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ABSTRACT

i This paper discusses the rationale and teaching
methods for a six-week unit, for a high school freshman English
Class, on perception, semantics, and writing, which places spacial
focus on developing tension in student writing. The first four
objectives of the course focus on perception and the next two focus
on semantics. The seventh objective--developing a point of view in an
extended definition--is the first writing assignment. The eight
objective concerns the revision of the definition paper; the ninth
objective asks the student to write a personal narrative that shifts
in point in vievw and evokes within the reader a sense of tension, and
the tenth objective requires the student to pass a proficiency test
on punctuation. The major portion of the paper discusses the personal
narrative assignment, includes a description of preliaminary teaching
activities designed to motivate the students for writing, and
discusses the results of the assignment. A number of the student
narratives and a bibliography are included. (DI)
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" When talking about what makes good prose style, Robert
Frost once sald, "Everythlng written 1s as good as it is
dramatic...A dramatic necessity goes deep into the nqpurg of the
sentence. Sentences are not different enough to hold the

attention unless they are dramatic."1
In this paper I plan to focus on creating "tension" in

writing, a dramatic or dynamic quality that is generated by two
forces pulling in opposite directions, But first I will describe
several activities that can be used to prepare the student for
the kind of writing I am talking about. Below is a list of
obJectl?es I used in a six week unit with my high schoosl freshzen

students. ‘he first four objectives focus on perceptlion and

Add list of objectives hers. Page 1 of handout,

[ ]

the next two foous on semantics. The seventh objective i1s the
first writing assisgnment: developing a paint °3;Y1¢F"1° an
extended definitioh. But the objective I want to focus on 4n this
paper is Objective 9t VYriting a personal narrative that shifts
in volce and point of view, and evckes wlthin the reader a sense

of tension.




CREATING TENSION IN WRITING
Bernarr Folta
West Lafayotte High School

The following are major student objectives for a unit on per-
ception, semantics and writing,

l. Distinguish between advertisements in magazines
using a highly emotional appeal and those using
an appeal to reason.

2. Classify ads in terms of type of appeal.

3. Explain values represented in visual symbols,

%#. Explain how background and emotions can influence

~ wvisual response in a positive way or in a negative
way .

5. Study student responses to given words and for-

.-nulate:possible-reasons as.to the causes -of.certain

responses.

6. Know the meanings of connutation, denotation,
abstract and concrete words, loaded words.

7. Write an extended definition, with the dominant
impression being that the writer has carefully con-
sidered how different people may attach different
or similar meanings to a given word,

8. Demonstrate the use of revision skills such as
elimination, sentence-combining, addition, and sub-
stitution when revising the first draft of thse
extended difinition paper.

9. Write a personal narrative that shifts in voice
and point of view, and evokes within the reader
a sense of tension.

10. Pass a proficiency test on punctuation.

Text: Discovering Motives in Uriting
Harcourt Erece & Jovanovich, Inc. (1972)
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fn desiéning a sequence of aotivities that moved from the
study of perception, to the study of semantics, to the study of
point of view and voioé, I wanted to follow through with Vygotsky's
notioﬁ that"a true and full understanding of another's thought is
possible only when we understand its affective-volitional ‘oasis."2
Another way of putting it 1s to say that before I can eipeot‘my

kids to transfer some aspect of the world within themselves to

-another person through writing, I have to get them to search for

meanings of the language constructs within themselves, to be sensitive
to language responses of others, and to question their own motives
for writing., It is only then that the writer can oreate an experience

for the reader and say to himself with conviotions "fhis comes

- olose to telling the truth.”

In the olaseroom we used many visuals to talk about various

o perceotual and semantio responses, We dlscuSsed vaiues that we '

: assoeiated wibh visual symbold. We explored Gaoh other 8 reaotions »A,ff

and asked Why? (1 took to olass one pioture of a man's face mounoedg};ﬁf

on a carboard baokings one of his eyes was a stranggly;enlarged,’ g
 blue eye which I had taken from another pioture. A*oapbion for
';bhis visual reads "You ask me ghy I see things 89 differently?"~ :

i Throughout the week and a half we worked on perception and semantiosaﬂf"

w,;¢  w° occasionally went back,to the pioture of 01d Blue aye’and taiked
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Once the gtudents demonstrated they understood a little
more about how they saw things around them and how they consciously
or unoonsoiously attached certain values bo visual and verbal

events, I felt they were ready to write, Within a six week period,

L
" I gave the students two writing assignaents. The first dealt with

writing an extended definition of an abstract word. The seocond
assignaent was a personal narrative designed to evii.e a sense of
tensi-n within the reader, Of primary japortance 1in both assigne-
ments was the writer's invention of a volce that honestly conveyed

a willingness to comminicate. If the writinz vclce failed to

'oonvince the reader of the writer's commitment to the subject, I

might find myself saying to the student what Peter Elbow has
told some of his studentss "...I can't feel any person in these,

words...aI can't hear xgg. "3

The two writing assignments 1 gave my students can be

,oonsidored as two basic methods in oomoosinm. The extended

‘definition gains 1ts unity through many small units that develop

one dominant 1mpression. The wriéins based on tension gains its,

" ;un1ty throush the Juxtaposition oé seemingly diseordant unlts.

‘7 ; For the. most part, the oonoeot of dcminance 1n shaping the rirst}fw:x*% -
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Loneéliness

I have experienced loneliness in many different
ways. I remember'coming home from school as a e¢hild
and aeafohing all over the house for my mother to tell
her the events of the day. My search was occasionally
unsuccessful, and I would feel lost and uneasy. Too
late would I discover the note explaining that she had
run to the store for a few items, |
Often I feel lonely for a ré%on I cannot explain and
other people cannot understand, I pa%s a field in the
0001 evening hoﬁrs'and breathe deeply, smelling the wild,
pungent aroma of weeds and dalsies. The smell is so wild
and free'and'&elancholy, Its intenseness disturbs me.
It‘aeems as if the lénd is reaching up to gfab‘me,‘crying‘
out, begzing me to feel its migery. A deep, unexplainable
" sadness fills me and I run away frox the figld sesking

warmth and people,

by Lynn Stone
Grade 9

, By 1ts nature, the extended derinition i: symatrioal. :~ - S
:ff”'_Everybhlns 1n the writing pyramids to a ooint-~a feeling the : ?  ;_f¥"’

~7inr1tervwanbs you to etpérience. For bhe )jf'"
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HRITING A PERSONAL NARRATIVE BASED ON TENSION

One of the main objectives of this assignment is to oreate an
impact through personal narration«-an impact that allows the
reader to feel the writer's one unique perception about a given
experience, The uniqueness will be conveyed through a contrast

- in both point of view and voice in writing.

The first one-third of the writing will focus on a point of

view that is different from yours: the point of view of an out-
gsider, the point of view of someone who is more distant from

the event(s) that you had experienced, the point of view which
ropresents a different angle of vision. '

The voice from this point of view will be different from the voice
that conveys your point of view. If your voice is highly emotive,
the first voice will be very objective. If our voice expresses ,
a feeling of urgency or bitterness, the first voice will be blase
or perhaps even sentimental. There should be a sharp contrast

of volces as wall as a contrast in points of view, ‘

A | | - B

Voice , < , ———-3 yotce
_‘*55\5\\5} Topic Apeas,r<;‘ f_f:

| The street where you live




Page 5

For the student to work with this method of comvosing,
he first had to sleot a toplc to whioch he felt a strong commitment;
he had to formulate a generalization which helpedhim to realize
that comnitment; he had to put that generalization into words;
and then he had to realize that his verbalization of the comnitment
was only one way of looking at his subjects his point of view and
‘his natural voice was to be treated as one unit in the oomposition{
the second unit was to express another point of view and another
volce., The Juxtaposition of both points of view and both voices
was a unit of meaning in itself that generated a dramatic transfer
of feelings and ideas. 7This Juiteposition was to create a line of
tension that helped the reader to ccme close to experiencing what
the writer had expemienced. , | _ |

I knew .that if I wanted ay students to have suocess with‘this

asslignaent, I would have to use several di’rerent ways of explaining
| what I meant by "tension. I wanted them to see, hear, and analyze
different expressions of tensions berore they tried oreating it in
their own writing. Here's what Id1ds
l. I drew on the oha#?oard a cirole, a rectangle, and a triangle
on an inclined plane. I asked the students to identify the

, :one shape thut suggested the least amount of tension and

",:-gthen»the one that:suggested the most tension.ﬁf?e disoussed
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saw tension in gsome of the plctures and not in othersj it
was an interesting exchange on differences in perception.

3, I taped three selections of musics two of the seleotions
were based on a theory of dominancej the other was based on
discordance. .(Chopin - Bach - Santana) I asked the students
to ldentify the one based on discordance. ZIhis was quite
wasy for them, but the laportant thing was that it reinforced
the concept of tension.

4, I showed the students a series of slides. Each picture could
represent a value of its own; but when two contrasting slides
were shown, a third meaning based on the relationship of the
two slides can be discovered. We didn't spend a lot of time
'gnalyzing ths meaningss the aesthetic experience based on
the tension is all that we wanted here. .

5. Ws read Stan Aoth's poem‘”war”‘and a selection from Dilck
Gregory's "Nigger" and discussed the tension that we found
in both works.

6. We examihed sevsral poems to shapren our senses foryidentifyihg

both the speaking volce and the point of view,

| Then the students were ready to consider the designs for their own

,1 ¥1,'ur1t1ns tOpics.,‘We went back to the handout and discussed 1t

The next step was,wto try puttins lnto speech fthe °°sn'=1‘as'°1;"8
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Why did I-have them do at least two drafts? “lamply because
I wanted to evaluate the students on the best they could do. And
1 flgured my comments would.help them only if they were read, weighed,
and acoepted or reJected before the final draft was written,

Before the students submitted their final drafts, I gave them
an opportunity to test our their writingéylth a small grsup. The
peer response told some of the writers they did an excellent jobs
it told others they needed tc work a little more on their writing.
Those that needed more time took it.

Below are samples of writing from my two classes,

" Insert writings by Jenny Patchen
Karen Moskowitz or
Karen Hull

By using these oapers, I don't mean to 1mp1y that they |
_ Are perfect. More can be done with each paper. However, what
I lika about: each composition is bhiss 4 feel an "aliveness® on
the p3t of the writer. Lach writer conﬁinces me that she thought
| through & response thab she wanted to evoke withln the reader. *;;
' “hat percentage of oy treshmn studentswere highly successful

77ﬁf ‘w1th this writing assignmerb? Forty-threa studenbs out of forty-*;
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I an sure there are variations in which the thebry of
dominance and the theory of tension can be worked with in teaching
students composition. For example, in teaching the extended
definition, the students might focus on developing theif own
points of view, but they can ara§'go outside of themselves by
searching fér different meanings the words miéht havéd for others,
‘The contrast of points of view allows for a si“ple kind of tension,

In teaching students how to organize a research paper, I
might have the students write the paper in two partss the first
part being a revort on the subjlect; the second part might read
more like an argument. Again, this is a siaple but effective
way of combining the concepts of tension and dominance.

And sometimss, perhaps, if you should ever gzive the student
an opportunity to write about a line of tension within self, you

might find some expression as rare as thist

Thls 1g ile
| by Helen Lauer

: Tommy s very intel igent and good~10ﬂk1ng. lom L

 11kes him best--more than my sistgr or me, I looka i
1ot like him=-I'm glad of that, He's olde* than zne. 'That s
why I naver got to know him at all.. “a ge:, he left honme ST

~ for good Just before bhe folks qot divorce. oo I never
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What bothers me 1s that I've always tsucht that
Tomny's getting his legs cut off was an accident. It really
stank when I found that my mother never told me the truth,
She never tells me the truth about anything anyway, but
thig time it wasn't fair, *a know? I mean I guess I can't
really blame her., I mean, considering how messed up everything

in our farmily is, I can see how she alght not want to really
talk about it. pfut she lied. lhat really gets ame.

Tom told me how he wasn't really happy growing up.
Actuelly he was pretty damn miserable. I mean, you can see
how lousy it would be-with the folks hating each other and
all, But that wasn't the worst of it. When he explained this
bit about what lom put him through--wow, I don't know if I :
can btelieve it now. I mean that kind of thing only hapvens
in abnormal psycology textbooks--not your own family. People- :
write traglc plays about it,...

I guess I'1]l never fesl the smas about my mother again,
I supnose it's not her fault or something, but how she manages .
to make almost everybody miserable--it's unbelievable.

The only accidental part about my brother s jumbing
in front of a subway train was that he didn t die. :

I mean, that really makes me ory.

Hother

«eesWnen I have nightmares aobut her (1 used to a lot, right
after I left), I'd wake up with this empty angry feelinz of
hate., That's a wild thing, you know? Tnlnk about how it is

to hate--to run froa the only person whd aver really took

care of you through everythinq.

She resented ne for existinq—aat least thab's how I felb.~,5:w
+Yhat's how Lt was, She told me so. If it weren't for me, she'd:i@
- be happy., So I left. And now __g hapny.,;,_f ~ :

e;} ,‘

ke The anger that 1 feel-—bhab doesn't bother ne. I know :
'~ 1t's‘Just1fied. What zets to me 1a this feeling of--well, like
-1ast=;nlghbs1 1 woke up in the middle of sleep and or d
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ARE THE Rnrucans GETTING REPUGE?

’f‘ by Karen Hull

fShe said they deserved 1t. she saida%;e;ralesfinians
deserved‘the smal;.‘grpwded. und filth ' :

i ) ‘plot ‘ Their}only g‘ﬁl"'f
is stroy oup. government, our country, angd our

of How could we even congider giving ‘them jobs?;~‘ﬁ

- would upset our entipe economy. - THEY ARE GUERRILLAS'

?longev their secvet plot, everyone knows'" :

; The hate in her voice was intense.ij"They'd fiendishly'
pike destroying blows on oup- country, simil lar to- the w
pyromaniac: would stant a roaring five, I ¢ai seée then
Iaughing with delignt at the destruetion.~ You“are naiva
~to give them a chance?'? You would i
ffighting'chance'“ e b :

e onflad ! Open your ey%s' Just
3 for . itself Highariserb“nhf &5
»gr*uhd of,the gruesome scene.r-;;}m 3
‘caprdboard shacks are what*the P St
re, in ' i ‘




THB STBPs

,V by Karen Hoskowitz §g~fT ‘

We're sitting on the steps 1n fvont of ﬂan s housf
tall old house with ¢racked coment steps, t's !
“talking,: epry and Naufare sitting!beside ne

“the story about the-time she got off at the wronj
uthinking it was her own, and couldn't. figure out wher
“Then Russel ¢racks a few of his‘notoroycle Joke
' kes always make JOn 1aug_ ~You could.

Away. ﬂiok,, doesnt 1.
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