personal writing, or autobiography.

Teachers have long récognized the value of personal
writing in "warmup" exe}cises:‘ writiﬁg.from experience
helps breaﬁ the writer's block, and by beginning with the
ﬂstudents' "home" territéry, we can build studenté' con-

| fidence and interest in writihg. Sustaining the initial
focus on personal writing tﬁroughout the semester allows
'students to bursue a subject that is interesting, in a

mode that is at least modestly successful for them,

while Simultaneously~developing the same writing skills

‘ =
Q : o
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that are stressed in most traditional approaches to
composition. ’

If students are going to be writing autobiography,
then it is logicai ana appropriate sfor them to read in
this genre'alsu. I do not believe that students imitate
the material they read, or even consciously learn how to
write from reading other people, but I do assume that
students better, understand and are more comfortable with
writing assignments when they have read é few examples

of Similar efforts.

II
Autobiography»as a subject of study has several
immediate and practical advantages. First, it is easy

for the students to read. 'It is usually grounded in the

v »

particular texture of specific detail which helps to keep
the attention of even reluctant readers. Also, it encour-
ages them to use such detail in their own. wrltlng, which
helps to counteract the usual breezy generalizations that
sweep . throughout beginning writing.

Second, there are usually some elements of narrative
in autobiqgtaph&, a. form with. which students are familiar
(from filh and teleuision, if not from reading) and
therefore coufortable. The fact that narratiye itself
Vcontaing many of the most important elements of compos-~

ition--a begirning, a middle, an end, a strict sense of

’ 2
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progression, cause and effect, proportion, selectivity,
' balance and theme--works to the advantage ef teacher
and student. As the form of narrative is easily under-
stood, it becomes'a teaching tool whose component parts
can be easily demonstrated and analyzed.’ Furthermore,
the narrative is a flexible‘mode'or organization and
~can be easily combined with most other rhetorical pétterns: ‘
: inductioﬁ§ deduction, comparison/contrast, process . 4;
analysis, etc.
Third, students find "lives" more interesting then
just about anything else; there is an immeoiate connection
with and enpathy for the problems.of another huwman being.
That .these :tories are true and not fictions only strengthens
them in the students’ esteem. Art is suspect, but Truth...
well, truth can be trnsted.f And the particular kind of
truth in an antgbiographical'etatehent cannot be denied--.
. the truth of the perceptions of the wrlter exerc1sed on
. the events of his or her 1life. The strong authorial voice
both compels interest and tenders confidence; 1t is a
voice students w1ll llsten to because they\know who is
speaklng. ‘ l _
Fourth, there is inherent in the form of auto-
biography an implicit purpose which serves the beginning
. student as stimulus, even inepiration. No one writas
an autoblography uniless she/he thinks she/he has made a
success ofdhls or her life. _The teleology of auto-
hlog:aphy is of success through struggle, whether that
‘ . . . . : .

Q ' by

ERC 7 ‘ ’

q




6
struggle be with self or with circumstance. The tele-
ology of a composition course is (ideally) much thel
same. Thus, nearly every autdbiograph.:r serves the
~student4as a modei for self-development, ‘even if the
autob;ographer,ﬁas been the most recalcitrant of sinners,
~a St. Augustine, or an Eldridge Cleaver. All of the |
.authors-show; in one form or another, that' the process of
wr1t1ng about ‘one's life is also a ‘process of controlllng
one's llfe. As.the students follow t ,Aeir models, it '\;
becomes'apparent that'the process of controlllng one's
life is also a process of controlllng one's language.
When students wish to express with some exactltude the

4 conditions oé their existence, they become considerably
more alert to the nuances of lanyuage because these‘
affect their own verbal image.

. So, the form of,autooiography is easy to read and
interesting for the students, while at the‘same time |
instructive about writiog_in some of-the most important

o _ways. One piece of evidence which suogests the success
" of this kind of writing is_tﬁe repeated inclusion in
composition texts‘dT a small oroup of essays, all in
7\\\\\\ the first person: Baldw1n s "Notes of a Native Son," .
- 0"well s "Shootlng an Elephant " Thoreau s "On the
‘Duty of C1v11 D1sobed1ence," and 'a few others. 5

The human:ist benefits of reading autobiography

réinforce the practical advantages. If students study

.
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what human beings have written about themselves, this
pute'the humén.exéerience at the center of the educational

process, where, in the tradition of humanism, it belongs.

-

If fwhlle we are teachlng students to write, we wish also
to nculcate the values of the humanities, no vehicle
could be more effective than this one. As I have already
p01nted out, students read it with interest and empathy,
A_and\they accept (perhaps even too ea51ly) the velues of
the author. THe autobiographical form, then, broadens
their awareness of other condttions of human existence,
other values, and other goals than those they bring |

‘ " with them to class. Whatever the issue, whatever the

r

\

degree of controversy and whatéver the distance from
the students' own 1lives, ffem human righte to oil rights,
material explained in the first person and grounded in
experiential detail will involve them more effectively
_and remain with them kpnger than any other approach to

" ¢the same iséues“&Thus, reading autoblography transmits

1nher1ted cultural values as well as serv1ng the prac-

- T

tical needs of the writing class. z

III
Writing autobiography offers many of the same
" ﬁ advantages as reading autqbiography. For the student
it is interesting and motivating to write; for the
instructox it is interesting and rewarding/tg read.-

t v . . 7/ kY
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Putting aside this last advantage as gratuitous, we can
b ] . o
consider the perhaps obvious benefits of students
interested in investigating their lives and motivated

to write about them It is axiomatic that interested

. - N

- and-motivated students produce better essays. Given

tge insecurity characteristic of this group of students,
perhaps even more important, is the authorlty wrltrng
autobiography confers. No oné else knows more about

the subject tﬁan the st&dent writer. ‘This absolutely
eliminates all laglarlsm (which, I'have found, is the
result les; of laziness than of fear of being wrong).
Students cannot plagiarize their own lives and beliefs

znd would not trust anyqne else to do sc. This subject'
is so important that :* eannot-be‘%nusted to. another
person’s "help." iStudénts.ﬁay write about tﬂE1r lives
effectively or not effectively, but they will not write
stupidiy, carelessly er fearfullyr This in itself is

a greeE boon Ep the teacher and a self-fulfilling success
for the stude;fs, since the results'&ill be s; much better
than anyfhiné else they heve attempted, !

Autobiographical subjects for writing. also function -

as great equalizers for the varied baékgrounds from which

the sEpdenﬁs come. Whether the students are young or old,

wealthy or indigent, foreign or native,| learned or
7] ' ) c - -

'ighorant, all have had a past from which to fashior an

autobiography. ‘There can be‘no;"inStructor'sfslant".td

A0 \
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this -assignment. " No race, religion, or political view

has the advantagcs_ If the assignment works in favor of
anyone, it is the nlder students, who hage somewhat more
material in their lives to choose from-and who have
usually managed to gain'a bit of perspective on the
*- | incidents in their pasts. If the student's essays are
- shared, however, thls advantage serves the rest of the g
class as well1 as‘the younger students find the essays
of classmates|more satisfying writing models thanlthe
:’ v textbook essafs. Watching a visible person struggle
through the self def1n1ng process, partlcularly one who
- _ has supposedly achleved the freedom of‘maturlty, is
1mmeasurably enCouraglng to younger students and rein-
forces their own efforts. |
[?Autobiogréphical writing has an additional benefit
for the whole class in that it provides amidst variety,
" @ common ‘topic for discussion. In whatever ‘manner their
essays are shared, students will be able to recognlze_
common problems in’ trylng to impose a form on the elusive
material of a life. In my class, thlS sharlng of essays
(throughgdupllcatlng them and . dlscusslng them in small
' groups) provides some of the mosik valuable critiqugs
the students' experlence;\ The students' interest in
autohiography is intensifiedehen the writer is a class-

mate. They take seriously their role as crities and

) y . \ .
they take seriously the evaluations and suggestions

Vo -
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vffered by the other students. This further strengthens
the instructor's critiques, ﬁhen students hear similar
evaluations from several sources, they are much mo:re
likely to accept and act on them. Discussion of their
own essays (as opposed to those in a text) finds them
willing to copsider such formal problems as proportion,
level of diction, unity, “and coherence, problems which
are often ill abtended when the essays discussed are
not their own. Suddenly the problems of Selecting the
right words become immediate and personal and "relevant,"
to bring back a word from the sixties. The attention
with which they scrutinize each others' work is a model
4of classroom.involvenent. The subject of a life seems .to
be_nearlf as interesting”to other students as it is to
the writer. , N |

Writing autobiography also has certain advantages
in promoting humanistic-Values, just as reading autobiography
does. First, it encourages selffreflection, an exercise
very little pursued by this gioup of students at this time
in their lives. (This fact is undeniable by anyone who ’
teaches at: the community college, in spite of what the
popular press has't0»say about the "me" gener?tion')
In the course of self reflection, one of the things that
students gradually come to see is that each life is a

process of growth and change, an interaotion between the

self and its particular society. Students begin to see

7
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a difference between the self who is writing (in the
present) and the self who is being explained (in the
past). 'They begin to sort out what they have effected in
their lives and what has come about as the result of
other forces;-family, geography, or economic circumstances.
In this sorting out of present and past, causes and effects
is a budding familiarity with the historicai process.
That is, a pattern perceived in the present is imposed on
material of .the past, both of which are controlled by the
mind of the writer. N | ‘ .

As historical process is discovered to them, albeit

unawares, so also may be some philosophic wvalues. In

self-reflection there is a sorting out of what is important

-

in a life and an'aligning of_fhose important pieces into

a éattern of values and‘érinciples--princiﬁies liveq,

not pripciples memorized. fhis is, of course, the same
process that the great autobi;graﬁhers of the past have
undergope, and which ﬁakes their works not only interest;,
ing historical documents but timeless records of the ‘
human mind. Though these students in the community college
will probably not develop in cne séﬁester the interest in
or ability to read the great autobiographies'of history, .
the fact that the studeats are, however clumsily, repeat-
ing the struggles for clériéy and éoherence contained in

those books, both connects them with that past and

carries those humanistic values on into the future.
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As autobiographical writing begins to develop his-
torical awareness and philosophical speculation, we have
already touched on two of the three major subjects of

humanities curriculum: the other, of course, is language
Y g

studies. Writing autobiography requires the writer to
p:eéent a self to an audience. Selecting and shaping
that sélf is a process nof only:of self-analysis, but.
'ofrlinguistic skili. Students must stﬁdy and evaluate,
however informally,,stratégies of self-analysis and

self-presentation. 1In historical models, (even recent

- -
ones) they can find some parallels and recognize some

models. Writing autobiography and discussing this writing.

sharpens critical skills as well as writing skills, and
brinés to students a realization of their connection
with and dependence on earlier w&ifing models. This

" dimension cf’historical awareness is usually left for
more advanced courses in tne history of literature,’but
if the épecialized;termiﬁology of, rhetoric is omitted
and if the writing models studied are simple_oﬁes, this
concéét of historical coghéction can be included without
special effort at this beginning level. Writers from

‘the time of Augustihe have looked to established models

in the process. of shaping their own stories; it is an’

—

- historical corollary of the:form} and another dimension
of ‘the humanistic tradition. -

So, autobiograéhical writing is interesting and

Al
.- successful for students, and it also helps them to see
?

14
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themselves; their values, and the circumstehces of their
lives more cleerly. They £ind that telling their stories
relieves them of some confusion and some burden of affirm-
ing'theif\presence in the class--one might call it theb
"Ancient Mariner" syndrome. It is a clarifying, enrich-
1ng and healing act for most of theSe students who have'
a limping self esteem Once they have told (themselves
as much as anyobne) whﬁ they are, they_can much mere easilv
move on to other.kinds.of writing. It is a sort of
fundamental establishment of themselves es writers to sey;
on a typewritten page “This is who I am," and a’sort'of
yeast to the brew of their continued writing.

‘ . ITTI .

Given the edvantage of autobiography as a suhjeqt for
study and as a focus fo?~writin§, it might now be useful
te consider‘the applic;tions of its forms within a class.
It is possible te develop a greet variety within the form
of autobiograghy; I am going to'propose Qne.line of
deve;opment whichh I have found successful.

Naturally, one begins with the simple patterns and
works toward the more comélexﬁ The nerrative i's, of

course, the easiest'form for the student toftry. As .

pointed out earlier,. however, ‘the narratlve ‘is by no

means an unsophlstlcated form, for it requlres the

students to be" coherent, unlfled, sequential and selective.
h .

b

N
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Moreover, narrative is not the end but oniy the beginning

of the rhetorical forms that can be developed within

" autobiography: and for each forﬁ there is a corresponding

’,

mode of self-appréhensibn, which, if accurately read

by the instructor, will suggest the stage of development

-

of the student's mind.

Fotr example, most students begin to write by giving'

. a simple account of something *hat happened "to" them.

When that something stops acting on them, whether it be
a bicyc}e: a parent, or a wave, the'%tbry“'will end. At

this -stage they are aware of themselves as being acted

upon but not as acting .themselves. Their lives are

&

perceived primarily as ‘a series of events--rites of
passage, celebrations, accidents--without much order,
meaning, or consequence. Certainly théy are not aware

of themselves as controlling the direction or determin-

'

ing the values in their lives.

This initial and simple stage of self-apprehension

can be deepened if the students are agked to writé ébout

an'"acéomplishment.“ Whlle “this assignment may Stlll
e e N

be preseated as a ftralghtforward narratlve, stﬁdents
become aware of themselvé; as acting on and; to:gome
dégree, controlling their iives. “More than likély the
students will use .a cause/effect organlzatlon in thlSm

piece of writing, showxng that their efforts at practlclng

somﬁthlng produced a satisfying result or that_trylng

-
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something béfore they Qere ready resulted in disastef.
The "acgqmplishment“ assignment also suggests éo the
students ﬁhat somewhere, either at thé beginning or at
the end of the pépér, there should be a statement. about
just what was aqcomplished. If this is included, we
find that students have '*posed either a deductive or
inductive pattern on tﬁe arrativé. h

The next step encourageé the students tb move from

van “accomplishment" to,a "discovery."' In this:sort of

proéression,'stﬁﬁents 5egin'to'deél with internal
achievemehts (such as insighés, determinations, and
control over emotions) as well as the ex£ernal. They
may use the assignment to.ielatg the diséovery, to clar-
ify thé discovery, or ds a means of actually makiththe
discovéry.- At this point students beéoﬁe awaré‘of wfiting
as a tool for finding out what they think, or writing as

a means of thoﬁght as well as an expression of- thought.

That is a-tremendoué amount of coﬁceptual growth in only

three writing assignments-~from narration -of simple

‘sequence to cause and effect connections within the frame-

work of an inductive or deductive pattern, and from pass-

ive observations to realization of accomplishments to an

"ekpioratiop of thé distinction bétﬁeeh external and

/

internal achievements. They have moved from “he percepts

of~éxperience to the concepts of creative thought, .and

from writing as a tool which reflects_théir réality to
writing as a tool which discovers their reality. .

17
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Remarkable.as thispprogress is, it is only the beginning = "/
of what can be done with personal writing. o
For,eﬁample, if the stuéents are asked to write
about a relationship,‘new yrrting patterns will naturally
develop out of this ass@gnment.a First, the students
will be coaxed awa§‘from narrative to another form of
N\ organization--illustration, definition, analysis, com-
par1son/contrast, or whatever they need to repder the
relatlonshlp clearly and satlsfactorlly., The students,

)

\\ be-ome aware that. there is more than one person act1ng

in this relatlonshlp; there are two orxmore people .- /- - -

: 1nteract1ng, wh1ch compllcates the pattern cons1derab1y.
Further most relatlonshlps are long term affalrs, and
so theastudents must condense several years”lnto a few

' paragraphs, which isfﬁuch more difficult than compress-
ing an‘event of a few hdurs or even a few days. 1In
the discussion of a relatlonshlp, the organlzatlon will
very llkely take as, guldeposts qua;}tles rather”® thanf .

events,whlch requires students to explore and illugtrate

ideas as well as facts, i.e. to think'anaiyticaliy as .

well as.describe concretely.
Other forms of'exposition, and other modes of N

autoblography can be explored by other wr1t1ng as ;sign-

e .

ments.: Students can explaln reasons for the1r bellefs, .
attltudes or changes, in the t1me-honored mode of the

confession. They can defend their preferences and

Ki
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‘. preiudlces 1n ‘the manner of the apologla, pr they can
defend in’a dlfférept sense their vulnerable inner llVPS
'by~creat;ng roles or masks pro:ectlng the way they wish
to be seen,} ‘They can argue for a political, intellectual,
‘or sociallposicion based on their own hardfwrought exper- -
ience. Any and all-of thesé"writinghtasks wibl‘Challenge
them to explore new forms of writing while still ground-.
2 ~

.1ng their essays’ in material that 1s fam111ar and*lmportant

\

to them. . . - | AN
therary as well as exposltory p0551b111t1es exist .

w1th1n thls form_also. Each year, a few of my'students

chose to experlment w1th itJ Usually, without my“dir-'

ection or any. wrltten models from their readings, one

L

or two students will turn in an exploratlon of aﬁ\rntirior.
state of ‘mind, much in the manner of .a story by Virginia )

Woolf and written for the - sake of the exploratlon rather
/'
than for the sake of any dlscovery or change that comes

out of 1t. AXThlS is a somewhat more sophlstlcated stage

\

"of the thlrd asslgnment I dlscussed, on “dlscoverles. )

"While I do not a551gn such eerrlments as these’ 1nya

. i
freshman compoqltlon course (they might be more .

approprlate for creative writing) they nonetheless

'regularly if lnfrequently'turn up, suggestlng that some
students are psychologically ready for\fnd interested in
a more complex type of wrltlng than the standard

autoblographlcal forms. Recognlzlng this, an ‘instructor
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' _can easily'offer'such students more challenging assign-

ments for the duration of_the.course. Such experiments
are worth?sharing with the rest of the class, for this
kiad of writing done by a-classmate_impresses the

students much more than if it had been done by Virginia

: Woolf or. James Joyce, and greatly expands their 1deas

about what wrltlng is and of what they as wr1ters can do.

Even 1f they w1ll not be requlred to read or wr1te 1n

.thls style as dental techn1c1ans or englneers, 1t makes

them aware of;dlmenslons in language they ‘have never

before consldered

- IV
- Any of these experiments in autobiographical writing

are valuable exertlses for. 1nd1cat1ng to the 1nstructor

the state of the student s mental development, as well
: as-for enoouraglng the,student,s own skill, conf1dence

" and clarity of visipnu Onde stuaents can assign order,

meanlng, and d1rectlon to even a small segment of the1r

lives, they have enough control to explore, progress, and

accompllsh in other types of wr1t1ng. Moreover, they g

' . become eager_to‘write, for’they have diséovered that they

/

have somethlng of the1r own to say, a reason for saylng
it and an aud1ence for whom to say it well. '

Therefore, after students have demonstrated an ease'

and an ab111ty to write .in the autoblographlcal mode,

S
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'the 1nstructo. wishes to encourage them to erte in .
other forms as a complement and counterbalance to the
personal wr1t1ng, one would w1sh to make this trans-
1tlon wlthout los1ng the authorlty, directness, and .
1mmed1acy personal wr1t1ng has offered. I will suggest

.three ways I have found to do thls w1thout sagr1f1c1ng

the cont1nu1ty of the class' or -the quallty of the students'

x'wrltlng.hl_

~

The flrst way-constructs a brldge between thelr llyes

" ‘and the mater;al they have ready. I ask. the students to ,n// -

bonnect anythlng in their llves w1th any of the auto-

bI:qraphlcal essays 1n the text.. Thls asslgnment requlres

.«

.them o draw parallels between thelr lives and the life

///_§E>a person they know only through prlnt, by recognizing-
N o a slmllarlty,of,clrcumstance, of character, of attitude,

[

A etc. It 1s a major step toward an 1nte11ectua1 connectlon
“wlth the world of hlstory, 11terature and 1deas conveyed
through the wr1tten word The d1scover1es the students

make are often startling and- a1ways or1g1na1, gratlfylng

to the teacher and the" student as the beglnnlngs of

"‘”’T“"'analytlc thought. In th1s wr1t1ng ass1gnment, since it .
| is part1a11y based on "objectlve" materlal, one can
enter into an evaluatlon_oflthe loglc as wellfas the _
. stylehor the writiﬁg."@he form of. the writing, though:
it develoPéf naturally out' of the parailels .reccgnized, _'

AN

‘will usually emerge as a comparison/contrast format, which




the students may not yet have tried. Thus, there will

be certain'formal elements,'of‘both content and organ-

i;ation, which will‘unify all the writing attempts-and,
ptovide the basis for discussion at a more challenging‘
intellectual level than the.previous assignments.}

-«

afA second successful,approachtto expository writing
. that Is\stiil grounded - in'the personal and immediate ‘
: | allow the students to analyzewanother member of the o 1
o class in/o::::qgo help improve his or her writing. In y .
a~one-to—one Situation, where both students know each |
other, thc writer recognizes a clear purpose and audience
for this assignment and is still able to speak ih the
first person with the authogity bestowed by familia;ity‘.
.:with the other person'stwriting. If the class has been
sharing essays all along which, as I have mentioned
above, has numerous ‘ben fits), then the aSSignment to
critique the writing of a fellow student is only a |f‘ .
atural extension of group discussions. These discussions
will have built the writer's confidence in his or her pow-

.ﬁéiers-of analysis. Because of this prior experience at Kh T~

= " critiquing, the writer ‘brings to this aSSignment the

@

* same authority.which she/he has been writing about hlS'
4 .
or her own life. Further, there is a clear reason and

" a clear consequence for the essay.? By helping angthér -

student recognize features of his or her writing, the

( function of the analysis is made immediate and concrete.




/ ¢ '~ | 21 °
" The reallty of th1s wrltlng asslgnment 1s aniaddltlonal
(
motlvatlon. The assignment is valuable not only to the

writer, but also to the critic._ It: usuaIly relnforces
I
the suggestlons of the 1nstructor (Whlch have been made
#
perJtelY and in wrltlng, not verbally and to the gfoup)

\\,,/’End'pnov1des a more tanglble ‘and lastlng p1ece ofleyal-
uatlon than the discussions have given.

Students must have had’ exposure to. about three -

‘ii

v papers by another student to begln to recognlze sty'lstlc -

features of that wrltlng. BUt-lf these papers have been
TN
dlscussed separately in class, the wrlter has no trouble

linking them and 1dent1fy1ng the emerging patterns.

From my experlence with th1s asslgnment, I can testlfy

L] " 13
that it is enormously successful.

-

The‘thlrd suggestlon I have for susta1n1ng the o,

o
“ .
A l i

"1nteresb\and power of. personal wrltlng, while mov1ng into’

4 -

obJectlve subjects, is to glve the students a long

N .
~

'p1ece of autoblographlcal wrltlngv preferably a complete

__book, and ask them. to wrlte on this subject. By enterlng—

N TN
1nto what is Jn effect another one-to-one relatlonshlp

{

v

-—r—“5———1though this—timewith- a person they can know only through

hlS or her wrltlng), students are able to sustain the- .

i.

same 1nterest in a 11fe and, the same connection w1th the

,person about whom they are wr1t1ng as they were Wlth the

N . »

assignment just discussed.

Fd

The types of writing assignments which can grow out
« o . -

(o]
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‘of ..*s readlng are unllmlted--from s1mple (or not so

simple) summarles of the autbblography, to analysls of

'the author or the style, to research on the person and/‘:

or book What is more 1mportant than the' particular

kinds of wrltlng attempted ich will in any case be

governed by the type of authordand materlal 1n\fhe book)

is to give the students enough of the wr1t1ng of 'a 51ngle
person so that they can become famillar with 1ts form,
style, and point of view.” As with essays evaluatlng the
wrltlng of other students, the student writer must have
a certaln quantity of words before she/he can‘begln,to‘
see the patterns, and a single'essay is- not enough.

The reading and»thoughtful consideration of a com-

plete, autoblography by each student may be supplemented

by reading and d1scusslon of one or more autoblograohles

ﬂby the whole class. This leads naturally to a cons1der-

'atlon of gener1c forms or, 1n“51mpJer words, to thlnklng

about what makes a good autoblography. By the time g
studenfs\have wrlttzh parts of their own autoblographles,

read- segments of au blographles from perhaps twenty

S

persons, plus one/br more full length books, they have‘

a f£irm understand1ng of what makes an autoblography good.

:When I ask them to rate the autoblographles they have

read accord1ng ‘to same pr1nc1p1es of. excellence, they !
P

‘. come up w1th many of the same gualities that the leadlng

.crltlcsvof autobiography have lisfed: a sense of‘“the:
{ J ' ) . N Ve |
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essence of the person, a sense of completeness to the

life, a sincerity and openness in tone, a structural -
principle, a clear sense of audlence, a VlVld prose
fstyle. Most of - these qualltles every wr1t1ng teacher
tr1es to instill in her students.' These students_come

| to recognlze and to "own" these crltucalfpranc1ples,
thﬁpugh using them, not just through hearlng about gheﬁ

"It is a long road to this point when the class as
a wholc can discuss an abstract concept 'such as form,
but it is not, let me stress, a tedlous one. It is
.marked by a sense of accompllshment and the developlng
awareness of their potent1al at’ every step of the way.

- The essays are consistentlv interesting;andimore care; s
fully thought'out than even‘the.most provocative list of )
teacher-1nvented assignments could p0551bly st1mulate..,
‘There is a sense of personal growth, a Slftlng of values
as well as a honlng of wr1t1ng sklllsd Humane values‘a:e

: Ve
trans mltted both through the readlngs and the wr1t1ngs

[y

with an 1mmed1acy,not qulckly la1d a51de. Applylng

their‘ﬂeveloping skills and perceptions to situations

—*4—4‘that—are—rxght—1n-front“*f—them and helping another
student wr1te a better essay brlngs a refreshed--or per;
haps newborn--belief in the poper and efflcacy of
language, partlcularly thelr own language.
In short, autoblography 1s a gréat mot1va+or and an .

expedlter ofltho learnlng process in Engllsh *omposltlon.
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It instills:confidence and incentive in students who have
little of either. ’It?prompts them to consider philo-
sophic values and historical process as well as experiment
with basic patterns of writing. If the students use these
/;tntellectual paradlgms largely unaware of their slgnlf-

_1cance, the exerc1ses w1ll‘nonetheless prepare them for
later encounters w1th the h1story of thought. The genre 'l
of autoblography is an effective vehlcle for expresslon
-of”history, social'values, aesthetiC‘form, and linguistic-
skills all because”it seens'simpiy'to be a story of'one
person's life. It _does not preach so much as slmply
converse, it does not come attached w1th a label of hlgh
culture, but rather with a label of truth, wh1ch the
students feel they can trust. Autoblography is one means
of 1ntegrat1ng the students veducatlon w1th the1r 11ves
and of alloW1ng a sﬁ}lls class to become a humanities

/ . &

class, in a humane way.
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NOTES

1

The creation of a mask is a legitimate if unusual
autobiographical activity,. as evidenced by writers such
as Gibbon, who screen and protect their inner selves this
way. A person needs considerable skill to write a con-
vincing mask, and often those students who attempt this
form are among the better writers as well as the more
sophisticated thinkers in the .class. - They are aware of
the distinction between the self or selves inside the
writer, and the selective projection of the self on the
page. When they choose to defenc their privacy by pro-
jecting a deliberately chosen rwle, they will often
embellish this role with humor and vivid description,
deflecting with entertainment the curiosity of their
peers. This strategy is effective. for the class as well
as the individual, for it demonstrates to the class the
art involved in self-depiction, and the importance of
tone, perspective,  detail, and authorial control in a
way that. the simpler, "sincere" autobiographical essays
do not. The class is usually quick to detect a role
as role and can discuss the writing formally while
respecting the privacy of the author. r



