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decisions and they see that these choices affect how, as readers,

they now understand the stories. For the second assignment, students

write a one-page anal¥sis of their own stories in which they discuss
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Writing Stories and Writing Skills
Ruth Hoberman
When I came to Eastern, I had had seven years of graduate

traintng 1n 11terature and five years of teach1ng experience in
comp051t10n. I was dylng to trach literature, of ooﬁfée; but in
many ways I felt most comfortable with éoﬁ\isoéitio'r I had a
repertoxre of methods and a551gnments, and a well defined sense of
why what I was teachlng was lmportant. Teach:ng literature I had
none of thlsi I oniy knew I loved literature, and I assumed my
enthusiasm was catchlng--and worth catchlng. In upper- 1évé1

oourses, the assumptlon worked fine. In our second semester
oompos1tion class, called "Literature and Comp051tlon, it
didn’t. These were not Engllsh majors, but freshmen taking a
requlred composition course, and unless I could figure out how
reading 11terature could contribute to their ertlng sk111s, I
was in a very awkward pcsition w1th Lhose wvho Just p1a1n didnt
11ke readlng poetry, short etorles, and plays.

I haven’t ent1re1y worxed out all these questions, and I
still find Literature and Composxtion the hardest course to
teach, but I do have some thlngs I be11eve now about how
11terature and compos1tion are related. Malnly, 1°ve trieé
to let my pract1ca1 experlence with comp051tton and my
theoretical training in literature mingle, so that I can take
éévéﬁtage of both points of view at once. I don’ t thlnk I’'m
alone in this; it seems o me that teaeh1ng compo31tlon and

literature simultaneously encourages inventiveness in both: Nor




are the dlfficuitres in teachlng them all that different.
Student writers (and readers) are often overwheimlngiy
pass1ve in the face of others wrltten words. If it’s in pr1nt,
it must be good. If it’s in thelr anthology, whether an essay
or irterature, they can’t pos51b1y do as well. They pereeive
writi ing not as an act1on, a process of maklng choices within the

bounds set by grammatical and stylistic convent1ons, but as a

magieai pfeéipitat on of words onto page, wh1ch they can confront

only as falt accompll. This pass1V1ty is deadly Wr1t1ng well

involves recognizrng one s own freedom to choose, dlscoVering the
pieasure of constru1ng one’s own version of reaitty. It means
be1ng able to percelve onesélf as a 'wrlter'-—whether pub11shed
or unpubllshed--d01ng 'wrxteriy th1ngs with words.

My role, then, is to break down the barrier between the
students’ sense of 1dent1ty and the1r perception of what it means
to be a writer. And in many ways 1t ‘s easier to break down in
relation to "literature” than to nonficton. Most stiudents I‘ve
seen would rather write stories than essays: They find
*creative" writing less threatening and more involving. Their
reasons for this aren t exactly good: they generaily believe
that creatlve wr1t1ng 1nvo1ves only the outpourlng of strong
emotlons, that it’s more spontaneous and therefore easier
than expository writing. But their reasons don't mattéf,
nor does it matter how ’gb”eé their creative wr1t1ng 1s, fer 1
use the creative ass1gnment not as an end in 1tse1f, but as
part of a series of as31gnments in wh1ch it plays a useful

but limited role.




For three semesters now, I've asked students in my
Literature and Composition class to start of< our study of tha
short story by Wr1t1ng their own. Thls comes a th1rd of the way
through the semester, after our study of poetry I will not grade

them on the story, I announce; the assignment is péss=fai1 and

feels to them somewhat 1;ke a vacation. From the start, then,
I've put them in a position parallel to those they read: they
have eiﬁerienoéd the freedom of authorship to put wnatever they
like on the page.

thhxn limltS, that is. For the most 1mportant thlng, and I
think one of the hardest, for 1nexper1enced writers to absorb,
is their own paradox1cal pos1tion as both choxce-maker and
automaton: as authors they are free to choose one word over another,
to emphaslze one detail over anothér; as language-wr1ter they
must submit to the dictates of grammar and convention, to the
constraints of Being read (in a sense written) by another.

W.thin a week of ueglnnlng to read anthologlzed storles by
virtually no advice oi how to do it. Their stor1es then become
the context for my introduction of llterary termtnologY, I spené
time reading them aloud, and after each I ask about po1nt of view,
settlng, use of draiogue versus narration. Terms like these are
a lot less dry and abstract when used from the wr1ter ‘s viewpoint.
Hav1ng just wr1tten their own stor1es, students know that tﬁese
terms designate real decisions- whether thev knew it or not at

the tlme, they chose between 3rd person and lst person narration-

they decided when to break from narration into scene, or how much




to tell about a particular character. They can see that these
choices affect how, as listeners, th 2y now ﬁﬁdefstand the
stories. 'What kind of mood does the sett1ng create?" I mlght
ask; Or, "poes the fact that the narrator is watchxng children
play as hereminisces somehow tie in with the story as a whole?'
One student wrote a Story about a punter who had 1ust broken up
with his glrl fr1end. The protagonist spends the ent1re story in
an arm chair, his arms crossed, refusing to curn on the light in
hIS dorm room. Asked why he had had h1.= character refiuse to turn
on the Jlght, he said 1t 3ust happened that way. When the class
informéd him that 1t symbolized the character’s sorrow and
w1thdrawa1, he was flabbergasted.

As writer, he had to some extent been ﬁritten Sy forces
beyond his understanding or control. As reader, though, he had
jﬁSt discovered the wr1ter ‘s power to manipulate: hLe saw how he
could move from d01ng it by acc1dent, to dolng it on purpose. It
is this recoqnltlon of the patterns and potentlal set up by one’s
own writing as it appears on the page, that I think is most
essential to progressmg as a writer and to shar1ng in the
excitement of writing.

The best way to do this ic to experlence one’s own wr1t1ng
s1mu1taneously as one’s own and as someone eise s--as an actiV1ty
and as an object for ana1y51s. step two in my sequerice of
a551gnments, then; is for students to hand in a one-page éﬁaiysis
of their own stories in which they discuss their own work in the
third person, sho’wiiig how narrative teéhniéiie', characterization,

setting, diaioéiie, and piot structure all contribute to the




Etorf’s impact. They have also the option of rewr1t1ng their
stories—-for fun, or to make them more analyzable--and many dc.
They have generally had someé experience analyzrng a551gned
authors in other classes. They understand the assumptlons that
go wrf:h rti that the author under d1scuss1on must be a Great
Writer and that everything in the story must fit together
perfectly. They know their own work is not "Great” and does

not fit together perfectly But they apptoach the task
w1th good-nature and often WIth humor : if they know their
stories don’t hold together as tlghtly as a profe581onal s,

thev are w1111ng--eVen eager--to p01nt out what does work° their

use of setting to create mood, their use of foreshadOW1ng,

Or recurring 1mages. They enjoy playlng the dual role of
great author' and 'crltic, and they are forced to
recognize the dual role of their Writing as at once
something they did and the object of someone else’s
perception.

The third stage in this assignment is a more formal, graded
eésay: an analysis of one of the anthologized stories from the
standeInt of a 51ngle issue: I ask them to plck some choice the author
made regardlng p01nt of view or characterlzatron or sett1ng and
show how it reinforces the author’s point in the story as a whole.
End of semester evaluaticns reported that traditional as thrs
ass:gnment was, students found it one of the most enjoyable. I
author® and 'student' vere more 1nterchangeable than they had

realized Analyz:ng a "great work” no longer meant saying, o

Q : é




great writer lock at all the ways in which you are great and I am
nething?r It offered the potential to 1dent1fy—-to put oneself
in the writer’s shoes and ask, "Why did I do that?" and, that
question -] correlary, to put oneself in the reader ‘s shoes and
say— ‘I don’t know if you knew what you were d01ng, but here ]
what you did:" and just as the students, in writing of their own
storles, were made aware of the creatrve choices they made even
as analyzers (omxttlng the loose ends of thexr stor1es,
empﬁasxzxng the ch01ces that worked), they could now see all
analysis as the creative act it Is--an act of complic1ty and
cooperat:on between author and reader--not the pass1ve apprecxatlon
of another § greatness.

What does all this do for students” wrltlng in general?

Most obv1ous1y, it forces studeénts to 1mpersonate their
readers and see the1r own work as if someone else had written it.
?hey compia:n about the dlfflculty of this; but the very
d1ff1cu1ty of :-he task brlngs home the real:ty of these
d1ffer1ng roles. Students whose essays lacked adequace
development and transitions, whom I had already advised to
be *kinder to their readers," are generally the ones who
have the most diffrculty with the ass1gnment' in telling me
how hard it was, they often artlculate exactly what they
most need to know to improve their own prose: that readers
and writers approach a text from different angies, that
it’s hard but essential to put yourself in the reader’s
shoes.

More sophisticated writers; who already know this, still



need practlce in read:ng their wr1t1ng through others’ eyes.
Recogn121ng the good stuff in a p1ece of freewritlng, for
example; means appreciatiﬁg striking word choices or discerning
a pbteﬁtiaiiy effective structure in words written witﬁoaé
féfetﬁéﬁéﬁt; The wrlter must be able to move, in other words,
from belng writer to bexng reader, and belng reader of wr1t1ng
means be1ng an anaiyzer of what works, of how things f1t
together; As good writers move from draft to draft, they move
away from the tyranny of their initial subject and the words they
1n1t1a11y used to describe it; they must be able to recognize
what’s most effective in wh'at tiiey"v'é done and §6 with it to some
extent--feel, at any rate; the pull of literary and formal
ébﬁsidéfatiéﬁs, the appeal of the well-turned sentence or neat
§éttefﬁ;

to deny students this experience. AS a teacher of ﬁ?iting; I
take for granted the role of language in not only transcribing
experience but in constituting it. I take it for granted that

'essays“ and 'literature' are not entireiy separate ent1t1es.

emerglng. Students also should feel th1s fun and this power—-the
glee of s1mu1taneously wrltxng and readlng, of seelng the story s
shape and thinking, 'Hey, this is greaf * even as they refer 1n
their heads to the actual fééts and try to get them right:. The

experience of creation followed by the perception of patterns and

g



structures in one’s own writing that ~ar wow be followed through
on: these seem to me the mental exercises 1ntr1ns1c to good
writlng;

One student this semester handed in a rather formless story
ahoﬁt three girls eagerly anticipating, then going on, a trip to
an amusement park. As they go through a haunted house,
though, one gxrl faints from terror, and they rush home.

When the author rewrote it, she added an incident at the

start: one of the g1rls sees a group of chlldren playlng
by an older boy, becomes hysterical. In her aﬁaiysié; she
pointed out the parailel; in both cases, apparent play
éuédéﬁiy became serious. Without any prompting other than
the ﬁlSCUSSIOn of a few stor1es in ciass, a not partlcularly
fluent, enthusiastic, or self-confident writer had done
something very literary: added an incident out of purely
formal considerations. It seems to me éﬁé has understood
somethlng 1mportann about her own writing in general- that
it has an exrstehce apart from her, and that as it exrsts
apart from her, the 1nterre1at1onsh1ps among its parts are
more important than the essay’s relation to her own actual
experience:

Rosemary Deen and Marie Ponsot are getting at something
81m11ar, it seems to me, when they write of "the first pleasure
of struoture, the sense of closuré, W1th which we recognize the

completlon of a whole' (16L They're describrng the sense »Of

satisfactlon students ga1n from writing fables when they




see that what they have dene has a recognizable structure.
Students at this point, they write, even if they re not sure
they ve done it right, wxll somehow feel *they have really
written somet hing. Similarly, many of my students, aﬁa192iﬁg

Eﬁeif st"rleSJthhe llght of what they'now knew about others”

fact, that they had *really written something." Some were
genuinely excited. One of my favorite aﬁalyses is of a plainly
antobibgraphiéal story about a young man leav1ng home for
college. There are a number of things that appeal to me

about it: for one thihg; I aéteét the influence of

both story and analy51s. Reading stories, I suSpeet,
facilitates the retognitien of schemata resembllng them.
eiearly 'Rockan Horse W1nner' helped this writér formulate

his protagonlst s (and perhaps his own) relatlonshlp to his
mother.

But I also like it particularly because the author confessed
to me that he had altered his story 1n the process of writing his
analysxs- the switch from my bed" and *my walls' (de51gnat1ng
his room at home) to 'th1s room," (de51gnat1ng the dorm room to
which he felt no COnneetzen), came only after the analysis had
Suggesteé sa’eh’ ééta’ﬂé could be impéftant.

Hav1ng recogn1zed the freedom of the fiction writer to

.-..4 |

employ the smallest detail as a vehicle of his meaning, this
writer can now thte expository prose with an aralogous, if
not equal, sense of power.
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Ruth Hoberman
Eastern Illinois University
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