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Preface

Preface

Discovery: Some Structured Theme Assignments for Grades Five Through Twelve

by Edward B. Jenkinson and Donald A. Seybold. That volume was one of ten in
the English Curriculum Study Series produced by the Indiana University English
Curriculum Study Center under my direction. In addition, the Center was responsible

for three more books that were published by the Indiana State Department of Public
Instruction.

l N 1970, THE INDIANA UNIVERSITY PRESS PUBLISHED WRITING AS 4 PROCESS OF

A grant from the U.S. Office of Education established the U Center in 1963.
William H. Wiatt, now an Emeritus Professor of English, developed this approach to
teaching composition when he worked in the Center during the summer of 1964. Prof.
Wiatt repeatedly told me that the ideas for the pre-writing activities dated back to
Quintillian, the first century Roman rhetorician. His telling me and pilot-school
teachers that the underlying principles for this program were not new prompted the
writing of these two paragraphs in the introduction:

“This is not a revolutionary book on the teaching of composition,
nor does it present a complete writing program for grades five through
twelve, Rather, it describes a method of teaching students how to ask
questions that will help them find both the information to include in
their themes and the precise words with which to convey that informa-
tion to a specific audience.

“The theme assignments in this sequence are neither highly imagi-
native nor innovative; the steps that students follow in the writing
process are not entirely new. The rhetorical principle of inventio,
which is an integral part of every theme assignment even though the
term itself is not used, dates back nearly two thousand years. The
practice of having students write each theme for a specific audience,
which is also emphasized in this book, has slowly worked its way into
textbooks during the last decade.™
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After Prof. Wiatt wrote a draft for several of the first assignments, | worked with a
group of teachers and the late Prof. Philip B. Daglian to design more assignments, all
of which were tested by teachers in more than fifty pilot schools. One of the pilot-
school teachers was Donald Seybold, who joined the Center in 1969 and helped to
revise the sequence for publication.

The pilot-school teachers gave us many ideas for revision of the sequence, and
they also sent us dozens of sample themes. Later, teachers who used the book talked
with me about its strengths and weaknesses. Their comments influenced many
changes and additions to the present volume.

My daughter, Andrea M. Jenkinson, re-edited the first volume, changing all of the
masculine pronouns to nonsexist language, adding sub-headings, and bringing the
samples up to date. She and I agreed on the deletion of 51 pages from the first book,
and I wrote new chapters | and 8.

Several years ago, Prof. Carl B. Smith, Director of ERIC-REC and the EDINFO
Press, suggested that I revise the original volume. His encouragement prompted me to
enlist the aid of my daughter in the tedious process of ridding that volume of its
masculine pronouns which were de rigueur in the sixties. She became more con-
vinced than ever that a revised book was important after talking with Prof. Smith and
after attending my retirement party. Among the tributes that I will always cherish was
one from Joanne Frye, Chair of the Department of English at Bloomington North
High School. She said that in her third year of teaching she read Writing As a Process
of Discovery. After noting what she learned about the teaching of writing, she added:
“But from that book [ also learned to think differently about teaching. I learned that
the classroom is really a laboratory for teachers and students, and, for the first time, I
was conscious of the importance of professional reading, research, and reflection. and
what those mean to my professional growth. Not bad for one little book.”

Those comments and others like them have sustained me in a long career in
education, and for them I am most grateful. My heartfelt thanks also to Professors
Wiatt, Daghlian, and Smith, to Don Seybold and Andrea Jenkinson, to the teachers in
the pilot schools, and to teachers who read the original book and told me that it made
a significant contribution to the profession.

— Edward B. Jenkinson
Bloomington, Indiana
March 1, 1999
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CHAPTER 1:

The Emphasis on Discovery

focus of instruction on the teaching of writing in thousands of classrooms at

all grade levels. The emphases of many of the writing programs in the last two
decades have been on writing processes and on personal (expressive) writing. This pro-
gram, which was first published in 1970, emphasizes discovery, process, both expressive
and transactional writing, and product. As students work through the suggested assign-
ments, they write for different audiences for different purposes, conscious'y gathering
information and refining diction to match their purposes. They also engage in
conferencing and peer review. Furthermore, they participate in pre-writing exercises
designed to help them find precise words and meanings for their themes.

T HE WRITING REVOLUTION THAT BEGAN IN THE LATE SIXTIES CONTINUES, CHANGING THE

Wiriting is a process of discovery. Every time I face the monitor with hands poised
over the keyboard, I ask myself: Just what do you think you are doing? What do you know
about the subject? What do you need to discover? For whom are you writing? Why?

As | write, | never fail to make discoveries. If it’s a letter, | try to determine what [
need to say and how I should say it to achieve my purpose and to communicate
effectively with my reader. If it’s an article, a chapter for a book, or even an entire
book (when I muster up sufficient audacity to think I can write one), I know that I am
to embark on a writing and researching adventure filled with discoveries.

Adventures in Discovery

My purpose in writing this revision of Writing As a Process of Discovery with the
help of my daughter is to provide a series of adventures in discovery for students. |
want them to discover for themselves what it means:

« to become familiar with onc very useful pre-writing activity;
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< to engage in pre-writing activities that will help them distinguish between
fact/opinion, subjectivity/objectivity, and so forth;

« to choose language, experiment with syntax, and select information to
communicate effectively with a specific audience for a definite purpose;

< to work with peers and a teacher in a writing lab;

« to examine examples of effective and ineffective written responses to the
assignments.

The assignments that follow, then, are based upon the belief that writing involves
a process of discovery in which writers attempt to find out what they know or do not
know about their topic, their audience, their use of language, and themselves.

The assignments in this volume are designed to help students begin to understand
writing processes, to explore their own worlds, and to explain their worlds to various
audiences. The assignments do not constitute an entire composition program for
junior and senior high school. Far from it. However, I feel that these assignments
given early in junior high school, or even in upper elementary school, will help
students understand writing processes and will enable them to write with greater ease
on any topic assigned to them later or on any topic of their own choosing.

How to Use the Assignments

Professor Bill Wiatt and I never intended that all of these assignments be used in a
single classroom or at a single grade level. Rather, we hoped that a teacher would
select several (perhaps three or four) assignments in a sequence and work with stu-
dents until they mastered the process and could use it for future writing tasks.

I believe these assignments must be given carefully, must be explained thoroughly,
and must be given without unduly hurrying the student. If writing is a valuable experi-
ence, it should be well worth the time that it takes for writers to explore their topics
and to express themselves clearly. Good writing is usually not done in a hurry.

During the class time given to writing, you should become as deeply involved as
your students in the assignments that follow. Your first task is that of discussion
leader. After explaining the assignment to students, you begin helping them ask
questions=or guide them through other methods of pre-writing exploration=about
the topic so that they can find pertinent answers to include in their themes. This can
be done by giving them sample questions that you yourself would ask, and then by
further leading them to formulate their own questions about the topic. As the students
learn how to ask questions, you help them find answers. Furthermore, you help
students choose precise words to include in those answers=words that can be used in
their themes.

in
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After the session on posing questions, you again explain carefully what the theme
assignment is. The students should be given time in class to write initial drafts. As
students write the drafts, you can walk around the room, reading themes over shoul-
ders, asking questions that might lead students to eliminate errors, to explain an idea
more thoroughly, or to write more vivid descriptions. Give students opportunities to
share their writing with their classmates, seeking help to improve their drafts. When-
ever you can, you should write while the students write and share your writing with
the class. This is not always possible since you will be conducting a writing lab, hut i
did find time to scratch out a few paragraphs and revise my work later, so I could
share it and accept student comments.

Students Write to Communicate with You

You also serve as audience, making certain that students know they are not writ-
ing for you but writing to communicate with you. The students should also be given
time to exchange papers as they are working on drafts so that they can determine if
they are communicating with fellow students.

At all times in this sequence of theme assignments, the focus on the audience is
essential. In several of the tasks that follow, this focus on audience is especially desirable.
For instance, in one of the themes students are asked to write stories for children. Students
should actually read the stories to children to make certain that they have communicated
with them. In another assignment students are asked to write letters to editors of newspa-
pers. The class should select the best letters and mail them to editors. 1n a third assignment
students are asked to write editortals. Students, with your help, should select the very best
editorials and submit them to the student newspaper.

You will think of many other ways to provide a representative audience for other
theme assignments in this volume, and you might also consider some type of inexpen-
sive publication that will serve the purpose of disseminating student writing to a
larger audience.

Shared Experiences

Many teachers and student teachers that worked with parts of the program told me
about experiences that are worth repeating here. One veteran teacher of college-bound
seniors was particularly excited by the assignment that calls for students to write a
story for children and then read it to them. Having made arrangements with a kinder-
garten teacher, the veteran took her class to the elementary school where her students
read their stories to small groups of children. Responses thrilled most of the writers,
some of whom willingly started revisions after they returned to their own classroom.
One student announced, before the reading, that his story was perfect and that the
children would love it. Sitting on the floor surrounded by his audience, the self-
proclaimed Dr. Seuss began his story in tones that the veteran teacher described as

11 3
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incredibly pompous. Before he had finished the first page, a little girl responded with

her literary criticism. She crawled from her place in the group and bit the writer’s leg.
He did not finish reading his perfect story, and he made no more proclamations about
his writing talents to his classmates.

Another veteran teacher told me how excited her students became after two of
them had Letters to the Editor published in a local newspaper and a third experienced
the thrill of seeing her editorial in the school newspaper.

With tears in her eyes, a teacher told me about a student who responded, reluc-
tantly at first, to the assignment that called for him to examine an event in which he
was personally involved. He did not want to write at first, but after he started he did
not look up from his paper until he had finished a draft. The next day he began the
revision and asked the teacher to read it. The young man had written a graphic ac-
count of an explosion at an ice show in which his aunt and uncle and dozens of others
had been killed. After he finished his final revision, with the promise from the teacher
that she not share his theme with his classmates, he told her that he could now think
more clearly about the tragedy and perhaps partially dismiss it from his hitherto
troubled mind.

Major Changes in This Revision

After reviewing the original book and notes taken after meeting with pilot-school
and other teachers who used ttc book, and after conferring with the current co-author,
I made several major changes in this revision. I removed the prologue, introduction,
two theme assignments, and the appendices from the first book. My current co-author
and | made a number of major and minor changes in the original.

Again, | want to point out that the assignments that follow do not constitute a
complete writing program. Nor is this method offered as a panacea. It will not cure all
the writing ills of students. However, if it does help students order their experiences
by exploring their worlds to discover what they know and do not know about a variety
of topics, about writing for specific audiences, about using language that works not
only for themselves but for others. and about making discoveries about themselves,
then the sequence is justified and the time spent on it is well worthwhile.

i?



CHAPTER 2:
Examining the Familiar

THE THEME TASKS IN THIS BOOK ARE DESIGNED TO:

(1) help students learn how to ask questions about their topics so that they will
discover what they know and do not know about them;

(2) help them sift through the answers to the questions, deciding which are
pertinent for both their purpose and their audience;

(3) help them find precise words for effective communication with their readers;

(4) help them order their information appropriately so that their readers will
understand it and so that the organization will help them achieve their
purpose.

The first two tasks give students an opportunity to write about two things they
think they know well. First, they write a subjective description of their neighbor-
hoods. Second, they write a subjective description of something in their neighbor-
hoods that they find appealing or unappealing. For each task, they are given both
specific purposes and specific audiences.

Teachers in more than fifty junior, middle and high schools tested the program=
some for more than three years. (Several dozen teachers who used the original book
also discussed their successes and failures with the senior author.) In the original
sequence, objective theme assignments preceded the present Themes 1 and 2. Those
assignments called for the writers to describe their neighborhood objectively and then
to describe a building in their community. Students found those assignments difficult,
and the sample themes published in the first edition reflected student attitudes toward
the assignments. Therefore, we did not include those assignments here. Instead,

13
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students have the opportunity to write objectively as they describe a person in Theme
3. In other assignments they also have opportunities to write objectively and subjec-
tively, depending on the nature of the writing task.

Pilot-school teachers reported that upper-elementary and junior high or middle
school students may respond better than older students to the first five tasks. Some
older students, particularly those who have been persuaded that they can write well or
those who have experienced courses in creative writing, may resist an introduction to
the methods presented here. On the other hand, at least two dozen pilot-school teach-
ers of high school juniors and seniors observed that their students felt, many for the
first time, that they understood what writing is all about after they had completed
several of the tasks in this program.

Finding the Sequence Starting Point

According to the pilot-school teachers and the many teachers who have talked with
me after the first book was published, I learned that this sequence can be started in
any grade, from fifth through twelfth. Teachers of students in junior high school and
below usually started with the first task and worked forward. Some teachers in senior
high school started with Theme 7 and worked forward; others started at the beginning
of the sequence if they felt their students could profit from the experience. If you start
with any theme other than Theme 1, give students ample class time to learn how to
ask questions to find information and precise words. You should also take them
through the entire process for each theme you assign from this sequence.

Finally, pilot-school teachers reported that students who are taken through five or
six of these assignments early in the fall semester write better themes on any other
topics they are assigned.

Reading several hundred themes from pilot schools convinced me that the success
of student writers depeuds to a great extent upon the willingness of the teacher to
work with them to produce the best possible themes. When teachers worked through
the tasks carefully and slowly, students usually wrote good, or at least acceptable,
themes. When teachers assigned four themes in four consecutive days, the results
were predictably poor.

14




Examining the Familiar

Theme 1

The Writing Task

Students examine the block, apartment or condominium complex, the housing
project, subdivision, or farm where they live. They pay particular attention to those
things and/or people that make them like or dislike their neighborhoods. Then they
describe their neighborhoods in such a way that their readers. students their own age,
can tell immediately why the writer likes or dislikes it. As the writers examine their
neighborhoods, they should concentrate on those features they can use to make a
reader their own age feel the same way about the neighborhood as the writer does.
Furthermore, the writers’ task is to learn how to select and use words that will affect
the reader(s) and stimulate a desired emotional response.

The Writers’ and Teacher’s Purposes

The writers’ purposes are to express their feelings about their neighborhoods and to
try to persuade a reader their own age, through choice of words and details, to react to
the neighborhood in much the same manner as the writer does.

As the teacher, your purposes are:
(1) to help students learn how to gather information for their themes;
(2) to help them understand what writing for an audience means; and

(3) to help them learn how to choose words that stimulate emotional responses in
readers.

Finding Information and Precise Words for an Audience

Pilot-school teachers devoted several class periods to helping students learn how to
ask questions to gather information and to choose the specific words with which to
convey that information to a reader. You may wish to spend some additional time,
particularly with this first assignment, explaining what it means to write for an audi-
ence and how to go about it.

Students should realize that whatever they write will receive some response from
the person for whom they are writing. Whether they are writing a letter, a theme, or a
short story, their writing will be criticized by their readers=particularly if they fail to
communicate. Students should realize that criticism of their writing does not have to
be spoken or written; the lack of response on the part of a reader may sometimes be
the most devastating criticism that a writer will ever receive. This lack of response
may indicate that the reader did not understand the message, or was bored by it or by

7




Writing as a Process of Discovery

the way it was written, or was not interested in the topic. Criticism of writing is
frequently unspoken or unwritten, and students must be made aware of that. For
example, if a student writes a letter to a friend requesting the performance of a spe-
cific task, the writer may consider that the communication was successful and that the
request was a reasonable one if the friend actually performs the task. If the friend does
not, the writer needs to reexamine both the request to make certain that it is reason-
able and the letter to make certain that it is persuasive.

Writers who grasp the implications of an audience will make certain, through
choice of words and details, that the audience understands what is wanted, or at least
the writers will make every attempt to help the audience understand the message. The
awareness of audience is vital for writers to discover what they know or do not know
about their subjects, their use of language, and themselves. Therefore, it is important
that students realize that they are trying to affect an audience. They must be aware of
their goal both during the discussion of an assignment and during the actual writing.
As they gather information for their themes, students should never lose sight of their
purpose=to present information in such a manner and in such precise words that their
audience will react to their neighborhoods in some specific way.

\Xriting to Be Read by Peers

Immediately after explaining this first theme task to your students and after discussing
with them what writing for an audience means, you should tell them that the audience
for this theme is a person their own age who does not live in their community. Each
student should understand that the purpose is not to please the reader or you, the
ultimate judge of the paper, but to express personal feelings in a manner that the
reader will feel the same way about the neighborhood as the writer does.

Students should discuss the problems and possibilities inherent in writing for
readers their own age. They will probably consider the use of slang. You should not
discourage such use in this particular theme, but you might point out that some slang
words and expressions have particular meanings only in a limited area at a specific
time period. Therefore, a student might not communicate with a reader who does not
live in the same community if the writer employs slang words and phrases that are not
widely used. You might have several students write current slang words or expres-
sions on the chalkboard and then ask each student to write on a piece of paper what
cach of the words or expressions means. By discussing the many meanings that will
probably be given to some of the words, you can help students conclude that the
overuse of slang may block communication with a reader even when that person 1s the
same age as the writer.

Every student in the class knows that you will be the final reader of the theme. But
it should be made very clear that they are not writing to satisfy you or writing to
please you in any way. Instead, they should be free to tell their primary reader, a

8 16
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person their own age, exactly what they feel about the area in which they live. They
should try to express their feelings in words that will make their reader feel approxi-
mately the same way about the neighborhood as the writer does.

Students should never feel that they are writing simply to please a teacher. As
noted before, writing is a process of discovery. In that process, writers should learn
what they know or do not know about their subject, their use of language, and their
audience. They should always write honestly to express themselves, not to please
someone else, unless that is the writer’s avowed purpose. Students at all levels of
instruction tend to think that whenever they get a poor grade on a theme they have not
yet caught on to what the teacher wants or they do not know what the teacher likes.
Students will never be able to explore their worlds honestly in writing in a classroom
if they think that their job is to write only those things that please a teacher.

The Process of Asking Questions

After students have firmly in mind the fact that they are writing for a person their
own age who lives in a different community, they are ready to begin the process of
asking questions about their subject so that they can gather information to include in
their composition. By taking students through a search for significant questions=the
kinds of questions writers ask to discover what is relevant in their experiences—you
can help students learn how to find material that is appropriate to the purpose of the
writing task and to the audience. The importance of the search for material through
questioning cannot be stressed too much, for the student who does not learn how to
question, how to probe, will probably treat most subjects only superficially.

For this particular task, the first questions that students ask might include some of
those listed below. We suggest that you write several of those questions on the chalk-
board before asking students to propose additional questions which should also be
written on the chalkboard. You will want to encourage students to ask as many ques-
tions as possible, helping them analyze the questions to determine whether they are
relevant in terms of the purpose of this task and the audience, and helping them group
the questions in related categories. By grouping them carefully, you can help them
structure their papers. For example, if the students were to ask the questions below,
adding additional questions that stem from the answers to the first ones, they could
put their answers together in an order that will give the theme structure.

Suggested Questions

1. What is special about my block, farm, apartment complex, condominium, subdivi-
sion, housing project. or community? What. if anything, makes it different from
other blocks, farms, apartment complexes. condominiums, subdivisions, housing
projects, or communities?
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a.

Do the kinds of buildings or the arrangement of buildings make it different
from other neighborhoods? Or do the buildings and the arrangement of them
make it look just like any other neighborhood in the area?

Are there any yards, trees, or flowers? Are the lawns mowed? Are there
patches of dirt or weeds in the lawns? Are the yards big enough for children to
play in?

How can I describe the buildings and the arrangement of them so that my
reader will either like or dislike my neighborhood?

Is my neighborhood attractive because the houses cr buildings are maintained well
by the owners, or is it unattractive because it is old and rundown?

a.

If the houses or buildings are kept in a state of good repair, how can I describe
this condition to my reader so that they will find the block attractive?

If the neighborhood is “old and rundown,” what words can [ use to describe
this condition instead of writing that the block is ““old and rundown”? What do
old and rundown mean?

Do I find my neighvorhood attractive or unattractive because all the houses,
apartment buildings or condominiums look alike? How can I best persuade my
reader that the similarities of the structures make the neighborhood or commu-
nity attractive or unattractive?

What things in my neighborhood do I find appealing or unappealing?

a.

b.

C.

d.

Why do I find them appealing or unappealing?
What words come to mind when I think of those things or when I see them?
What do those things look like?

What words can I use to help my reader picture those things?

What colors in my neighborhood make it appealing or unappealing?

Why do I find them appealing or unappealing?
What words can I use to help my reader picture those colors?

If paint is peeling off some of the buildings, or if stains on buildings make
them unattractive. how can 1 best describe such conditions to my reader?

18
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5. What odors in my neighborhood make it a pleasant or unpleasant place to live?

a.

Will my reader want to visit my neighborhood if | simply say that it “smells
good™? If not, how can I best describe the odors? Are words like fragrant and
smells good sufficient?

If I find my neighborhood unpleasant because it “stinks,” do I need to tell my
reader more to persuade them that it is an unpleasant place because it

“stinks”? What words can [ use to persuade my reader that the odors are
unpleasant?

To help my reader smell those odors that are either pleasant or unpleasant, can
I compare them with the odor of gardenias, or baking bread, or stale garlic, or
rotting fish, or something else if such comparisons are appropriate?

If the odors are difficult for me to describe. can I help my reader smell the
odors by describing the source, such as a pizza parlor, rows of flowers, over-
loaded garbage cans, or the putrid smoke from nearby factories?

What kinds of people live in my neighborhood? Do they help make it a pleasant

or unpleasant place in which to live? If the people in my neighborhood do not
behave like people in other neighborhoods, should I describe some of their actions
so that my reader will understand why the people make the neighborhood pleasant
or unpleasant? Is it sufficient to tell my reader only that the people are friendly or
unfriendly?

7. How much should I tell my reader?

a.

What must the reader know about my neighborhood to make them like it or
dislike it?

Should I tell them everything about my neighborhood. or should I tell only
enough to make the reader feel the same way 1 do?

8. How should I begin my theme?

a.

Is it sufficient to begin simply by saying that “My block is great™ (or “My
block stinks™)?

Do such statements excite my interest when I read them? If they do not excite
me, will they excite a reader?

Is there a better way of getting started than by simply writing “My block is
great”? If so, how should I begin my theme?
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Challenging Questions and Precise Words

As already noted, students should be encouraged to ask as many questions as they can
to help them find information and precise words to include in their themes. They
should also be encouraged to challenge the questions that their classmates pose during
this discussion, urging them to ask themselves if each question will yield an answer
that is appropriate for the purpose of this particular task. You should further encour-
age students to enter into a dialogue in which they consider the use of such words as
good, exciting, and great, and the effect that such words have on a reader.

As students search for precise words to answer the questions they posed in class
discussion, you might want to discuss with them the various shades of meaning that
words have for different persons. You might do this by having students discuss what
kinds of things they consider to be exciting. By eliciting many answers from, say,
collecting stamps to watching a horror movie, you can help students conclude that a
word like exciting is used too frequently to describe many different things and activi-
ties. The word exciting by itself will probably not persuade a reader that the thing
being described is truly exciting. Other words or phrases or use of details will prob-
ably need to be substituted for the word exciting to persuade a reader that the thing
being described is actually exciting.

Through class discussion, then, students should begin to understand that simply
calling a block beautiful or dirty is .;ot enough to persuade readers that the block is
pleasant or unpleasant. Instead, if writers dislike their neighborhoods, they need to
pick out those objects that they dislike and describe them for their readers. Writers
might also show why life is tolerable or intolerable on the block by describing some
of the actions of neighbors. In their descriptions, they will want to use words that will
make their readers either approve or disapprove of the actions of the neighbors. You
need to emphasize to your students that a writer must select from all those things that
are either appealing or unappealing and describe them in such a convincing manner
that the reader will respond to the theme as the writer hopes that he or she will.

As already noted, as students pose questions you should help them decide which
are pertinent and which are not. By so doing, you can help students avoid the inclu-
sion of extraneous material in their themes, and vou can further help them order the
information while they are positig questions and considering the choice of words with
which to answer those questions. For example, you might ask students how they plan
to begin their descriptions if they like their neighborhoods. If several students like
their neighborhoods because of the many trees and the new houses and the people,
you might ask them which of those things makes the neighborhood most pleasant.
Then you might suggest that they begin with a description of the most pleasant thing
and move on from there. Or they may want to begin with a summary of the t! ings on
the block that make it pleasant. But regardless of how they begin, they must always
bear in mind that they should arrange the material primarily for the benefit of a reader.
not for themselves, and they should further arrange it in an order that will make the
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greatest impression on a reader. During the discussion of the arrangement of material,
you should encourage students to suggest several arrangements and also to argue with
one another about the merits of the arrangements. These arguments should always
center on the effectiveness of the arrangement for a reader, not for personal reasons.

No Formulas for Paragraphing in This Program

This program is not concerned with giving students any formulas for writing para-
graphs. Instead, the goal is to help students collect information and put it into an order
that works best for readers. We have learned from pilot-school teachers that students
can arrive at their own designs for paragraphing if they always keep in mind that they
are trying to group together certain pieces of information for a specific reader. Instead
of giving them a great deal of instruction on paragraphing (most of which is ignored
by writers anyway), you can perform a greater service by helping students arrange the
questions in an order that will yield answers they can put together in one or two
paragraphs.

(NOTE: Theme 16, the tinal assignment in this sequence, calls for students to
write three-paragraph editorials. That assignment emphasizes one approach to
paragraphing for a specific purpose.)

The student who wrote the theme on page 29 did not receive any instruction in
paragraphing. Instead, the teacher simply helped group together the questions in such
a manner that the student(s) could arrange answers to those questions in an order that
works best for the reader; and no one should fault the writer of that theme on her
paragraphing.

Again, we need to stress the importance of free and prolonged discussion (so long
as it is lively and fruitful) of the problem of finding information and precise words.
We are convinced that student writers need all the help they can get both from their
teachers and from one another. Pilot-school teachers assured me that class time is very
well spent when they take several class periods for the initial themes in this sequence
(or for the first writing assignments a teacher might give from any part of this se-
quence). They help students pose questions, discuss answers, select words, and
consider ways of arranging their answers.

The Actual Writing

We strongly recommend that students write, in class, their first drafts of any of these
theme assignments. By looking over their shoulders. you can help student writers
avoid serious errors that. if marked on their final drafts, will only convince them that
they cannot write well. Therefore, you should attempt to help each student avoid such
errors by examining the first draft as it is being written. By asking questions, you can
lead students to sce their own errors in thinking, or in mechanics, or in sentence
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structure. In some cases, you can help students detect their own errors by simply
reading the sentences aloud two or three times.

As I taught an ungraded class of sixth, seventh, and eighth graders in a summer
class for “losers,” I discovered this is one of the most effective ways to get rid of
run-on sentences without worrying about what run-on sentences are. By running the
two sentences together as you read them, you might help students realize that they
need a period. Or by reading the run-on as two distinct sentences, pausing long
enough so they understand that you are definitely pausing, you might help them
realize that they need a period. Students may be prompted to correct serious errors in
punctuation, spelling, and usage by being asked appropriate questions instead of by
simply being given directions or information. You need not indicate that something is
wrong; you need only ask questions so that students will learn to detect their own
mistakes. You can also help students clarify and/or qualify statements by asking them
questions as they are writing their drafts. Thus, instruction comes during the act of
writing and not after the fact in the form of meaningless red marks on the paper.

Revision

Few self-respecting writers ever give manuscripts to editors or agents without spend-
ing considerable time revising and rewriting. When writers send manuscripts to
editors or agents, they expect an intelligent, critical response. Writers assume that
editors or agents will read their manuscripts carefully, calling attention to areas that
might need to be reworked but not rejecting the manuscript out of hand or calling for
a revision without specific directions. On the other hand, many students know that
their teachers completely reject their themes, by giving them an F or by making them
revise their papers without pointing out weaknesses (other than mechanical) and
strengths.

Students are frequently asked to revise their themes at the wrong time. When they
submit their first drafts for your evaluation, they are likely to cause you to spend
hours with your red pencil. And they are not apt to understand many of the marks
unless you tell them specifically why their themes need to be revised. Furthermore,
most students mistake revising for proofreading.

Revision of themes should be done before students hand their finished products to
you so that they will give you the best themes that they can write. By having students
revise their themes before they turn them in, we are convinced that you will spare
yourself a great deal of grief and red-pencil time. You will also instill confidence in
your students if they know that their writing will be read sympathetically and that
their papers will be marked for only those serious errors that remain in the revision.
We believe that writing should be an educational activity-not a punitive enterprisc.

&0
%]
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Suggested Steps for Revision

But how do students go about revising papers before you have read them? We suggest
these steps:

1.

After the students have written their first drafts in class, correcting those errors
and weaknesses in thinking that you have called to their attention through your
questions, they should read their papers aloud to themselves several times. They
should make certain that they have said exactly what they want to say and they
should also attempt to detect their own errors or weaknesses. By reading their
papers aloud, students should be able to detect errors in punctuation through
intonation. They might also find words that are inadequate and sentences or
paragraphs that are inappropriately arranged or not written well if they keep
asking themselves as they read, “Am I telling my reader exactly what I want to?”

2. After reading their papers aloud to themselves several times, students should then

read their papers to at least one of their classmates, noting specific peer reactions
to the theme. This step gives the writers another opportunity to read the paper
aloud—this time to an audience. After the students have read their papers, they
should ask their classmates to respond to the description of the block. Since the
writer’s purpose for this particular assignment is to make the reader feel approxi-
mately the same way about the neighborhood as the writer does, the student writ-
ers should ask their classmates how they feel about the neighborhood. If class-
mates do not respond the way the writers think they should, the writers should ask
the classmates why. The answer should, if the classmates respond honestly, give
the writers some ideas for revision. The student writers should also ask their class-
mates if they understood everything in the paper. If the classmate did not, the
writer should begin thinking seriously about choice of words and construction of
sentences, after asking the classmate exactly what was not understood.

After the writers have read their papers to at least one classmate, they should give
it to someone outside the class to read. By the time they get to this reader. they
may have written a second draft to eliminate the problems in the first one. Stu-
dents should ask this particular reader to tell them exactly what they think about
the theme. The writers should determine how they have affected the reader
through their descriptions. They should also try to determine what the readers did
not understand and why they did not understand it. Then the writers should reex-
amine their themes, making a further revision if it seems necessary.

All of this takes time, but good writing always takes time. We suggest that you not

ask students to hand in a theme on the day after they have written the first draft.
Instead, give them several days in which to read the theme aloud to themselves and to
a classmate, and to give a third reader an opportunity to read and respond to the theme
beforc the student revises it for submission.
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Through this process of revision, students should begin to appreciate what it
means to write for a reader, and they might also experience the satisfaction that comes
when a reader responds enthusiastically to what they have written. Furthermore, they
should realize that the final draft they hand to you will be read carefully and critically,
but also sympathetically. They should look upon you as an editor who will decide
whether or not their paper is worth publishing. If they know that they are writing to be
read, not simply to be marked down for errors, we are convinced that they will make
every attempt to turn in their best work. Pilot-school teachers reported that poor spell-
ers spent time looking up words in a dictionary so that they would not make silly er-
rors since they wanted their papers to be read appreciatively by the teacher.

Evaluation

When we ask students to subject themselves to the painful process of discovering for
themselves what they know and do not know about a specific subject and to search
for words and an arrangement that will convey their thoughts or ideas to a reader, we
should be willing to spend time writing appropriate responses to their efforts. No
matter what students write or how poorly they write, we should first search for some-
thing in the paper to which we can respond positively. We should respond in a para-
graph or two at the end of their paper, not just write the word good or excellent or
poor or trite. We do not help a student by simply writing “Good job, Johnny.” The
student probably does not understand why it is a good job.

Whenever we ask a student to spend a great deal of time writing a theme, we should
be willing to take the time to evaluate it and to respond to it. Therefore, we oppose the
rather common practice of some teachers who evaluate only every other set of themes, or
even every third or fourth set. We are not convinced that students learn to write better by
writing frequently if their papers are not read critically. Rather, we are convinced that stu-
dents learn to write better when they are certain that each paper they write is important
enough to merit our spending time reading and responding to it.

We know that evaluation takes hours, and we believe that we can help students more
by assigning fewer themes, giving them sufficient time to write and revise, and allowing
ourselves ample time for a considerate evaluation. After students engage in conferencing
and peer review, participate in a writing lab, and revise their themes, they shouid hand in
papers that require little error-marking time and more time for comments.

There is nothing wrong with using the correction symbols included in many
grammar and composition textbooks so long as the students know why those marks
appear in the margin. But we do not endorse the practice of a teacher’s simply writing
cw or sp in the margin, expecting the student to find their errors. If they knew what
their errors were, they wouldn’t have made them in the first place.

Nor do we endorse the practice of marking every error on the themes. Instead, we
believe that you should mark only those errors that block communication. and you
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should indicate why communication is blocked. We define errors as elements in a
theme that stand between the writer and their reader. Serious errors include the omis-
sion of details or the inclusion of irrclevant details which detract from the writer’s
purpose. In this sense, all errors that prevent writers from achieving their purpose are
errors in communication and should be marked.

A Built-in Standard for Excellence

In evaluating papers, you should remember that the standard for excellence is built
into the purpose of the theme task. In the case of Theme 1, a good theme is one
which, in your opinion, persuades you to like or dislike the writer’s neighborhood
because of the choice of details and selection of words. A good theme describes the
neighborhood so well that even you would (or would not) want to visit it. A poor
theme is one that does not offer you enough information to make you feel one way or
another about the writer’s neighborhood. Or a poor theme is one that contains so
many errors that block communication that you cannot respond intelligently to it.
Sentence fragments, run-on sentences, faulty punctuation, and bad spelling are not
primary criteria for iudging the merits of these themes. Serious errors should be
marked, but the writer should not be penalized for them unless they thwart the pur-
pose and stand between the writer and the reader.

We do not believe that you should go through the painful process of trying to give
a letter grade to each paper. Rather, we suggest that you write at least one full para-
graph of comment on each theme, giving at least two or three specific reasons why
you think it is a good theme, a poor theme, or an acceptable one. As classroom teach-
ers, we found it exceedingly difficult to justify the difference between an A paper and
a B paper unless we used some artificial criteria such as number of errors or maturity
of sentences (and we are not certain what maturity of sentences means). Instead of
becoming frustrated by the arbitrariness of assigning letter grades, we suggest that you
make very clear to students, before they start a specific assignment, what constitutes a
good theme, a poor theme, or an acceptable one and that you then explain your deci-
sion on each paper. Teachers who were concerned about recording grades in the grade
book resistzd this suggestion at first, protesting that students wanted a letter grade.
However, several pilot-school teachers who followed this suggestion told us that
students became more interested in the comment and learned from it. forgetti.,2 the
grade when the teacher took time to write a serious comment. Furthermore, if you
think it is necessary, you can tell students that a good theme will be recorded as an A
in your grade book; an acceptable or passable theme as a C; and a poor theme as an F.

Several teachers reported that their students keep all of their written work, includ-
ing drafts, in writing folders. Those teachers said they do not put a letter grade on
each theme; rather, they examine the folders near the end of a grading period. talk
with students about their work and their progress, and then record a grade.
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Finally, we believe that evaluation is worthless if it does not instruct. Therefore, -
we scom the practice of evaluating a paper by writing only a one-word comment or a
single phrase on it. Such evaluation is of little value to the student. As we have noted
several times thus far, students need all the help that they can get. That help should
come in the form of a careful and thorough explanation of the task. Or it should be in
the writing laboratory during which ycu help them search for better ways to express
themselves or help them avoid errors. Help should also be given in the evaluation in
which you give them sufficient critical commentary to help them write an even better
paper the next time. (A sample evaluation of a theme is included in sample themes.)

Sample Themes

You should select up to three fairly good papers (or two poor themes if you can protect the
identity of the writer) to project on the overhead or reproduce for classroom discussion. By
having students examine several papers written on the same topic they wrote about. they
can, perhaps, better understand what they did well or where they went wrong.

Teachers have told us that the study of sample themes can be of great value to a
student only if they set the proper tone for the discussion. By not identifying the
authors of the papers or by selecting papers written by students in another class
without identifying the students, pilot-school teachers were able to take students
through several studies of sample themes, generating discussions that led to intelli-
gent criticisms of themes. After several successful discussions, pilot-school teachers
reported that they were then able to select themes written by students in the class that
was discussing them and stimulate intelligent, critical comments. You need to help
students understand that criticism is both positive and negative, and the critic has an
obligation to suggest how weaknesses can be strengthened.

Each theme should be examined along the lines laid down in preparing students to
write. The questions you ask to lead discussion should always focus on the paper
under consideration and whether it achieved the purpose of the assignment and
whether the writer communicated with and affected the audience. Some sample
questions follow the theme printed below.

This sample theme was written by a young sixth grader in an ungraded class of
fifth through eighth graders in a school labeled a “ghetto school.” (The very old build-
ing was just three blocks from where rioters burned several blocks. The “cocktails”
she mentions are Molotov cocktails.) Like her classmates, she scored well below 100
on a standardized IQ test. The teacher dismissed the scores and focused her attention
on the students, their native abilities, and cultural differences. The teacher encouraged
her students to write exactly how they felt about their neighborhoods, and she took the
class through the steps outlined in this chapter. The young girl knew her paper would
be read sympathetically, yet critically, with the teacher noting only those errors that
blocked communication. Her theme is reprinted here without editing.
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My Messy Sumroundings
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Sample Questions for Class Discussion

. Why does this writer’s description of her block make you like or dislike it?

Why, specifically, would you or would you not like to live there?

. What specific words or phrases make you dislike the block?

What specific words or sentences help you picture this particular block? Has
she given you a sufficient word picture to help you see the block as she does?

. Are all of the words, phrases, and sentences important in this theme? If not,

which words, phrases, and sentences could have been left out? Why?

. In her first draft, the writer began her paper with *“[ think my street is a dump.” Did

she strengthen that first sentence by removing “I think”? Why, or why not?

In her first draft, the writer ended her theme with this paragraph: “You’ve
heard about my messy surroundings. I hope yours are better.” Did she
strengthen her paper by leaving that paragraph out of the final draft? Why, or
why not?

. Which sentences are the most effective in this theme? Why do you think so?

. Why do you think the writer communicated, or failed to communicate, with her au-

dience? Why do you think the writer affected, or failed to affect, her audience?

. Did the writer achieve the purposes for this particular theme task? (By this

time each student should be well aware of the purposes for this task.) Why do
you think so?

10. Give the reasons why you would rate this theme as good. poor, or accept-

able. If you had written this paper, what comments could the teacher make
on it that would be most helpful?

Comments

We think that “My Messy Surroundings” is a most effective theme—one that

deserves praise. Had we evaluated the theme, we would have written a comment like:

“This is a powerfully written theme. It definitely makes your reader dislike the

block as much as you apparently do. You succeed in describing the crowded area
quite well with just a few words in your first paragraph. Your third and fourth sen-
tences are very effective.”

“You have described actions of your neighbors that make the reader feel that vour

neighborhood is not a pleasant place in which to live. Your description of a few of the
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actions of the “evil little imps” convinces your reader that they are mean. The quota-
tion underscores their meanness.”

“Your description of night time in yvour neighborhood is one that I will
remember for a long time. "

“This is a very good theme, and, with your permission, I plan to read
it to the class.”

We would not have mentioned the few errors in punctuation, usage. and spelling
because they do not block communication. Had we been teaching the class, we would
have considered those minor errors our responsibility. As the young girl worked on
her first draft, we could have helped her eliminate the errors by asking questions, by
reading sentences aloud, and by having her read them aloud, paying particular atten-
tion to intonation patterns and pauses that indicate commas might be helpful. Thus,
instruction in mechanics and spelling would have been given during the actual writ-
ing, not during the evaluation.

Theme 2

The Writing Task

Students select some object that they like or dislike intensely in their neighborhoed, in
their home, in the city, or in the school. They are to select an object or place—not a
person—that causes them to react emotionally to it. The students’ emotional response
may be one of standing for several minutes admiring the object, or it may be that they
try to avoid the object because it disgusts them. After selecting the object or place,
they are to describe it realistically in such a manner as to cause their reader (in this
case, the teacher) to react in the same manner as the writer does.

(Several pilot-school teachers reported that some of their students chose to de-
scribe their bedrooms, or a particular business establishment in their community, or a
favorite hangout. Some students described trees, paintings, trinkets and cven articles
of clothing. The student should feel absolutely free to select any object or place for
this theme just so long as it is one that causes them to react emotionally whenever
they see it. It must also not violate the limits of good taste.)

The Writer's and Teacher’s Purpose

The writer’s purposes are to express their feelings about a particular object or place
and try to persuade their reader, through choice of words and details, to react to that
object or place in muca the same manner as the writer does.
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As the teacher, your purposes are:
< to continue helping students learn how to gather information for their themes,

< to continue helping them understand what writing for an audience means and
what triggering an emotional response in an audience requires, and

< to continue helping them learn how to choose words that stimulate emotional
responses in readers.

Finding Information and Precise Words for an Audience

After the student writers have selected objects that please or displease them, you
should give the class sufficient time to consider the problem of posing questions and
searching for precise words with which to answer those questions. Before students
begin asking questions and selecting precise words, they should be told that you are
the audience for this theme. You might want to discuss with them again what writing
for an audience means, and you might also make clear that students are writing to
communicate with you—not to please you. (See page 13.)

For this theme assignment, some of the questions that were suggested for Theme
1 will also yield appropriate information. Other questions also need to be asked, and
students should consider. in class discussion, a number of them. ilere are just a few
that you might want to suggest if students do not pose them first:

1. Why do | like or dislike the object that | selected?
a. What about it pleases or displeases me?
b. Are there particular colors that please or displease me?
c. Are there particular odors that please or displease me?

d. What words can I use to convey to the reader why the particular colors please
or displease me. and what words can | use to convey to the reader that the
odors please or displease me?

e. Does the shape of the object please or displease me? If so, why?

f.  What is the shape of the object? What words can [ use to describe it?
2. How de I feel every time | see the object?

a. How can | express that feeling to a reader?

b. Is it sufficient to tell the reader that the object is beautiful or ugly or pleasing
or unpleasing, or must I describe it more adequately to get them to feel the
same way about the object as 1 do? .. (0

J
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3. Can I honestly say what there is about the object that pleases or displeases me in-
tensely, or do I like or dislike it so much that I cannot analyze it objectively?

a. IfTcan’tlook at a thing objectively to determine why I like or dislike it intensely,
can | find words forceful enough to convey my emotions to the reader?

b. When I reexamine the object to try to determine why I respond to it in a par-
ticular manner, can | look at it without becoming emotional?

Those last three questions are difficult for junior high or upper elementary stu-
dents to answer if they are not considered carefully in class discussion. We pose such
questions because we have learned that the major danger in this assignment is the
tendency for a student to overreact to the object being described. Many students
tended to think that hyperbole is necessary to get readers to respond the way they
wanted them to. As a result of this tendency to overreact or use hyperbole excessively,
many of the themes were false, stilted, or mushy. Your problem is to help students
avoid romanticizing their observations so much as to make them unbelievable, and
perhaps even embarrassing to the reader.

To show students how the overuse of hyperbole might make a reader distrust the
writer, you might select an advertisement that makes excessive claims for a product.
As students analyze the advertisement, you might ask them which words they doubt.
Does the soap, for example, make clothes the whitest white ever? Will the deodorant
guarantee that the young lady will catch her man and lead him to the altar? Is the
advertisement copy believable? If not, why not? Has the advertising copywriters
overstated their case? Have they made so many claims that the reader begins doubting
them and the product? Why do students believe that the writers used the words that
they did and why did they make so many claims? What was their purpose? Did they
achieve their purpose if the students tend to doubt what they say?

Being Honest with the Audience

The point to be made here is that the student writer must always be honest with
themselves and with their audience if they intend to persuade their reader to feel the
same way about any object as they do. They cannot overstate their feelings. They
cannot attribute to an object qualities that it does not have. Nor should they attribute
to themselves emotional responses that they do not honestly make. In other words,
they must always “tell it like it is™ if they plan to persuade their reader.

This is one of the fundamental problems in communication. Many writers. politi-
cians, teachers, religious leaders, labor leaders, and businessmen tend to overstate
their case. As a result, we tend to disbelieve what they say. Some people can persuade
us to act the way they want us to through exaggeration, excessive claims, hyperbole,
and effusive language; others fail. They fail because they push us to the point that we
can no longer believe what they say. (See Theme A below.)
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The problem here is to help the student avoid making excessive claims about the
object they are describing, to help them avoid using language that is not believable,
and to help them understand that even though they are attempting to trigger an emo-
tional response in their reader, they must always be honest with themselves and with
the object they are describing,.

Students should understand that once their readers begin asking, “Do they really
expect me to believe this?” they have probably caused readers to react in just the
opposite way from they intended.

The Assignment
Student who are ready to write should have all these things clearly in mind:

I. that their task is to describe an object or place that they either like or dislike
intensely;

2. that they are to use words that will make their reader (the teacher) feel the
same way about the object as they do; and

3. that they are to avoid using words like good, bad, pretty, or ugly, but instead to
describe the object so that the reader will consider the object as being good.
bad, pretty, or ugly.

See Theme 1

For a discussion of the actual writing, revision, and evaluation, see Theme .

After the students have read their themes aloud to themselves several times and
after they have read it to another student, they should give their theme to an older
p~rson to read since the intended audience for this theme is the teacher. (See #3 under
Revision in Theme 1.)

Sample Themes

For a discussion of sample themes, sec Theme 1.

To illustrate the problem of overstatement by a student, we include two themes
with sample questions for class discussion. You might find similar themes written by
your students that can be discussed to show the problems writers create for them-
selves when they either get carried away with their subject or are dishonest with their
approach to it.
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Writing as a Process of Discovery

Sample Questions for Class Discussion

26

1.

What do you feel about the two trees in Theme A? How do you think the
writer feels about them? What words, phrases, or sentences lead you to that
conclusion?

What do you feel about the tree in Theme B? How do you think the writer
feels about it? What words, phrases. or sentences lead you to that conclusion?

Which theme do you think is the better of the two? Give reasons for your
answer.

What does the writer of Theme A mean by “life-like” limbs? Does the writer
mean that the limbs are like human arms, or do they mean that the tree has life
and therefore its limbs must also have life?

Does a tree drink warm sunshine? What kinds of birds does the writer of
Theme A see if they are able to rid the trees of dead limbs, not dead twigs? Do
you think that the writer of Theme A has ever seen trees clean birds’ nests,
fluff buds, and keep their trunks well-groomed? Why do vou or do you not
think that she has given an honest description of the trees?

In Theme A, the writer says that ““Afternoon arrives accompanied by billowy

~ clouds and humid weather.” Do we experience this phenomenon every after-

10.

noon? If not, how do you react to this and other sentences in Theme A? Is the
writer describing what she sees or is she imagining something? Can you react
positively and appreciatively to her imaginings? Explain your answer.

What do you learn about the tree in Theme B? Can you picture it? Can you
trust the writer’s description of it? Explain your answers

You might conclude that the writer of Theme A gets carried away with words
without paying too much attention to their meanings. What can you conclude
about the writer’s use of words in Theme B?

If you were 1o rate these two themes as good, poor, or acceptable, explain how
you would rate the themes and tell why you would give them the ratings you

decided upon.

If you were the teacher. what comments would you write on each paper to
help the student write a better theme next time?
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CHAPTER 3:
Two Ways of Looking at People

description of someone the writer knows well, and then a subjective or im

pressionistic description of a real or imaginary person. Theme 3 asks the
writer to be objective, not subjective. Therefore, students who have difficulty distin-
guishing between objectivity and subjectivity, between fact and opinion, may need
preliminary exercises like the ones described below.

T HE TWO TASKS IN THIS CHAPTER FOCUS ON PEOPLE. FIRST, THERE IS AN OBJECTIVE

Consciously or unconsciously, students tend to turn statements of fact into state-
ments of opinion by inserting a single word or phrase. For example:

Missy is president of the senior class.

The very intelligent Missy is president of the senior class.

Bob Jones wants to be quarterback for the Panthers.

The very slow Bob Jones wanis fo be quarterback for the Panthers.

Or by using imprecise language, students write and speak statements that they
think are factual but do not convey the facts adequately. For example:

Eaton High is huge.
Eaton High is ugly.
What does huge mean? Although few people would ever measure a building to
determine just what huge means, to some, huge could apply only to a school building
that is, say, at least two stories high and one thousand feet by two thousand feet. To

others, a huge building might be one that covers a city block. And the term city block
is also imprecise since the dimensions of a block may vary from city to city and also
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Writing as a Process of Discovery

from one section of a city to the next. As far as ugly is concerned, people do not
always agree on what that term means. The old saying that “Beauty lies in the eye of
the beholder” also applies to ugly.

Why Start with Obvious Statements?

You may wonder why this chapter begins with such obvious statements. They are
obvious to you but probably not to your students. For you, distinguishing between fact
and opinion is not difficult. For you, detecting language that is imprecise and there-
fore inadequate for conveying facts accurately is fairly easy. But for your students, it
is far easier to write and speak opinions rather than facts; it is far easier to deal in
generalities than in precise statements; it is far easier to be subjective than objective.

In the first two theme tasks in this book, students had opportunities to express
their opinions, to be subjective, to use emotive language as they described two things
they knew well. In the first task in this chapter, students write about someone they
think they know well. But unlike the first two assignments, this task calls for an ob-
jective rather than a subjective description; this theme calls for statements of fact
rather than statements of opinion, for factual rather than emotive language.

In the experimental sequence of theme assignments tested by pilot-school teach-
ers, we asked students to write objective descriptions before they wrote the subjective
descriptions outlined in chapter 2. We learned from pilot-school teachers that it is far
casier for students to write subjectively before they attempt to write objectively. We
also learned from pilot-school teachers that students still need a great deal of assis-
tance in learning how to ask questions that will help them gather information for their
themes and that will also help them find precise words with which to convey that in-
formation. We have further learned that students need to be involved in more discus-
sions about writing for an audience. In such discussions, they need to be reminded
that their choice of words and details to be included in a theme should be dictated, to
a large extent, by both their purpose for writing and their intended audience.

We have dropped themes 3 and 4 from the original book. Those assignments called for
an objective description of the student’s neighborhood, and then of something the student
liked or disliked. The questions for Theme 3 probed for information about the student’s
neighborhood. Theme 4’s questions pertained to the objective description of a building.
Students found both assignments difficult and somewhat boring.

Additional Exercise

We discovered from the original assignments that students needed a great deal of help
to distinguish between fact and opinion, objectivity and subjectivity. So we suggest
that you might write a sentence like this on the chalkboard:

Ne i a coach.

28
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Two Ways of Looking at People

As students suggest words that can be put into the blank, you might first put all
the words in a single column and then ask them to put the words into one of two
columns like this:

Fact Opinion
football good
backfield bad

line personable
baseball mean
basketball likable
drama tough

Then you might ask students why they put words like football and backfield in the
column under Fact and good and bad in the column under Opinion. Can they verify
that a coach is a football coach, a drama coach, and so on? How can they prove it? If
they can prove the statement, is it a fact?

On the other hand, how can they prove that a coach is good or bad? Who says so?
On what facts are the opinions based? Can a coach be called a “good coach” even
though the team loses most of its games? Can a coach be called a “bad coach” even
though the team wins most of its games?

After discussing the two columns of words sufficiently so students can distinguish
between words that convey facts—statements that can be verified—and those that ex-
press personal opinions, you might put several words under a third column like this:

Inadequate Information
winning
losing
tall
short

What are “winning coaches”? Are they “winning” in the sense of that word’s
meaning as pleasing? Or have their teams won more games than they have lost? Does
a record of sixteen wins and fourteen losses merit the phrase “winning coach™? Or
does only a record of, say, twenty wins and ten losses merit such an accolade?

The point to be made here is that words like winning, losing, tall, and short may
be based on fact. But the words mean so many different things to different people that
they are not precise indicators of fact unless the writer gives them a specific objective
definition within the context of a particular sentence or paragraph.
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Writing as a Process of Discovery

Next you might write sentences like these on the chalkboard, asking students to
fill the bianks with as many words or phrases as they can and then asking them to
decide whether the words or phrases should be placed under the headings Fact,
Opinion, or Inadequate Information:

/. Myra ’s house (s

2. Jerry d/'OVé f/ze car dOLUf'L f/w sfreef

3. Ms. Smith, the president of
the Third National Bank, did nofgéve dad a loan.

Y. The teacher
tells students to

5. The c/Lam,oLon,s/zL,o game between the
Ralston Tigers and the Sawmill Cut-

fers was

On the surface, these kinds of warm-up exercises may seem too simple, or unim-
portant, or uninteresting. But if you believe that they are important and you convey
that attitude to students, the results should prove to be worthwhile.

You might also have students read several stories on the front page of a local
newspaper, asking them to pick out statements of fact and opinion, and then asking
them to put specific words under the three column headings: Fact, Opinion, Inad-
equate Information.

Having examined the themes written by students in pilot schools, we learned that
warm-up exercises are necessary to help students write the two themes described in
this chapter. If they do not discuss the differences between statements of fact and
statements of opinion first, they are not likely to write objectively for the first task.
Instead, they may simply write subjectively for both tasks.
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Theme 3

Theme Task

Students write an objective description of a person they know well, concentrating on
physical features and distinguishing characteristics.

The Writer's and Teacher’s Purpose

The students’ purpose is to describe a friend or relative accurately and adequately so
their reader, the teacher, can pick out the described person from all others, relying
solely upon the writer’s description.

As the teacher, your purposes are:

(1) to help students understand what an objective description of a person
entails and how it can be used;

(2) to help students distinguish between objective and subjective descriptions; and

(3) to help students find information for factual descriptions and precise
words that convey facts, not opinions.

Finding Information and Precise \Words for an Audience

Before you begin discussing how to gather facts needed to describe a person objec-
tively, you might ask students how they would use such a description. Since the
purpose of this description is identification, students might think of specific instances
in which a physical description serves a real purpose. Here are three sample responses
students might give.

(1) If a little child wanders away from home, their parents must describe them
adequately so that other people can help look for them.

(2) If a bank is robbed, the teller {or other witnesses) must describe the bank
robber so accurately that the police can find and apprehend them.

(3) When people plan to meet strangers at a busy airport, they might write a
description of themselves so the stranger can spot them in the crowd.

You will want to point out to students that real situations in which identification is
useful have no bearing on this theme. Some students in pilot classes became so
preoccupied with constructing hypothetical situations in their themes that they spent
two-thirds of their time describing the situations instead of focusing on the persons to
be described. (See Evaluation.) The only reason for discussing situations at all is to
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help students understand that writing to identify a person can serve a real purpose,
one that they might use later in life.

You should remind students that they are concerned with people as they actually
see them, not as they want them to be. You should also remind students that they can
list specific facts about people under separate headings as they gather their informa-
tion. To illustrate this as a method of gathering information, you might have students
think of people they know well and then volunteer information that can be written on
the chalkboard under headings like these:

Age Height Weight Color
boy tall fat pale
infant short skinny swarthy
middle-aged over six feet pleasingly plump  sunburned
twenty 52" 145 pounds copper
Eyes Hair Nose Build
hazel brunette Roman husky
blue dishwater blonde  broken slight
crossed frosted blonde upturned curvaceous
wears glasses bald big perfect

Suggested Questions

After students have listed as many words as they can under the headings suggested
above and other headings they suggest, you and the class might begin challenging the
words with questions like these:

1. How old is a boy? a girl? an infant? a middle-aged woman? Will your reader
know exactly what you mean if you use such words?

[

What is short? How short is short? How tall is tall? Is your reader likely to
define short the same way you do?

3. What is a Roman nose? an upturned nose? Are those terms precise enough to
describe a nose adequately for your reader?
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4. What is a dishwater blonde? a frosted blonde? Will your reader be able to
picture your subject’s hair if you use terms like those?

5. What comes to your mind if you hear that a person is bald? If a man has any
hair at all, can you simply call him bald and expect your reader to know what
you mean?

6. If you say a young lady has a “perfect” build, is that a statement of fact or
opinion?

Reminding students of the purpose of this assignment, you may want to ask them
to suggest other categories such as mannerisms and dress. As they list items under
both categories, you and the students should challenge the items, making certain that
each mannerism is one that a reader can detect easily and that each garment is one
that the person is likely to wear frequently, not on special occasions only. For ex-
ample, if a student suggests as a mannerism that the subject always puts their elbows
on the table while eating, you should point out that such information will not help a
reader pick the described person out of a crowd unless the subject is in a cafeteria or a
restaurant. [f a student suggests that the teenage girl they are describing wears a hair
net, this information would be of little value to the reader unless the girl always wears
a hair net. On the other hand, if she always wears a charm bracelet on her left arm,
this might be a useful piece of information that will help the reader identify her.

To be useful, details must not only be stated in precise words, but they must also
be relevant to the purpose. Out of all the possible facts about the person described, the
writer must choose only those which are truly distinguishing. Thus, it should not be
necessary for a student to write that the subject has two eyes, or two hands, or two
feet. Such facts describe the characteristics of human beings, not of a single person.
On the other hand, if the person being described has only one eye, or one leg, or three
fingers on the left hand, such details would help the reader pick the person out of a
crowd. In brief, the test to be applied to each detail is not just whether it is true of the
person being described, but also whether it will help to distinguish the individual
from other persons who are nearly alike. This point is important; you will want to
work on it until you are certain that your students understand it.

The Assignment

Throughout their observations of their subjects, students should keep in mind all the
items that have been discussed in class, calling upon their attempts to classify details
to determine whether they are pertinent and whether the words they choose are pre-
cise and descriptive. The underlying purpose of every assignment in this book is to
make the students more keenly aware of their environment and the people in it. We
hope that students will become observant enough to discover things about even the
most familiar elements in their environment and the people in it—things that they
may have been unconscious of before.
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Students who are ready to write should have all these things clearly in mind:

1. that their task is to write an objective description of a person, concentrating on
physical features and distinguishing characteristics that set the subject apart
from all others;

2. that their purpose is to describe their subject so accurately and adequately that
their reader can pick the described person out of a group, relying solely on the
writer’s description; '

3. that every detail included in their theme should be appropriate for their pur-
pose and should be as exact and objective as possible;

4. that their audience is the teacher.

The Actual Writing, Revision, and Evaluation
{See Theme 1.)

Sample Themes

We include here two themes that we would select for mimeographing or projection on
the overhead for class discussion.

LN
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Theme A
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THEME B
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Sample Questions for Class Discussion

1.

Which of the two themes gives you ihe better picture of the person being
described? Why do you think so?

What additional details do you need to help you identify the subject in Theme
A?in Theme B?

What details would not help you identify the subject in Theme A? in Theme
B? Why?

Which of the two themes contains fewer opinions? What are the statements or
words of opinion in each theme?

What words would you remove from Theme A? from Theme B? Why?
Did the writer of Theme A organize the facts about their subject to help the
reader identify the person described? Of Theme B? Give reasons for your

answers.

[f you were evaluating these themes, what rating would you give each one?
Why? What comments would you make on each theme?

Theme 4

The Writing Task

Students write an impressionistic or imaginative description of a real or fictitious
person for a reader the same age as the writer.

The Writer’'s and Teacher’s Purpose

The students’ purpose is not merely to give their readers enough information so that
they can identify the subject described, but to select words and details that will make
the reader feel a particular way about that person.

As the teacher, your purposes are

(1) to explain the differences between the objective description called for in
Theme 5 and an impressionistic description,

(2) to help students find words and phrases that trigger emotive responscs in a
reader, and

(3) to continue sharpening the students’ awareness of pcople around them.
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Finding Information and Precise Words for an Audience

To explain to students how this theme differs from Theme 3, you might compare the
purposes. For Theme 3, the purpose is to describe a person so accurately, adequately,
and objectively that the reader can identify the person described even in a crowd. The
task for Theme 4 is to help the reader see the person as the writer does and to make
the reader feel about the person approximately the same as the writer does.

You should make it clear to students that they need not describe a real person in
Theme 4. But this does not mean that the: person should appear “unreal.” The task is
to describe a person who could be alive, not necessarily one who actually exists.

Since this task asks the student to make the reader feel a certain way about the
person described, you should try to give students some idea of the range of feelings
possible. For example, a person whom the students describe as being ugly might be
presented as the object of our sympathy; the reader might come away from one de-
scription of such a person feeling very sorry for the person described. Another de-
scription of the same person, using many or all of the very same details, might cause
the reader to dread them, to regard them as something loathsome. Still another de-
scription might induce the reader to laugh at them. The point is to help students
understand that they can control their material, and thus control their readers’ feelings
about the persons described. This point is important; if it needs time and abundant
illustration, you will want to take the time to find or invent appropriate examples.

Success in this task depends not only on the writer’s ability to create a believable
person, but also on the ability to create in the reader particular feelings about that
person. When students have come to understand these two points, they are very likely
to ask one or both of two very important questions. From the writer’s point of view,
they may ask, “How can the writer tell whether they have created just the feeling they
intend?”” And from the reader’s or critic’s point of view, “How can we know just how
the writer means us to feel about this person?”” Both of these questions are important;
both deserve answers. You might say something like this: “We as readers can never
know anything more than the writer tells us, nor can the writer know just what they
have accomplished until we tell them. We can never tell whether what we feel is just
what the writer intended; that aspect of their achicvement the writer can judge only by
seeing what readers make of what was written. As writers we can consider several
ways of wording our material and choose that way which seems to us best. As readers
we can tell whether the writing creates any feeling at all. We can testify as to the
intensity or power of the feeling created in us. We can tell whether that feeling is
consistently developed in the paper, and we can tell whether certain sentences seem 10
leave the feeling in doubt.”

The process of finding information for describing a person for Theme 4 might be
reviewed. For this theme, mannerisms will probably be most important, but the other
headings should not be overlooked.
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Obviously the major task here is finding the right words to create the intended
feeling about the person described. You need to help students explore the possibilities.
For example, one expression on a given face might be called “an angelic smile” or a
“moronic grin.”” The same person might be described by two persons as “slim” and
“skinny.” We might describe a given a person’s walk as “stately, regal,” or we might
say that the individual moves along like *“a lopsided snowball rolling downhill.” Each
of these expressions carries with it certain obvious feelings. The point is that students
need to learn how such expressions create feelings and thus learn to control language
to their own advantage.

As students suggest phrases to be written on the chalkboard, you should watch for
those which tell the reader how to feel. The writer’s task is not, for example, to tell us
to be afraid of a person, but to make us fear them. It is one thing to say “Albert is a
jackass”; it is quite another thing to describe Albert’s speaking voice as “braying.”

This is a difficult assignment, but it is one for which students need little motiva-
tion and one that produced excellent results in the pilot schools.

The major problem for many students will be one of focus. Some students will
write about their own reactions to the person they describe, rather than describing the
person. By doing this, they tell the reader how they feel, but they do little to make the
reader feel the same way. It is important for students to understand that the focus of
their writing must be on the person they are describing; they are not to describe their
reactions to that person or analyze their feelings about them. The writer’s feelings will
be implied in an effective theme, but they probably never need to be stated. '

Perhaps sample themes from the previous assignment could be, at least partially.
reworked during a class exercise to give students an objective demonstration of, and
some practice in, manipulating language to achieve various effects. It is important that
students understand that they need not be as objective in their use of language as they
were in Theme 3; in fact, subjective writing is actually necessary to achieve the
purpose of Theme 4.
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The Assignment
Students who are ready to write should have all these things clearly in mind:

1. that their task is to write an imaginative or impressionistic description of a real
or fictitious person; '

2. that their purpose is not merely to inform their reader, but to affect them; (The
writer should seek to make the reader feel some particular way about the
person described.)

3. that the method for finding information is the same as in Theme 3 but the
words need to convey opinions—not facts;

4. that every detail should be as useful to the purpose and as exact as they can
make it.

The Actual Writing, Revision, and Evaluation
(See Theme 1.)

Sample Themes

We have selected four themes from four different classes because we believe the
themes illustrate not only what students are capable of writing but they also reflect. to
some extent, the degree of help each student was given during class discussions and
the actual writing.
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Theme A
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Theme B
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Theme C

Om the strwd ubere L Lirve, Mmaafad/yu'/xx‘/yw&%. Ner busbamd
ber Lipe a bealthry, matural losk. Xhe has sibverry blue glasses that she wears
wnpﬁaa«wa%wm %M’éwmam.

MWWMWMM%MLMW&MW@W
m&&@ﬁbum&%mwaa&gﬁi&mp Mpmmwku%mmﬁ%{aw
Ahe i active at bor chunch amd helps with the Comaen Lrive, although
she cam met canas desrte~dssr. Qreund Nallswan she is the mest active
overysme’s bindhdary sm the block. She kwps a diary amd if eme could wad &,
L thimh & weuld never be dull.
a#mﬁ%ﬁwﬂamdldwﬂiﬁmquﬁmumﬁdﬂmtaméa@w .
but she kmeur ben daughien amd family had thein bife te bad amd she had ts
fimd a meur sme for herself. Qi first, she starked surimg ﬁ%ft&f;&&b&ﬁ&»ivrrw
Kom &WMWM&%WM@ d&m@&&é&@mxyuﬂ/rm«wﬁz/’&
Mﬁbﬂwww%@mwm%mw&m

91 43

(_.—

.l\ H
T ey PRI




Writing as a Process of Discovery

Theme D
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Sample Questions for Class Discussion

The series of questions numbered 1 can be asked about each of the four themes
printed above.

1.

Can you picture the person described? Why, or why not? How do you feel
about the individual? What specific words, phrases, and sentences lead you to
feel a certain way about the person described? What specific words, phrases,
or sentences do you think are particularly effective? Why? What words,
phrases, or sentences would you remove? Why? What additional information
do you think you need to have a clearer picture of the person described or to
have reason to feel a certain way about the individual? If you were evaluating
this theme, how would you rate it? Why? What comments would you make
that you think would be most useful to the writer?

Which of the four themes is the most effective? Why? Which is least effec-
tive? Why?

Does the writer of Theme D know the person being described? What advice
would you give the writer about choosing people to describe?
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CHAPTER 4:

The Audience Responds

HUS FAR WE HAVE SUGGESTED A SPECIFIC AUDIENCE FOR EACH THEME IN THIS .
sequence. We have further suggested that students read each theme to dif-
ferent people in the revision step so that they can discover the weaknesses in

their paper and strengthen it before submitting it for your evaluation. The comments

students received during the revision step were likely to sound something like these:

“Its good, because ..."

“I was not given enough information to picture the person yvou described,”
“I don't like your theme because ..."

If they are sincere and explicit. such comments can help writers revise and im-
prove their themes; otherwise, the comments are as worthless as a single-word com-
ment of good, trite, or poor.

For the first two themes in this chapter, we ask the audience to respond in a differ-
ent way. Instead of merely commenting on the information in the theme, the reader is
asked to follow the directions of the writer. The first theme task calls for writers to
give their readers specific directions for getting to the writers’ homes; the second
theme task asks writers to tell their readers exactly how to put something together or
how to do something. For each theme, the writers should be able to tell from their
readers attempts to follow directions whether or not they have communicated.

The third theme calls for a different kind of response since the audience is a child
between the ages of three and seven. By reading their stories to children, the writers
should be able to tell immediately whether or not they are communicating and
whether their stories are interesting enough to hold children’s attention. No reader is
likely to be more honest in responding to a story than a child, and we have learned
that if students actually read their stories to children, they are likely to learn more
about what writing for an audience means than through any other method.
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Writing as a Process of Discovery

Theme 5

The Writing Task

Students write specific directions that will help an adult who has never been in the
writer ‘s neighborhood walk to their house, apartment, or farm from a place at least
two miles from where the writer lives. (You should assign starting places that make it
impossible for students simply to tell their readers to go down Elm Street until they
get to 2615, or whatever the street address is.)

The Writer’'s and Teacher's Purpose

The students” purpose is to give clear, precise directions to get to the writers’ homes.

As the teacher, your purposes are:

(1) to help students analyze the route to their homes, selecting landmarks that
will be of assistance to their readers;

(2) to help students write clear, precise directions that will not confuse their
readers; and

(3) to teach students how to arrange their information in chronological order.

Preliminary Exercise

Before you assign this task, you might give students an opportunity to discover the
problems that arise when they try to give someone directions. Without explanation,
you might tell students that they are to write directions that will help a stranger get to
the principal’s office, the gymnasium, or the home economics room from the class-
room you are in. The destination you select should be one that requires the writer to
have the reader make several turns and go up or down at least one flight of steps (or
go through several doors to an inner office).

If the school building itself does not provide sufficient navigational hazards to
make this writing exercise worthwhile, you may want to have students direct the
stranger from the school to some place in town. The destination should require direc-
tions complex enough to provide the students with a real challenge and to give you
some examples of incomplete, inaccurate, overly simple, or unduly complex direc-
tions. If the exercise is too easy, students are likely to have problems with the actual
theme assignment since they will tend to underestimate its difficulty.

The object of this preliminary exercise is neither to have the students write com-
plete. perfect directions nor to prove that they cannot write. Rather, the purpose is to
make students aware of some of the difficulties Theme 5 presents and to prepare them
to solve the problems.
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The Audience Responds

At the beginning of the period, you should tell students exactly what you want
them to do and then give them about ten mirutes to write the instructions. After you
collect the directions, you may want to draw one at random from the stack. Before
you read the directions aloud, you might ask a student to draw a floor plan of the
school on the chalkboard, and then to insert arrows, showing the direction the stranger
is to walk according to the instructions you read. (Several teachers reported that they
asked a group of three or four students to collaborate on the drawing of the map.
Teachers also reported that the ideal method for proving the accuracy of a set of
directions is to take the class through the corridors as they read the directions.)

After you read several sets of directions, the class should consider the problems
that each unidentified writer encountered and how well or how poorly the writer
solved them. A comparison of several papers should alert students to the problems
inherent in Theme 5 and should help them work toward solutions to the problems.

Students Draw Maps

After students have completed the preliminary exercise and after you have explained
both the task and the purpose of Theme 5, you might ask them to draw a simple map
of the most direct route from the assigned starting place to their homes. Reminding
students that they will be giving readers only a verbal map of the territory, you might
have students analyze their maps, while asking themselves questions like these:

1. Have I selected the easiest route from the starting place to my home? Are
there some recognizable landmarks along the way that will help my readers
find my home? Or should I select a different route because there are land-
marks along it that strangers can’t miss?

2. What is a landmark? Can it be a bakery? a filling station? a blue house with
white trim? a vacant lot? If one of the landmarks is a bakery, should I give my
readers the name of it—if the name can easily be seen on a building or a sign?

If one of the points where the readers are to turn is a filling station, should I give
them the name of the station if there is more than one gas station along the route?
What name should I give them? If | know the station as Johnson’s 24-hour Service,
will that name help my readers if it is painted only on a small sign above the door to
the station? Or will Standard (or Chevron, or Shell, or Marathon) be of more help if
Johnson has a large sign indicating the brand of gasoline sold?

3. If I tell my readers to turn left at the white house between Madison and Lin-
coln, will I give them sufficient directions? Will they tumn at the white house
by the alley between Madison and Lincoln if I give them no additional infor-
mation? If | do not want them to turn left at the white house by the alley but at
the white tri-level with the green roof on the corner of Lincoln and Whiteside,
should I not give them such specific information?
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Writing as a Process of Discovery

4. Frequently, when strangers ask for directions, they are led astray because the
person directing them relies on their own knowledge of an area. For example,
a farmer might tell a stranger to “take the first road past the old Hanson farm”
even though Hanson doesn’t live there anymore and the name on the mailbox
is Jones or Smith. To the farmer, that particular farm always has been, and
always will be, known as “the Hanson farm.” The farmer fails to take the
stranger’s lack of knowledge of the area into consideration as he gives direc-
tions.

How can | avoid using terms that will confuse strangers? For example, can I tell
them to turn right at the portables, meaning temporary classrooms, or should I use
another term that might be more familiar to them than portables?

5. After I have chosen the route and selected easily recognizable landmarks, what
should 1 tell my reader to do first? What next? Why must I be careful in
organizing my directions? How can I make the directions clear besides just
writing something like this: “First, you walk five blocks from the corner of
Main and Walnut, and then you turn right at the green house at the corner of
third and Jefferson, and then you, and then you ...”?

As they analyze their maps, students should think of additicnal questions they
need to ask to gather information that will help them write clear, specific directions.
As they analyze the maps, you need to remind them that for this assignment they will
not give their readers maps, only written directions. However, you might ask students
to hand in their maps with the themes to help you evaluate the directions.

Each student should understand that a good theme is one that gives their readers
clear, precise directions to get to their homes. A poor theme is one that confuses
readers because of imprecise language, lack of sufficient detail, or faulty directions.

The Assignment

Students who are ready to write should have all these things clearly in mind:

1. that their task is to write clear, specific directions that will help their reader, a
stranger in town, walk from a specific starting place to their home;

2. that they must choose every word carcfully and make certain that their reader
will readily understand it;

3. that they must organize their information so readers can follow it without
becoming confused,;

4. that they should leave out all extraneous details, no matter how interesting
they may be or how much they reveal about the community’s history.
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The Actual Writing, Revision, and Evaluation
(See Themes 1 through 4.)

Sample Themes
(See Themes 1 through 4.)

As students examine several particularly accurate sets of directions that you have
selected for class discussion, you might ask them how they would alter the directions
if the reader were driving to the writer’s home instead of walking. Through discus-
ston, students should conclude that the directions given drivers need to be much
simpler than those given to walkers, and the landmarks cited need to be ones that
drivers can see quickly and easily without taking their eyes off the road too long.

Theme 6

The Writing Task

Students give their readers directions for putting something together or for doing
something like baking a cake, playing badminton, or fly fishing.

[NOTE : The processes chosen, whether by you or by students, should be fairly
simple ones that lend themselves to verbal explanation and that the writers can treat
adequately in two to three hundred words. It is not uncommon to find an assignment
like “Explain how to tie a bow knot in a shoelace.” That seems a simple task, but it is
actually very difficult to explain in writing. Therefore, you should help students
choose processes that they can perform themselves and that are not impossible to
describe in words without diagrams and drawings.]

The Writer's and Teacher’s Purpose
The students’ purposes are:

(1) to write clear, specific instructions that will enable their readers to perform the
process described; and

(2) to explain any terms that they think their readers may not know. (For this task,
we suggest that you tell girls to write their directions for the boys in the class,
and that you tell boys to write their directions for the girls in the class. If it is
an all male or all female class, tell the students to write for a member of the
opposite scx and suggest they read the directions to such a person before they
hand in their papers. Thus, it may be necessary for the writers to explain terms
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Writing as a Process of Discovery

like baste, parboil, Phillips screwdriver, and socket wrench. We fully realize
that in today’s society that boys may understand far more about cooking and
baking than was once supposed and that girls may know a great deal about
mechanics, woodworking, and tools.)

As the teacher, your purposes are:
(1) to help students understand why clear, specific instructions are important:

(2) to help students learn how to use metaphorical descriptions to help their
readers identify objects and procedures for which they do not know the techni-
cal names; and

(3) to continue helping them organize their information in chronological order.

Preliminary Exercise

We have used this preliminary exercise in our own classes, in demonstration classes,
and in pilot-school classes as the first part of Finding Information and Precise Words
for an Audience. In almost every instance, students have insisted after this exercise
that they be given another chance to prove that they can write clear directions; there-
fore, we will attempt to describe the exercise here as we have used it.

At the beginning of a class period, we ask students about the experiences they
have had with printed directions for, say, putting toys together, for baking cakes, or for
installing a CD-ROM in the computer. In a few minutes of discussion, we hope that stu-
dents will tell us why many printed directions are unclear, confusing, or inadequate.

Then we begin removing the pieces of a meat grinder from a paper sack, piece by
piece. We do not tell students that each piece is a part of a meat grinder. Instead, we
ask them to tell us what the piece looks like. If a student knows the technical name for
the piece, we accept it, but we continue to ask other students what the piece looks
like, noting that not all people know the technical names for every part of every object
in the world. Since our readers may not know the names of the parts, we can help
them identify the objects by telling them what they look like. We do not explain
metaphorical comparisons during this exercise; instead, we elicit similes from stu-
dents by asking them to tell us what each part of the meat grinder looks like.

As we remove each part from the sack, we suggest that students make notes,
jotting down a word or two or several phrases that tell what the piece looks like. We
further suggest that they note the technical name for the part, but only if a student has
given us the technical term. We do not provide such information in the demonstration.

After we have displayed all the parts of the meat grinder, we tell students that we
will now assemble it, slowly and deliberately, while they make notes that will help
them write directions for putting the meat grinder together. We tell them that they will
write the directions iinmediately after we assemble the meat grinder. We note that the
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reader who will put the gadget together is either a student we have excused from the
class at the beginning of the hour, or a teacher or administrator who has not been in
the classroom during the demonstration.

While assembling the meat grinder, we make certain that every student in the class
can see exactly what we are doing, and we also allow enough time between each step
in the process to let students make notes

After we have assembled the meat grinder, we give students two or three minutes
to look at it and ask questions about any step in the assembly, or about any part of the
gadget. Then we disassemble it, leaving the pieces on a desk or table so that students
can examine them if they wish. However, we do not let any student try to put the
grinder together at this time.

We give students about ten minutes to write the directions. In most cases, this has
been ample time. Normally, we do not like to set a time limit on any writing, but in
this case we want students to write the directions before the end of the period. This is
so we can read three or four sets of directions while our designated performer tries to
put the grinder together.

After collecting the papers, we call the performer into the classroom, explain the
task to them, and have them draw one paper from the stack. Then we read the direc-
tions slowly, asking the performer to do exactly what the writer has written—and
nothing more. We continue reading until the meat grinder is assembled or until it is
quite obvious that it can’t be put together if the reader follows the directions given. If
the instructions are not clear, we ask the performer to draw another paper, which we
read as they try to follow the directions.

We have taken four or five hundred students through this exercise as well as
several hundred adults: only seven times was the meat grinder assembled success-
fully. We are happy when it is not put together because the students demand another
chance. Many see where they went wrong, and they want to try again. In demonstra-
tion class after demonstration class, students at all grade levels asked their teacher to
bring a different gadget to the class the next day so that they could try again to prove
they can write clear directions.

Any machine that has between five to ten working parts and that can be assembled
in four to eight steps can be substituted for the meat grinder. The only requirements
are that the machine and its parts are large enough so that all students can easily see it
being assembled and that the process of putting it together is not too complicated for
students to describe.

The purpose of this exercise is not to prove to students that they cannot write.

Rather, it is to motivate them to write clearly and accurately, describing processes in
precisc words that readers can understand.
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Finding Information and Precise Words for an Audience

If you have given students a preliminary exercise like the one suggested above, you
need only remind them that they are to choose a process that they are to explain to a
reader of the opposite sex. Therefore, they need to do the following:

1. Examine every part of the object they will put together, carefully noting the
name of each part and making certain that the reader can pick out each part
either with the help of a precise word or a descriptive phrase or sentence.

Or

Examine every step in a process like baking a cake or repairing a bicycle
chain, making certain they can explain each step in terms that their readers can
understand, and making certain they describe the tools or the cooking or
sewing terms involved in the process so that their readers will know exactly
what they are to do and what implements and/or ingredients they are to use.

2. Take their readers through each step in the process by organizing their direc-
tions in chronological order.

3. Don’t assume anything about the reader’s knowledge of the process. Be clear,
precise, and specific down to the smallest and most obvious detail.

You will want to approve the process that each student selects before they begin
writing. If the process involves putting something together, the thing to be put to-
gether should have at least five parts, requiring at least four steps for assembly;
otherwise, the writer will not be challenged. On the other hand, the thing to be put
together should not have so many parts and involve so many steps that the writer
cannot handle it adequately in two to three hundred words.

[f writers elect to tell their readers how to do something, you will want to make

certain that the process is not too complicated, but complex enough to present a
challenge to the writer.

The Assignment

Students who are ready to write should have all these things clearly in mind:

1. that their task is to tell their readers how to do something or how to put some-
thing together;

2. that their purpose is to explain the process to their reader so clearly and accu-
rately that the reader will be able to follow the directions;

3. that their reader is the same age as the writer and is a member of the opposite
sex;
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The Audience Responds

4. that a good theme is one that gives their readers sufficient information and an
adequate explanation of terms, enabling their readers to follow the instruc-
tions.

The Actual Writing
(See Theme 1.)

Revision
(See Theme 1.)

During this step, you will want to give students an opportunity to read the direc-
tions to a member of the opposite sex so that they can discover which terms need to
be explained more thoroughly.

Evaluation and Sample Themes
(See Themes ! through 4.)

Theme 7

The Writing Task

Students write stories for children between the ages of three and seven.

The Writer's and Teacher’s Purpose

The student’s purpose is to create a story that will entertain a child between the ages
of three and seven. Their purpose is not to create a great story—one that can be
published. Rather, their purpose is to write a story that will entertain a child, using
language that the child can understand.

As the teacher, your purposes are:

(1) to give students additional experience in narrative writing by letting them
write stories for children;

(2) to help students understand the elements of a story; and

(3) to continue showing them how consideration of an audience affects their
prose.
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Finding Information and Precise Words for an Audience

You might begin by saying: “Thus far you have described people, your neighbor-
hoods, and an action (the process theme). Those are three elements of a story—char-
acters, setting, and action. Of course the action in a story is much different from the
action you described in telling your reader how to put something together. In what
ways do the actions differ? How are they similar? In what ways do your descriptions
of people differ from those in stories? How are they similar? In what ways do your
descriptions of your neighborhood differ from descriptions in stories? How are they
similar?

“Now we are going to draw upon your previous writing experiences to tell a story.
Each of you has probably had the experience of trying to amuse a child. Some of you
have little brothers and sisters; others have jobs as baby sitters. Your task now is to
make up a story that will entertain a child between the ages of three and seven. How
do you go about it?”

During the discussion students should consider the kinds of stories that amuse
children. They should quickly analyze some of the stories they know, paying particu-
lar attention to the story line, characterization, setting, conflict, and action. They
should be led to see that the lengthy descriptions they wrote in earlier assignments are
not always appropriate in a story for children. How do the authors of children’s stories
describe their characters? What does the reader learn about characters through th.eir
actions? What descriptive words are used? (In describing people, students were
cautioned against using words like big, little, tall, short, ugly, and beautiful. Do the
writers of children’s stories use such words? Why?)

After the discussion of the elements in stories for children, you might explain that
the task is to write a story that will amuse children between the ages of three and
seven. You might suggest that students read their stories to children before handing in
their papers. The children’s reactions to the stories should indicate to the writers
whether or not they have been successful. The writers should also learn, from the
point of view of the child, what words they need to change, and they should be able to
explain why the changes are necessary.

Students should understand that they are not attempting to write a story for publi-
cation—but a story whose sole purpose is to entertain children. They should also
understand that their ability to communicate with children is more important than
their talent for creating a first-rate story.

The problem of finding ithe matter and the words for this theme is much more
complex than for previous ones. First, students need to decide on their stories. They
need to ask themselves such questions as “What happens to whom and why?” They
need to decide how involved they can make their stories for their audience. After they
have decided upon the stories, they need to decide how to describe their characters.
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(Of course, there are other ways to begin, and you will not want to discourage alterna-
tive ways to build stories.) How much detail is necessary? How can the details be
worked into the story? What descriptive words are appropriate for children? Students
also need to decide on the setting and the amount of detail needed. They further need
to decide wiiat the action or confiict is and how they can best recount it to interest
their audience.

One of the major purposes of this assignment is to make young writers more
aware of their audience. Therefore, you should stress, as students discuss the prob-
lems of creating a story and using language a chiid understands, that they need to have
conversations with children before they can decide on appropriate words and before
they decide what kinds of stories interest children.

The Assignment

Students who are ready to write should have all these things clearly in mind:

I. thattheir task is to write a story for children between the ages of three and
seven;

o

that their purpose is to tell a story that will entertain children and that they are
to write in language that children can understand;

3. that the questions they ask to help them create a story must include questions
about characters, setting, conflict, and action;

4. that they are to read their rough drafts to children so that they can learn what
revisions are necessary from the point of view of the children;

5. that their ability to communicate with children—not their talent to create an
excellent story—is the major item to be evaluated by the teacher.

The Actual Writing

(See Theme 1.) We strongly recommend that you give students time to write their
entire stories in class to prevent plagiarism.

Revision

(See Theme 1.) Students should also be required to read their stories to children
before they revise them.
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Evaluation

(See Theme 1.) This theme should produce some of the finest writing that many
of the students have ever done. Several teachers have reported that students become
especially excited by this assignment and, given sufficient help and preparation, they
will write imaginative stories in fresh, crisp prose.

Some clever students, realizing that it is impossitle for any teacher to know all of
the published stories for children, might be tempted to plagiarize a copyrighted story.
A student who hands in a properly punctuated paper, for instance, and who has never
done so before might be quietly investigated, but this must be done with great tact.
This is especially important since many students will write far better than they have
done before and the work will be their own. A teacher who might accuse such an
innocent student of cheating could harm the student irreparably.

We do not advise that you even discuss the subject of plagiarism during tnis
assignment; we mention it only because it did happen in a few classes and also be-
cause many teachers might mistakenly suspect some papers because they are so far
superior to previous performances. With positive instruction in the previous themes,
by the time students get to this assignment their attitude should probably be such that
this problem will be nonexistent or limited to very isolated cases.

Sample Themes

We received many excellent stories; however, we decided against printing any here
because of the problem described in Evaluction. This is not to say that we doubt the
integrity of the young writers; we simply do not want to run the risk of embarrassing
students by publishing a story that may not be all theirs.
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Chapter 5:

Examining Events

HE THREE TASKS IN THIS CHAPTER ASK STUDENTS TO EXAMINE EVENTS OR INCIDENTS IN
their lives. to explain why one of them is significant, and then to describe a
different event, incident, or argument first objectively and then subjectively.

Theme 8

The Writing Task

The student is to describe an event, a series of incidents, or an argument in such a way
that the reader knows it is particularly significant to the writer.

The Writer's and Teacher's Purpose

The students” purpose is to describe an event in their lives that they think is signifi-
cant and to relate it in such a way that their reader—a person their own age—-can
understand why the event is significant without being told that it is.

As the teacher, your purposes are:

(1) to give students additional experience in narrative writing by having them
describe a significant experience: and

(2) to help students examine significant experiences in their lives.
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Finding Information and Precise Words

You might begin by saying something like this: “For your last writing assignment you
were asked to make up a story for children. For this writing assignment you are to tell
a story—but this time a true one. What we are going to do now is consider a series of
incidents, an event, or an argument that you think is significant. You are to pick out
one thing that has happened to you that you think is very important or that might even
have changed your life. Your purpose for writing is to tell your readers exactly what
happened, starting at the beginning and giving them the appropriate details. You are to
describe the event so vividly that your readers can tell immediately that it made an
impact on your life and they can determine why it did. In telling about the event, you
will need to give your readers some description of the characters involved, of their
actions, and of their reactions—if there were reactions to the event. You might also
need to record some of the conversation, if that seems pertinent.

You might say something like this: “A good theme is one that adequately de-
scribes the event and persuades readers that it was significant without telling them
that it was significant. A poor theme is one that does not give readers sufficient
information to persuade them that the event was important, or one that does not
provide enough information for them to understand exactly what happened.”

Students shouid understand at the outset that in describing the event or argument
they must use words that will help the reader infer the significance of the described
incident. But they should also understand that words like significant or phrases like
made a great impact on me are not appropriate for this theme. Readers must be
persuaded from what they read that the event was significant or made a great impact
on the writer; the writer should not merely tell the reader that.

Suggested Questions

The first task of the students is to select the event that is important. They must ask
themselves questions like these:

1. Have I ever been involved in an event, an incident, or an argument that has
been very important to me?

o]

Why was it important?

3. What actually happened?

4. Whatdid I learn from it?

5. Did it change my life? If so, how?

6. Did it change my attitude toward people? If so, how?

(2]
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Did it affect others? If so, whom did it affect? Why did it affect them?
Did it change my behavior? If so, how?

Can I show my readers, by describing the event. incident, or argument, why it
was important and how it changed my life?

When we speak of a significant event, we are not necessarily referring to some-
thing catastrophic. Because some students may think this is what we are talking
about, they may have trouble getting started. You may want to point out that there arc
many events in everyone’s life that are extremely significant even though students
may not think of them when you begin discussing this theme task. For instance:

1.

2.

1.

12.

13.

14.

the first day of school, or the first day at a new school;

for boys, the first haircut; for girls, the first trip to a hair stylist:

the day the student joined the Cub Scouts. Girl Scouts, or similar organization:
the student’s first Communion or confirmation or bar mitzvah;
tryouts for an athletic team or a cheerleading team or a debate team;
a failing or bad grade on a report card;

the student’s first date or big dance;

the birth of a younger brother or sister;

the wedding of an older brother or sister or close friend;

the meeting or losing of a good friend;

the student’s first airplane ride;

a trip to the hospital, or to the doctor’s or dentist’s office:

the day the student’s father or older brother went to one of the armed forces
or returned from service;

the day the student had a fight or an argument with a friend:;

You should point out that many of the events mentioned above may seem silly or
trivial now, but at the time one occurred, the writers may well have considered it the
most important thing in their lives. The problem for students is to be able to convey
their feelings at the time of the cvent so that their readers are persuaded the incident
was significant for the writer. at least at the time it occurred.

r'y

03 61




Writing as a Process of Discovery

A student who can recreate in writing the fears, anxieties, and tribulations that
precede the first trip to the barber shop will have written about something which
many little boys face. The writer may even discover why such a common, ordinary
event seems threatening to a little boy. Frequently, students will discover that what
precedes or follows the event is what is finally most significant: the haircut itself is
not half so bad as the anxiety that precedes it. The fights between friends are fre-
quently stupid and silly, but the results can be extremely important and have
far-reaching effects upon a person’s lifs.

Again, in this assignment we ask students to examine their experiences and then
to write about them in such a way that their readers can feel about the experiences
approximately the same as the writers do. The readers should also be able to under-
stand why the event described was significant to the writer.

For a great many students this assignment will provide a positive emotional outlet
that has not previously been available to them in confronting an experience. In the
pilot schools, several students wrote exceptionally powerful papers about very signifi-
cant events in their lives. We hope that students realize that their ability to confront
and write about an important event in their lives can be meaningful not only to them
but to the readers of the paper as well. We would therefore hope that all students will
be eager to share their papers with their fellow students. However, because many of
the experiences that will be chosen for this assignment tend to be very personal, the
teacher may find it necessary to assurc students that their papers will not be used as
sample themes for class discussion if they would be embarrassed by having other
people read their papers. This may mean that some of the best papers will not be
available for the class to see, but this will have to be the case if it means that the
students wiil not be able to write honestly if they fear public reading of their themes.
If the significance of writing, the importance of honesty, and the appreciation of what
good writing is have been established and developed during the previous writing
assignment, most students will not use the above situation as a dodge; rather, most
will be proud to have their papers used as examples of good writing. You should
make it clear to all students that their wishes will be respected in any case.

Two of the most powerful themes we have ever read cannot be published in this
book even though we are not disclosing the names of the writers. Both themes were
written in a class taught by a teacher whose students are never afraid to discuss their
problems with her. They know they can talk with her or write about anything so long
as they do so honestly, sincerely, and tactfully. Her students are not afraid to discuss
some personal problems even in class because the atmosphere is such that they know
they will not be jeered or embarrassed. A similar atmosphere needs to be created in
any classroom for students to be able to write honestly on this and other assignments
in this sequence.




Examining Events

One of the most common and persistent problems for many writers of this theme
is the tendency toward overt moralization or didacticism. It is here again that a discus-
sion of emotional control and distance would be desirable during the presentation of
the theme assignment. Further, students should be helped to see that they must make
the reader experience the event and its significance; the writers must avoid merely
telling the readers that the event was significant through a series of true confessions or
preachments. To achieve the purpose of thie assignment, the papers must render
dramatically both the experience and the feelings of the writer. The reader must be
made to experience the event themselves; they must not merely be told that the event
was significant.

A discussion of these two themes should help students discover the difference
between merely telling the reader and actually showing them what happened.
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Theme B
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Examining Events

The writer of Theme B succeeds in achieving his purpose; the writer of Theme A
does not. From a discussion of papers like these, you can help students appreciate the
kinds of things their writing must do to help a reader understand how and why the
event described was significant to the writer.

The Assignment

Students who are ready to write should have all these things clearly in mind:

1. that their task is to describe an event, a series of incidents, or an argument that
is particularly significant in their life;

857

that they are to describe that event and their reactions to it so clearly that their
reader will understand why the event is particularly significant;

3. that they are to persuade their reader that the event is significant without

saying that it is.

The Actual Writing
(See Theme 1.)

Revision
(See Theme 1.)

Evaluation

(See Sample Themes in Theme | and Evaluation in Theme 5.)

Sample Themes

(Sec previous themes.)

-~ 7
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Theme 9

Students write, as objectively as possible, reports of an incident or an argument in
which they became emotionally involved. Their reader is the teacher.

The Writer's and Teacher’s Purpose

The students’ purpose is to report objectively an incident in which they were emotion-
ally involved.

As the teacher, your purposes are:
(1) to remind students how to report facts, not opinions;
(2) to continue helping students examine their worlds; and

(3) to help students learn how to report an event in chronological order.

Finding Information and Precise Words

You should explain to students that their task is to write, as objectively as possible, a
report of an incident that they witnessed or in which they were involved, or an argu-
ment in which they were emotionally involved. They are to report the incident from
beginning to end, giving a thorough account of the incident without injecting personal
opinions or emotions.

A good theme is one that describes the incident or argument dispassionately. The
readers (peers for the revision as well as you as the final reader) should not be led to
feel a particular way about the characters involved in the incident or argument be-
cause of the writer’s use of language. Instead, a good theme is one that gives readers a
complete picture of the incident or argument and lets them make up their own minds
as to who might have been right or wrong. A poor theme is one in which the writers
express their own opinions through their choice of words or through their careful
selection of details that give the reader only the writers’ picture of the incident or their
version of the argument.

You might need to devote at least a part of one class period to helping students
select an incident or an argument in which they were emotionally involved. You
should point out that the incident or argument should be one that the student can
describe from beginning to end.

‘3
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Suggested Questions

Some sample questions for finding information to include in the theme foliow:
1. Who was involved? How can I describe the actors objectively?
2. What happened? What are the facts of the situation?
3. When did it happen?
4. Where did it happen?
5. Why did it happen? Do I know, or am I guessing?
6. How did it happen? Can I tell what happened factually?

You might point out to students that these same questions are those that reporters
ask when they gather information for a story. You might also note that if reporters
cannot find complete answers to those questions, they may, either intentionally or un-
intentionally, give their readers a distorted picture of the event or incident, depending
on the nature of the event and the professional and ethical standards of the reporter.

Examining the Language of Fact and Opinion

After you have helped students select an incident or argument that they can report,
you should remind them of the differences between the language of fact and the

language of opinion. For example, you might write sets of sentences like these on the
chalkboard:

1. (a) A large crowd listened in awe as Senator Feinstein.

(b) Approximately two hundred people listened to Senator Feinstein.

[}

(a) He is a fool.

(b) He is a daredevil.

(c) She rides a motorcycle at 75 miles per hour.
(d) She rides her motorcycle too fast.

3. (a) He is six feet tall and weighs 150 pounds.
(b) He has an average build.

(¢) He is tall and skinny.

(d) He is slim.

4
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4. (a) Heis plump.
(b) He is five feet tall and weighs 130 pounds.
(c) He is squat and fat.
(d) He is short and chubby.

5. (a) The Dallas Cowboys beat the Pittsburgh Steelers in the Super Bowl
of 1995.

(b) The Dallas Cowboys had a much better team in 1995 than the Pittsburgh
Steelers.

(c) The underdogs lost to the favorites in the 1995 Super Bowl.
6. (a) The woman moved gracefully across the room.

(b) The woman lumbered across the room.

(c) The woman strode across the room.

{d) The woman walked across the room.

Students should be asked to analyze each set of statements to determine which are
written in the language of fact and which contain the language of opinion. In the
statements of opinion, what words make these sentences statements of opinion? After
analyzing the above sets, how would students define a factual statement? From the
analysis of the above sets, how would they define a statement of opinion?

In the first set, for instance, the students should discover that “a large crowd” is
never strictly a factual statement and should be avoided in factual writing. Crowd
its. If is a word which expresses an opinion. Large is a relative term that people use to
describe almost any event if the place in which it is held is full or nearly full. For
instance, at most high schools, 5,000 spectators at a basketball or footbail game could
be considered a “large crowd.” But at the final game for the championship of a major
league sport, such as professional baseball or football, 5,000 would not be considered
a large crowd. If a student speaker drew 300 adults to a high school convocation, the
reporter might justifiably report that a large crowd was in attendance. (They would, of
course, be more accurate if they reported the number.) However, if the President of
the United States drew only 300 people to a major address at a large auditorium, the
reporter would not be justified in calling it a large crowd. Where head counts are not
available, it will be necessary, frequently, for the reporter to estimate the crowd’s size
or to use a word such as large or small to indicate how many people were there. Once
again, however, it is important that the reporter give readers all the information
necessary to allow them to make their own judgment about the relative size of the
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crowd. As a writer on an assignment like this, the student must be careful to make
their statements in relation to the elements that make up the event if they are to write
objectively and accurately.

The Assignment

Students who are ready to write should have all these things clearly in mind:

1. that their task is to report, as objectively as possible, an incident or argument
in which they were emotionally involved;

(89

that they are to give a full report of the incident or argument without express-
ing their own opinion in any part of the report; :

3. thatif they leave out important details in the report, they might be guilty ofin-
truding their own opinion on the report since they might color the story by not
giving a full account.

The Actual Writing and So Forth
(See Themes | through 4.)

Sample Themes

For this assignment and the next one, we believe that you should select a very good
and a fair theme for class study. Students need to study the sample themes for this
assignment before they write Theme 10. We suggest that you copy the sample themes
so that students can study them carefully.

Theme 10

The Writing Task

Students write a subjective report of the incident described in Theme 9.

The Writer’s and Teacher’s Purpose

The students’ purpose is to describe an incident subjectively, choosing words and
details that will make their readers feel approximately the same way about the event
as the writers do.
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As the teacher, your purposes are:

(1) to give students additional experience in controlling language and in writing to
affect a reader in a specific way:

(2) to give them additional experience in distinguishing between the language of
fact and the language of opinion; and

(3) to show students how they can manipulate facts by emphasizing certain details
or by leaving details out of a report.

Finding Information and Precise Worad.

You might begin by saying something like this: “For your last writing assignment you
were asked to describe, as objectively as possible, an incident or an argument in
which you were emotionally involved. At that time you were told that you were not to
express your opinions of the actions or of the characters involved. Now you are to
take the same event and retell it, expressing your opinions and showing your emo-
tional involvement throughout your account.”

In the discussion that follows, you should make certain that students understand
that they can affect the reader by using charged language and by distorting the truth—
by leaving out certain details or by emphasizing certain details. They should under-
stand that, in this case, a good theme is one which does persuade the reader to feel the
same way about the incident as the writer does. A poor theme does not make the
reader feel approximately the same way the writer does:

You can help students find the matter and the words for this particular theme by mim-
eographing one or two themes from the last assignment and having students examine
them carefully, noting how they can change the themes from factual and objective to
slanted and subjective. Students should be asked to examine each sentence in each theme,
making appropriate changes where possible to affect the reader. However, students should
be led 0 discuss how a reader might react if they nsert too much opinion or if they fla-
grantly distort facts. It is important that students realize that a subtle approach is frequently
more effective than one which is overtly propagandistic.

A line-by-line unalysis of a theme from the last assignment should help students
find the matter and the words for their own writing.

The Assignment

Students who are ready to write should have all thesc things clearly in mind:

1. that their task is to rewrite the report that they prepared for Theme 9, being as
subjective as possible and even distorting the report, if they so choose, by
leaving out some of the facts or by adding information;
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2. that they are to use the language of opinion wherever possible, and not lan-
guage of fact;

3. that their purpose is to persuade their reader to feel the same way about the
incident or argument as they do.

The Actual Writing and So Forth
(See Theme 1 through 4.)

Sample Themes

We read several dozen powerful evocative themes, most of which were painfully
personal. Students” first brush with the death of a friend or relative was the dominant
topic. We choose not to publish any of the themes here, and we urge caution in the
study of sample themes written in your classes. Students may not wish to share what
they have written, and we were told that the study of some themes provoked tears,
sobs, and other expressions of sorrow that students said stayed with them throughout
the day.




CHAPTER 6:
Defining Words

N THE LATE "60S, STUDENTS PROTESTED AGAINST THE ESTABLISHMENT, AND SOME ADULTS

dismissed the protesters, paying little attention to the arguments of the young

because they were hippies. Many young people talked about a new life style,
while some adults bemoaned the generation gap. Newspaper and magazine articles,
books, conversations, and speeches were filled with words and phrases like the
establishment, life style, generation gap, the new left, liberal, conservative, moderate,
hippie, and yippie. In many instances, the writers and speakers, regardless of their
ages, used the words and phrases as if each referred to some specific concept, ideol-
ogy, or group, and in so doing, frequently failed to communicate with either side of
the so-called generation gap.

Today there is a whole new set of terms. We talk about the gender gap, the
yuppies, and generation X. We read about the activities of Secular Humanists, New
Agers, and the New Religious Right. It is not uncommon to hear people talk about the
current -isms: feminism, globalism, ageism, sexism, racism, and vegetarianism, We
tend to label new movements, both new and old ideas, and beliefs. This is nothing
new; human beings have been doing it since the beginning of recorded history—if not
long before. Labels have been with us for thousands of years, and they will persist far
into the millennium, but the trouble with them is that they all-too-frequently substitute
a word or phrase for profound thought.

As you know so well, it is difficult to define an abstract term like the new left, life-
style, conservative, liberal, and moderate. Yet many people sprinkle their conversa-
tions and their writings with such terms, failing to define the words as they want them
to mean because they apparently think that each has a fixed referent. Or they use the
terms as labels, dismissing, as they did in the sixties, any argument from young
protesters because they must be hippies, or ignoring statements from anyone over
thirty because they are issued by the establishment.
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Writing as a Process of Discovery

Descriptive Definitions Are Frequently Needed

To understand what writers or speakers mean by the New Religious Right, the New
Age religion, or secular humanism, we need a definition of the words as they use
them. Otherwise, we fail to understand completely the message they are sending. Yet,
few of us pause long enough in our reading or listening to wonder what writers or
speakers mean when they use such terms. Instead, we rely on our own definitions,
thinking, perhaps, that the speakers or writers’ meanings for a term is the same as
ours. Thus, communication is imperfect or breaks down completely.

The words we have italicized thus far in this chapter are not the only abstractions
that cry out for descriptive definitions in writing. Words like love, loyalty, freedom,
affluence, and courage frequently misinterpreted by readers and listeners because the
writers or speakers have not given a clear notion of what they mean when they use
one of those abstractions.

Take the word Jove, for example. People around the world say or write that word
or its equivalent in hundreds of languages every day. How many meanings can that
word carry? Here are only a few:

love between mother and child

love for a sister or brother

love for a wife or husband

love for a bride-to-be and her fiance
brotherly love

love for country

love of wealth or material possessions

We could add many more examples to the list. Each implies a different kind of
love, yet only one little four-letter word 1s used to express dozens of different emo-
tions. A young college student told the senior author of this book that he “went ape™
when a coed at another college ended her letter to him with the complimentary close:
Love, Samia. He thought she was serious, and he set out to date her as often as he
could, with a proposal in mind. He was devastated when he learned that she closed all
of her letters: Love, Samia.

In this chapter, we continue to focus on the words we use in our writing. In the
two assignments explained here, we ask students to define an abstract term and then
apply an abstraction like rich or wealthy to a person who does not have a great deal of
money. By so doing, we hope to help students better understand the wide range of
meanings that people give to words, to help them understand the need to define terms
they use. and to help them use abstractions more concretely in writing.
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Theme 9

The Writing Task

Students define a word like freedom. affluence, love, pride, status, power, yuppies,
liberal, moderate, or conservative. Or they define a phrase like generation X, New
Ager, secular humanist, or supply side economics. The writers select the abstractions
they wish to define.

The Writers” and Teacher's Purpose

The students’ purpose is to define an abstract word so adequately that their reader, the
teacher, will understand the range of meaning that the writers attach to specific ab-
stract words.

As the teacher, your purposes are:

(1) to give students experience in defining terms much more thoroughly than a
lexicographer can define them in a dictionary;

(2) to help students under...and the differences between a lexical definition of an
abstract word and the definition they give to the word; and

(3) to remind students that a word does not have a set meaning—people give
meanings, sometimes many different meanings, to a word.

Finding Information and Precise Words for an Audience

You might point out to students that their task for this assigninent is to write as com-
plete a definition as possible of a word such as freedom, affluence, love, pride, or
status. Or they can define a phrase like generation X, New Ager, secular humanist, or
supply side economics. A single sentence definition is not sufficient since the task is
to have students write definitions that enable their readers to know exactly what the
writers mean when they use a certain word. They need to ask themselves a number of
questions about the word they choose, attempting to find all of the shades of meaning
that it has for them as well as to determine its denotative meanings.

This is a most demanding writing assignment. It is extremely difficult for anyone
to define a word that does not have objective, physical referents. Yet, the ideas, feel-
ings, and emotions that are most significant in our lives are conveyed through words
that have no single physical referent. Many of the concepts that abstract words desig-
nate exist only in the minds of human beings. Hence, everyone who uses such words
as freedom, rich, or love has slightly different notions about what those words mean.
It is not uncommon to find people whon do not know exactly what they mean when
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they use many abstract words. In spite of this, we frequently act as if we are talking about
exactly the same thing when we use such words. We assume we know what words mean
when we sometimes don’t; we even fight wars over ideologies, yet we are hard- pressed to
tell another person in any specific way what it is we are fighting for or against.

It 1s important that we understand what we are really asking a student to do when
we ask them to define an abstract term. We suggest that you choose a group, or groups
of words, which your students think they know. We further suggest that the terms be
written on the chalkboard one at a time and defined, by students, before the next word
is written and defined. During the defining, we hope that all students will not agree on
the meanings given to the word.

GROUP 1 GROUP 2 GROUP 3
democrat liberal tent
republican conservative house
socialist moderate home
evangelist secular humanist dwelling
GROUP 4 GROUP 5 GROUP 6
leadership seamstress beautiful
administration dressmaker cute
power structure tailor attractive
establishment sewer pretty

After students define each word in several of the groups like those above. they
should note that the words in some of the groups (groups 1, 2, 4, and 6) are more
difficult to define than those in groups 3 and 5. However, they should also be led to
see that not all students give the same meanings to the words in groups 3 and 5.

We hope that the attempts at defining words in groups like those above will help
students understand the following:

1.

o
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People give different meanings to abstract words as they do to all words, but it
is more difficult to define an abstract word than a concrete one,

Regardless of the various definitions people give to the same word, we fre-
quently act as if everyone agreed on the meaning of the word.

Some words which are used to designate different--sometimes even opposite
or conflicting—practices can be given identical or similar definitions. (The
definitions of democracy and socialism frequently come out amazingly similar
in class discussions.)
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Defining Words

The lexical definition of a word frequently has little or no bearing on how
peopl. use the word as a label.

Abstract words should be defined within their particular contexts. (Both the
writer and the reader must consider such things as the geographical and
historical referents. For instance, Communism in China, in Yugoslavia, and in
Russia were not necessarily the same thing. Communism in Russia in the late
1960s was significantly different from the practices described as Communistic
in the early 1950s. Democracy in America in 1996 is something different from
democracy in America in 1836.)

“Pure definitions” of a word like democracy do not exist because we must
finally talk about democracy in specific terms. We must define democracy by
looking at the actual practices that are described as democratic in America or
some other country in the 1990s. Or look at the practices that were described
as democratic in these countries in 1800. We should also recognize that a
significant group of Americans do not call this country a democracy but insist
that it is a republic.

Our purpose is to help students see that the best way to define an absiract term is
to use as many concrete examples as possible to explain to readers what the word
means to the writers. If writers attempt to define abstractions by referring continually
to other abstract terms, they are unlikely to clarify concepts either for themselves or
their readers. In short, writers should always attempt to provide specific examples of
what they are talking about when they use an abstract word in a particular contexi.

Suggested Questions

As students search for information to include in this theme, they must ask themselves
questions such as these:

1.

2

S

What does the word seem to mean to most people?
What does the word mean to me? Why?
How does my definition seem to be different from most other people’s? Why?

How can I be certain that my readers will know exactly what the word means
to me after they read my paper, even though the word might not mean exactly
the same thing to them?

What specific, concrete examples must I provide readers to help them under-
stand what the word means to me?

Students may find that they do not really know what a word means even though
they use it frequently. This discovery may send them to the dictionary, and you should
not discourage this. However, they should soon discover that the lexical definition is
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not enough to help them clarify the meaning of the word for themselves. Therefore,
you must be sure that this assignment is not construed as a dictionary exercise or an
exercise in tracing the etymology of a word. Among other things, students should
discover the limitations of a lexical definition, especially a definition of an abstract
word. Further, students should discover the importance of knowing exactly what it
means to make a definition of an abstract word clear to readers so that both writers
and readers can actually understand what is being talked about.

This assignment involves a significant problem in all communication. Abstract
words enable us to make discoveries about things that we could not possibly make if
we were limited to talking about items that have only physical referents in the world.
However, abstract words can lead to fuzzy thinking: we frequently assume that we are
all talking about the same thing because we attach the same label to an undefined
something that exists only in the minds of people. Until we specify the thing. or
activity, or idea that the term is meant to designate, we have not told our readers
exactly what we mean.

The Assignment

Students who are ready to write should have all thesc things clearly in mind:

1. that their task is to write an adequate definition of a word such as freedom,
love, rich, affluence, or power or of a phrase such as generation X, New Ager,
secular humanist, or supply side economics;

2. that they are concerned with the word’s or phrase’s denotative meanings, but
also its connotations, and particularly with their associations with the word;

3. that their audience is the teacher.

The Actual Writing and So Forth
(See Theme 1 through 4.)

Sample Theme

A year ago, a student teacher asked the senior author to talk with her students about
censorship in the schools. During the course of the hour, I gave a very brief definition
of censorship. The next day the student teacher asked the students to respond in
writing to my visit. She suggested a great number of topics that the students could
write about, and the students suggested even more. She gave the studens a week to
research their topices, and she encouraged them to talk to people to obtain additional
information. Intrigued by censorship, one student who asked not to be identified read
parts of several books and articles, talked to school and public librarians as well as to
two teachers, and wrote the following:

78

co
—n




Defining Words

Censorship, a Negative Act
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Theme 12

The Writing Task

Students describe persons who they think are wealthy or rich but who do not have a
lot of money. The student writers indicate to their readers through their descriptions
why they admire the person described. The audience for this assignment is the writ-
ers’ classmates.

The Writer’'s and Teacher’s Purpose

The students’ purpose is to show their readers--their peers—how a word like wealthy
or rich can be applied to a person who does not have many material possessions.

As the teacher, your purposes are

(1) to give students additional experience in working with abstract words, like
wealthy, and to give them an opportunity to discover for themseives what a
full range of meaning such a word may have; and

(2) to give students additional experience in describing a person, concentrating
primarily on their qualities.

Finding Information and Precise Words for an Audience

You should point out that the students’ task is to describe a person whom they admire
very much and who they think is rich, not because of their personal wealth, but
because of other assets. Students should understand that their task here is not to give a
physical description of the person but to describe their characteristics and qualities so
that the reader will understand why the student admires them. A good theme is one
that convinces the reader that the person described is rich in ways other than personal
wealth. A good theme is one that describes the person’s characteristics adequately to
convince the reader that the person described is wealthy. A poor theme is one that
does not give the reader sufficient information to come to the same conclusions as the
writer did.

Suggested Questions
Students should ask questions like these to attempt to find the matter and the words.

1. What is it about this person that makes me feel that they are wealthy?

2. Are these attributes ones that I think most other people associate with the
word wealthy?
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. How does my description of this person’s characteristics affect my definition

of the term wealthy? What meanings do I wish to convey to my reader when 1
use the word wealthy to describe this person?

What kind of words must I choose to be specific enough for my reader to
understand why I am describing this person as being wealthy?

. How can I honestly portray this person without exaggerating? How can [ make

my reader feel that the person is wealthy even though the reader would not
necessarily have considered the attributes I use in describing my wealthy
person as those which are usually used to describe a wealthy person?

This assignment should encourage students tc write very sensitively; they should
produce several extremely vivid and moving portraits of the people being described.
Once again, however, in this theme assignment, students may have to be reminded
about control and distance in their writing. (See Theme 2.) Students tend to romanti-
cize on this assignment, sprinkling their papers with sentimental and literary clichés.

The Assighment

Students who are ready to write should have all these things clearly in mind:

1.

that their task is to describe a person they think is wealthy, but who does not
have a lot of money, and to indicate to their reader—a person their own age—
through the description why the writer admires that person;

that they are to describe the person’s traits so well that the reader will agree
with the writer that the described person is rich even though they do not have
a lot of money.

The Actual Writing and So Forth
(See Theme 1 through 4.)

Sample Themes

(See previous themes.)
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Chapter 7:

Controlling Tone

HE THEME TASKS IN THIS FINAL CHAPTER CALL FOR STUDENTS TO WRITE FOUR THEMES
which help them understand and control tone. They are asked to deal with
ideas, events, decisions, or statements that they feel strongly about, and to

write about them in such a way that their reader will respond positively, rather than
react negatively, to what the writer has to say.

Themes 14 and 15 give students an opportunity to tell someone off, and then to
look at what they have written to determine whether they have accomplished any
other purpose than purging themselves of their hostilities. Through a series of ques-
tions that help the writer analyze what they have written and ask what purpose they
have or have not achieved, we attempt to lead the student to a revision of their papers
in which they are consciously aware of tone. Through theme tasks that focus on an
understanding and control of tone, we attempt to help students gain further insights
into writing effectively for an audience in order to achieve a meaningful response
from their reader.

Theme 15 asks students to write a letter to the editor. Here, again, they must be
very conscious of tone. This assignment requires them to strive for economy and
clarity of expression to make their point quickly and forcefully.

Theme 16 asks them to write an editorial. This assignment requires them to look
back to, and draw upon, all the previous assignments in the sequence. They must
come to their point quickly and concisely; they must be conscious of the meanings of
their words and the impact of those words on their audience; they must make their
purpose clear; and they must control their tone so that they are forceful and convinc-
ing without being pompous, condescending, or irate.
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Writing as a Process of Discovery

Themes 14 and 15

The Writing Task

Students write a letter to a person in authority, telling the person off for some recent
action, decision, or statement that the person made.

The Writer's and Teacher's Purpose
The students’ purposes are:

(1) to express to their readers the writer’s complete disgust over a recent action,
decision, or statement which they find totally unacceptable;

(2) to tell someone off in such a way that the person will read the letter, under-
stand the criticism, and, even take positive steps to change, or at least defend,
the action, decision, or statement;

(3) to present their anger or disgust forcefully and honestly, yet with tact and
control; and

(4) to elicit a positive response rather than a negative reaction from their reader.
As the teacher, your purposes are:

(1) to give students an opportunity to come to grips with a problem that arises fre-
quently in life—disagreeing with a person in authority and expressing that dis-
agreement so convincingly that the person will pay some attention to the letter;

(2) to give students an opportunity to continue working with emotive language.
and to learn how to control that language;

(3) to give students a further understanding of tone and how tone affects the
reader; and

(4) to give them additional experience in writing for a specific audience.

Preliminary Exercise

All of us have had the experience of wanting to tell someone in authority exactly what
we think about their decisions, statements, or actions. For example, a student might
become very upset with the decision of the principal to expel another student. What
do they do? Do they tell the principal off? If so, how do they go about it? Or a student
might want to tell a policeman off. What do they say?

You should point out that the student must examine their past experiences, isolating
one in which they became so furious that they were tempted to write a letter or to confront
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Controlling Tone

a person in authority and tell them off. Their task, then, is simply to tell that person off in
writing. They should pull out all the stops and say exactly what they think. They can use
any word they want to. They should give full vent to their emotions.

This is the first of what are actually three theme tasks. You will probably not want
to collect the first theme. You should simply let the students write as they please. You
should let them become as angry as they want in the letters, for the purpose of
Themes 14 and 15 is to teach students how to control the tone of what they write. You
should also tell students, after they have finished writing, that they are not to share
their letters with anyone. (Note: One teacher reported that a student wrote a very
angry letter severely criticizing the principal for what the student thought were unen-
forceable rules. The student showed the letter to several friends and other teachers.
The principal heard about the letter, demanded to see it, and then berated the teacher
for making such an assignment.)

Finding Information and Precise Words for an Audience

You might mimeograph a letter to someone in authority, telling them off in a most
angry fashion, and let students examine it. The letter should be so emotional that
students can see immediately that it will ot persuade the person in authority to do
anything but get angry.

Suggested Questions

At this point you should ask the students to re-examine their first letters. Would they
be willing to send those letters to the person in authority? How would the person
receiving the letter react? If they had done something to precipitate such a letter,
would they be persuaded by an angry letter to react to what they had done? Or would
they be so angry that they might do the same thing again? How would a third party—
one not involved in the decision or action, nor affected by it—react to the letter?
Would they be sympathetic with the writer, or would the tone of the letter persuade
them that the writer is probably wrong? As the students re-examine their first angry
letters, they should ask questions that will lead them to examine the tone of their
letters—questions like these:

1. How would I react if I got such a letter?

2. What words do I use that might be particularly offensive to the reader? Why?
What words might I substitute that would help me make my point in a less
offensive way? How can I say what is on my mind in such a way that the
reader might listen to what I have to say and perhaps revise their actions or
opinions?

3. What is the issue at stake? Have | attacked the issue, or the person?
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Writing as a Process of Discovery

4. What significant differences in our opinion result from our points of view? If I
were in the reader’s position, how would I view the situation? How does that
point of view differ from mine? Why?

5. On what issues or aspects of the issue do we seem to be in agreement or at
least close to agreement? What issues or aspects are negotiable or insignifi-
cant? [s there a possibility of a compromise? If so, how might I write my letter
so that the reader will be willing to explore the possibilities of a compromise?

6. Am I reacting to an issue, or to a person? Is the particular issue part of a larger
one? If so, what is it and how does this issue fit into the whole disagreement?

7. Is the reader going to judge my argument on the basis of what I say, or just
upon who I am? If they might react negatively to my argument just because of
my name, how can I write the letter in order to get them to see the issues?

8. Do have the facts straight? Am I representing things as truthfully as I can? Is
my argument logical? Have I stuck to the significant issues? Have I supported
my criticisms with concrete examples?

9. Does my language communicate with my reader? Does it turn them off? Is it
clear? Is it truthful, yet tactful? How do I sound-angry, concered, irate,
disgusted, haughty? How should I sound to achieve the purpose that I want to
achieve? What is the purpose that I want to achieve?

10. What is tone? What aspects of language set the tone of a piece of writing?
What sort of personality do I present to my reader in this letter? Is it the person
I want them to see as me? If so, why? If not, why not? How can I rewrite the
letter to present a different personality to the reader?

From such questions the students should see the effects that such a letter might have
on a reader. They should see that while the first letter might do a great deal of good for the
writer, it may have little positive effect on the reader. Once the writers have unburdened
themselves in the first letter, they should be able to think more clearly about the long-range
objectives of writing a letter to a person for a positive purpose.

The Assignment

After you have completed the discussion of the first angry letters, you should ask the
students to rewrite these letters so that the tone will not insult the person in authority
but will persuade the individual to assess the argument of the writer. Students who are
ready to write should have all these things clearly in mind:

1. that their task is to rewrite their first letter, presenting their anger or disgust
forcefully and honestly, yet with tact and control;
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2. that they are to tell the person in authority off in such a way that the person
will read the letter, understand the criticism, and, perhaps, even take positive
steps to change, or at least defend, the action, decision, or statement that has
provoked the writing of the letter;

3. thata good letter is one that succeeds in telling the person off, but does so
tactfully enough that the person in authority will pay attention to what is said
and will react positively rather than negatively;

4. that a poor letter is one that simply tells the person off in such a manner that
the only response will be an angry one.

The Actual Writing

(See The Actual Writing and Evaluation of previous themes.) After the students have

written their second letters, you should collect these letters and evaluate them care-
fully.

Revision

(In this case, the revision is Theme 14.) After the evaluation of the second letter, the
student should decide whether their letter should be rewritten—to the same person,
telling them off. A student might decide they should give their letter to a disinterested
third party first before they rcwrite or send it. Or this time a student might decide they
will not send a letter after all. If a student decides not to write a third letter, their
assignment is to write a theme in which they explain why they made the decision. (We
received many excellent justifications for not writing a third letter from students in
pilot schools.)

Evaluation
(See The Actual Writing above and Theme 1.)

If a student does write a third letter, you should compare it with the second one to
determine what the student has learned about controlling tone.

Sample Themes

Because of the nature of this assignment, we have not included any sample letters or
themes of justification. Pilot-school teachers suggested that these themes not be
studied in class.
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Writing as a Process of Discovery

Theme 15

The Writing Task

Students write letters to the editor of a local newspaper about something in the com-
munity that they feel compelled to write about.

The Writer's and Teacher’s Purpose
The students’ purposes are:

(1) to present to their readers a strong, clear statement of their opinion on a
particular topic of concern to the community in which they live,

(2) to convince their readers that their opinion is reasonable, valid, and based
on an accurate assessment of the facts, and

(3) to persuade their readers to consider their opinion, investigate the matter
further, or to take some action.

As the teacher, your purposes are:
(1) to continue giving students an opportunity to write for a specific audience,

(2) to continue giving students an opportunity to examine the world around
them and to react, in writing, to something in their world that troubles
them, and

(3) to continue giving them an opportunity to find appropriate matter and
words for composition and to learn how to discard irrelevant information.

Finding Information and Precise Words for an Audience

You should explain that the task here is for students to consider one recent decision
made by a person of authority in the community or school, or a recent event, or an
action that students feel strongly about. They are to write a letter to the editor of the
local newspaper, expressing their views on the decision, action, or event.

It may be necessary and valuable to discuss editorial pages and the way Letters to
the Editor are used by various newspapers. You should probably use the local paper(s)
as the main source for answering questions like those below. While it is possible to
make some valid generalizat.ons about editorial or opinion pages, it is imperative that
students understand that each paper sets its own editorial policies wkich can differ
radically from paper to paper. With this in mind, you may want to pose such questions
as these:

88 33




Controlling Tone

1. What seems to be the purpose(s) of the editorial or opinion page(s) in this
newspaper?

2. What kind of writing appears on this page?

3. What seems to be the function of the letters to the editor in this newspaper?
What seem to be the reasons why people write such letters? This discussion
should begin with the students listing specific reasons before they attempt to
classify the letters by categories. Here are a few examples of categories for
Letters to the Editor:

(a) letters seeking advice or answers to questions such as when street
repairs are going to be made;

(b) letters which are either critical of or in support of a public issue or a
public figure;

(c) letters which are merely complaining about someone or something;
(d) letters in response to previous editorials, and
(e) letters in response to other letters to the editor.

4. Are all letters to the editor really to the editor?

5. What purpose(s) do the letters seem to serve for the newspaper? the writer?
the reader?

6. Do the writers of the letters seem to be aware of their audience? If you think
they are, what specific elements in their writing make you feel that they are
writing for a specific audience? If they do not seem to be aware of their
audience, what makes you think that they are not?

7. Do you think the writers achieve the purpose their letters seem to be seeking?
If so, why? If not, why not?

Suggested Questions for Class Discussion

In class discussion you should lead students to examine recent activities, isolatir.
only those about which they feel strongly. As students decide upon decisions. actions,
or events that they want to write about, they should ask themselves

1. Why is this situation important enough to merit my reacting in a lctter to the
editor?

2. What specific reasons make this situation important?
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3. To whom is the situation important? Is it important for a large group of
people? Are the people concerned likely to be readers of the newspaper?

4. Who is the audience? What do they know about the situation? How much do |
need to tell them to give them sufficient information? What kind of examples
must I use to make the situation clear to them?

5. How does my position compare with most of the other people who are con-
cerned with the situation? Are they likely to hold a position which is similar to
mine, or in opposition to it? What purpose am I trying to achieve by writing
this letter? Am [ trying to persuade? inform? seek answers? clarify? something
else? or, perhaps, even a combination of several purposes?

6. What tone is best suited to my intended audience and my purpose(s)? How do
[ want to represent myself to my audience?

7. Have I concentrated on the issue, or have I wandered into personalities and/or
irrelevant issues? Have I presented the facts as I know and understand them?
Have I gotten as much information as possible? Have I attempted to under-
stand other positions and take them into account in stating my own position?
Who and/or what are my sources of information? Are they reliable? Why? [s
there another source(s) available that I have not examined but should?.

8. Have my answers to any of the questions above caused me to alter my opinion in
any way? If so, how? How does this change in opinion affect my purpose for writ-
ing the letter? How does it affect the nature of my audience and my tone?

After students have found topics for their letters, they should consider how much
information they must include in the letters and how they will handle the matter so
that they communicate with the readers of the local newspaper. Is it necessary to use a
paragraph or two to remind the reader of the decision, event, or action being dis-
cussed? Is it necessary to give the reader a great deal of detail? If so, how can the stu-
dent compress as much information as possible into one or two paragraphs since most
newspapers will not publish a letter of more than three hundred words? The important
thing that students need to realize is that a good letter to the editor is much like a good
editorial. Letters must have a good beginning which give readers a frame of reference
for the matter and the reason for the particular response that the writer is giving.

After students have decided for themselves how much background information
they must give the reader, they should consider how they are going to react to the
event, aciion, or decision. Do they want to persuade the readers to act? If so, how will
they go about it? What must the tone of their letters be if they are going to persuade
readers? What reasons must they give for action? Or what reasons must they give to
get readers to think a different way-if that is the desired goal?

~
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Controlling Tone

The Assignment

Students who are ready to write should have all these things clearly in mind:

1. that their task is to write a letter to the editor of the local newspaper, reacting
to, or expressing their opinion of, a recent decision in the community, an
action, or an event;

2. that they are to summarize, very briefly, the decision, action. or event so that
their readers will understand what they are talking about;

3. thatthey are to write in language that will communicate directly with the
readers of the editorial pages of the newspaper, and to do this, they may need
to study the style of the editorials to discover the language and the sentence
structure they need to use to communicate with the readers.

The Actual Writing and So Forth

(See previous theme assignments.)

Theme 18

The Writing Task

Students write an editorial for the student newspaper on a subject of concern to a
number of students.

The Writer's and Teacher’s Purpose

The students’ purposes are:
(1) to present relevant facts clearly and concisely in writing,

(2) to present a reasoned opinion that is clearly stated and conveyed in a tone
appropriate to the subject matter, the opinion expressed, and the audience
addressed, and

(3) to persuade their readers to accept their opinion and then to take some kind of
action,

As the teacher, your purposes are:

(1) to continue giving students an opportunity to select incidents or ideas from
their world and to write about them for a specific audience. and

(2) to work on the development of paragraphs.
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Writing as a Process of Discovery

Finding Information and Precise Words for an Audience

You might explain that the task here is for students to select a subject of current
concern to a number of students in the school and to write an editorial that could
possibly be published in the student newspaper. A good editorial is one that states the
problem or the reason for writing as clearly and concisely as possible, presents the
writer’s arguments convincingly, and calls for the readers to react in some manner. A
poor editorial is one that does not take the audience into consideration or one that
does not cause the readers to think about the subject and/or to react in some way.

Before beginning to find the matter and the words for this assignment, students
might return once again to the editorial or opinion page(s) of the local newspaper and
examine editorials in both the local newspaper and the school newspaper. The stu-
dents should examine several editorials to identify some of the elements that are
present in this kind of writing. They should ask the following questions:

1. What specific things are these editorials about? Into what general categories
could the editorials be divided?

2. Are there noticeable differences in the subject matter and/or writing between
the commercial newspaper and the school newspaper? What, specifically, are
these differences? Do there seem to be good reasons for the differences?

3. What purposes do the editorials seem to be serving? How well do they suc-
ceed? If some succeed better than others, why? What is specifically wrong
with the ones that do not seem to achieve their purposes?

4. How would you describe the tone(s) of the various editorials? Are they all
about the same in tone or do they tend to differ significantly? Is there any
correlation between the tone and the purpose of a given editorial?

5. Do the writers seem to be aware of their audiences? If they are, what specific
things make you feel that they are? If they are not, what specific things make
you feel that they are not?

6. Are you given sufficient information to understand the issue presented in an
editorial? Are specific facts given? Do the writers support their opinions? Do
they convince you of the validity of their positions? How do they do all of
these things?

7. What elements seem to be present in the most effective editorials?

8. Do all editorials seem to be organized in the same fashion? How would you
describe this organization? Why is organization important?
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This discussion, like the one about letters to the editor in the previous assignment,
should give students an idea of what editorials are and how one goes about preparing
to write one. Students will not necessarily agree on the answers to all of the questions,
nor should they. The purpose is nct to make hard and fast rules which do not hold irue
for all editorials, but to make some valid generalizations that will be useful to the
student writers in this writing task.

In class discussion you might point out that the easiest kind of editorial to write is
one divided into three paragraphs. In the first paragraph, writers establish their news
peg--the event, situation, or idea that precipitated their writing the editorials. In the
second paragraph, they present their arguments or additional facts. In the last para-
graph, they draw their conclusions and call for action—if action on the part of the
readers seems appropriate. ’

By calling attention to the clear-cut purposes of each paragraph, you can empha-
size paragraph development through this assignment. You should point out that each
paragraph should be developed as fully as possible and that each detail in the para-
graph should be relevant to the total editorial.

In class discussion you should point out that before an editorial writer for any
newspaper can write an editorial, they need to ask themselves:

1. What do I know about the topic? What additional information do I need?
Where can | get that information? What are reliable sources for additional
information on this topic?

2. What exactly is my purpose for writing about this topic? What is my position?
What are my reasons for taking this position? Are they logical? Do they take
all facts into consideration?

3. How do I want my readers to react? Who is my audience? How will the posi-
tion that I take compare with the position that most of the readers are likely to
hold? Do I intend to persuade them to take my position or merely to inform
them of the position I hold? Do I intend to do something else? If so, what?

4. What tone do I want to convey to my readers through the language that I use?
What kind of picture of me do I want to convey to them through the writing?

5. How much information will I need to include in the editorial to be certain that
everyone knows what I am talking about? Do I need to be concemed with
what amounts to several audiences, i.e., students, administrators, parents,
taxp~:rers? How will the amount of information that each audience has about
the topic differ? What information will definitely need to be included in the
editorial? What can be left out? How will I organize the information that I
intend to include?




Writing as a Process of Discovery

You should also point out that the editorial writers’ problem is to sustain their
reader’s interest throughout the editorial without being unduly cute or clever. Many
student editorials suffer from attempts to be clever, or they simply die because the
writer did not choose a lively topic and succumbed to triteness. The topic must be of
interest; the reasons for writing the editorial must be real; the need for action must be
justified. :

The Assignment

Students wh» are ready to write should have all these things clearly in mind:

1. that they are is to write a three-paragraph editorial for the students who read
the student newspaper;

2. that the subject of their editorial should be of interest to a number of the
students reading the paper; °

3. that they are to present their arguments forcefully and make a reasoned plea
for some kind of action—if a call for action is appropriate.

The Actual Writing and So Forth

(See previous themes.)
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CHAPTER 8:

Grading Themes

least three cycles in which teachers attempted to abandon the task of assigning

letter grades to themes. When the assignments in this book were tested in pilot
schools, we recommended that teachers write at least a paragraph of comments on
student papers and not give grades on each theme. Rather, we suggested that students
keep writing folders that teachers evaluate at the end of a grading period. Some
teachers liked the idea; others had already been doing that for years; still others
treated us as if we were revolutionaries whose ideas should be dismissed even though
they were far from being new.

E DUCATION IS CYCLICAL. DURING MY 44 YEARS IN TEACHING, | HAVE WITNESSED AT

You might dismiss that teacher as being biased, or extreme, or unfair. But in my
years of teaching, I don’t think she is a rarity. She is one who grades on the personal-
ity of the writer, or on her like or dislike of the topic, or on the “poetic use of lan-
guage,” as was the case witn Theme A.

To demonstrate to prospective teachers and to veteran teachers attending work-
shops how subjective theme grading can be, I designed the exercise below. After
giving teachers time to read the theme instructions carefully, I gave them approxi-
mately ten to fifteen minutes to read through the six themes and assign a letter grade
to each. That time is approximately how long it takes a teacher to evaluate six themes,
making a few marginal notes and assigning a letter grade to each paper. I did not ask
for marginal notes. Rather, I simply called for the readers to assign letter grades.

When time permitted, | asked the teachers to go back through the themes and
decide how they would rank them by writing in the margin the number one for the
best paper and on down to six for the weakest. The results of more than twenty years
of experimentation with this exercise follow the themes.
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Writing as a Process of Discovery

The Task

You are to select some object that you like or dislike intensely in your neighbor-
hood, in your home, in your city, or in your school. You can describe your bedroom,
your backyard, a statue, a tree, a car—anything that causes you to react emotionally to
it. For this assignment you may not describe a person. You must describe a thing, and
you must describe it realistically.

As you describe the object, pick out those features that cause you to like or dislike
it. Don’t say that the object is pretty or ugly. Rather, describe it in such a way that
your reader can visualize it as being pretty or ugly.

Your purpose is to make your reader—in this case, the teacher—feel approxi-
mately the same way about the object as you do. What causes you to react emotionally
to the object? What features trigger the response? What words wiil help your reader
understand and sympathize with your response?

There are two key phrases to remember as you write: realistic, believable descrip-
tion and emotional response. Your description should trigger that response.

Theme A
Ma@%wmm%wm?%wmw
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Theme D
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Theme F
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The Grading Resulits

I have given this grading exercise for more than twenty years to prospective teachers
and to teachers and administrators attending workshops. The results are predictable:
every theme receives every grade from Ato F.

When T ask that the themes be ranked from the best to the poorest, the results are
almost the same as those for the grades. Every theme except D is placed in every
position from top to bottom. Theme D has made it to the top approximately twice in
every hundred ratings.

On the two occasions that I gave directions and criteria for holistic scoring, the

points assigned to each theme were much more uniform than the grades. No theme
received a score lower than three on a 5-point scale.
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Comments

Themes A and E provoked sometimes heated discussion. In some of my classes,
Theme A received an almost equal number of A’s and F’s. Those who gave A’s noted
the poetic descriptions; those who assigned F’s quickly commented on the lack of re-
alistic description and clear pronoun referents. Theme E received a preponderance of
F’s because it was written about a person. Many prospective teachers said they would
have given it an A had not the directions said specifically that the student writers
should not describe a person. Several teachers who gave Theme E an A said that they
would ask the writer to write a description of a thing. One prospective teacher argue-.
passionately that the writer followed directions since “a bully is not a person.” After
discussing the theme at length, most teachers said they would give the theme 2 grade
of A or B and ask the student to write another theme, describing a thing.

At the end of the discussion of the theme grades, I would tell students that I wrote
Themes C through E to illustrate various problems I had encountered. I wrote Theme
E after a middle school student told me that one afternoon she could not write about
the assigned task because of an encounter with a bully during lunch hour. The student
writer was so upset that she wrote about the bully. Fortunately for the student, the
teacher accepted the theme and asked her to write another one later.

Eight years ago a teacher in a middle school requested that my students respond to
a set of papers sc her students would receive a different perspective on their writing.
My students did not give grades but wrote comments on separate sheets of paper.
When asked what grades they would have assigned, I discovered that every paper
would have received grades ranging from A to C or C through F. In discussion, 1
learned that the student writers’ choices of topics greatly affected the grades. For
example, several students noted they were turned off by papers entitled Baby Murder
(abortion), Hero Hitler, and Coon Hunting. We had a very lively discussion of the role
of a teacher as evaluator.

I seriously doubt that most teachers in this nation will ever be able to avoid as-
signing grades to every piece of writing they assign. Teachers tell me that objections
to the failure to assign letter grades come from these constituents: (1) the students
themselves, (2) their parents, (3) administrators, (4) colleagues. But it seems to me
that teachers who have students keep writing folders, who carefully comment on each
theme assignment, and who evaluate student’s progress at the end of a grading period
can justify a final grade without assigning a letter grade to each theme. And from
years of experience, I also believe that conscientious teachers can build letter grades
into the theme task and can do an extremely creditable job of assigning grades fairly.

b
Q.
1
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Conclusion

CONCLUSION

veryone agrees that the completion of a clearly written composition involves a

fairly complicated process. The writer prepares ideas, organizes them, talks to

himself or herself while working through the composition, then reviews the
piece to see what changes need to be made, all in order to accomplish the clearest
path to the intended effect.

This book pushes the notion of writing as a process into the realm of intellectnal
discovery. Through its classroom activities, this book encourages teachers and stu-
dents to use the writing process as a way of discovering new ideas and of focusing
their attention on vocabulary, events, and people so they generate new and penetrating
insights. The writing process becomes an opportunity to develop a personal thinking
process, a growth mechanism that will stimulate participants to become more astute
observers and more competent learners than when they started.

101




Collect All 4 Volumes of the
WORKING WITH LANGUAGE Series

\Xriting As A Process of Discovery
Structured Theme Assignments for Grades 5-12

Improve Student Reading and Writing
Sentence-Combining Activities
for Elementary and Secondary Teachers

Contemporary Issues
Lesson Plans for Teachers of English and Social Studies

\Working with the English Language
Five Teaching Units for Middle and Upper Grades

®
EHIB Clearinghouse on Reading,
English, and Communication
1-800-759-4723
107




HOLU 6{0 you. 56'£ young peoplc

to write clearly and 'kugh'éfully?
...lhat’s what this book is all about

L 2 Seeing wr'rﬁng as a process
. Openins up the mind fo discover thinking
¢ Freeing the student fo explore ideas
Jenkinson uses his |on9 experience to Sive fresh Perspecﬁve to make wriﬁng meoningful in every

classroom, thus helping the teacher and the Pcrenf encourage the student writer as a thinker, not

merel)’ as a Producer OFG Parcgrdph.
This book is filled with guidonce and with many procﬁcol activities that will help:
¢ To organize the student mind
¢ To play with ideas
¢ To find satisfaction in drafting and revising
¢ To share papers that have gone through a-process of discovery

Edward B. Jenkinson has been a leader in English Education for several decades as a
professor at Indiana University and as the Director of the English Curriculum Studies
Center. He has written extensively on the use of the English language and on contro-
versial books and censorship. Andrea Jenkinson, a secondary English teacher, resides
in San Antonio, Texas.
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