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Learning to Juggle Oranges: The Pre-Writing Experience

We English teacherc rarely practice what we teach.h Aéiée from
the occasional lﬂtter—-usually suhst*tuted for with a ﬁhone call--.w:'7

swe celdom wrlte at all--no poem, no essay, no great American novel o

/But if ‘we can remenoer our last attempt at written creativity—-thati

irate 1etter to the local paper, or the article we submltted for the

:English Journal--we.mlgh+ examine how. we went about the writing pre-

cess.] We. probably stewed and fretted quite a blt, es,ecially.that

- journal artlcle. w; didn t take any notes, but as we. d7ove to and

Vfrom school, or made ou" rounds of shopping, or ccoking, or gardening,.
. or walklng the dog, somnthinq was goxrq on--if not mentally, "then at
lcast v13cera1]1--so that when we ftnullj sat down befoze our tyﬂe~

t

riter, the fingers moved and the seeminglj unpr meditated act was

.. soon conmittéd.

Of course, we- a11 know haw’ that happens. Howevcr reluctant we
ra to write, the condi -oued hablts of an acaoemic lifetime come 1nt¢
\

4'p1ay, and as we procrastinate and try to placate-ou' nervous stomach

f with hot milk.or a Scotch and scda, our- reflexes are busily reviewinv,f}

S selecting, shapirg, toning the act to-be, the communzcatlon we wil 1

n

"si u]timately write. For-bet ter or for wnrse. our pre-writing exﬂeriencc-

' _1s oftgn aosemz—coashious, if not unconscious opcraticn of ccﬂposing

- mec\anxsms\we once lea*rnd to use as consvious tools in our 101g
:'apprenticeship as Studcﬂfs and writers,; To- compaie oursplves to our
- own sLudents, we might well try to perfo:m &, new skill.- If-I'had-one

, orange Wlth me I might well be able to. ho]é it in my lert hand, as I

wculd a tennis ‘ball, and throw it up and then catch iL wi h my right..

";,>7ﬁf—
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But if.I~were to add a second and then a third'oranée, you‘would see
a sorry, andlvery short act of juggling. Driven by some masochistic
desire, I have lately started to learn Spanlsh, and the resultant |
juggling is almost as disastrous as my orange flip as I search for

the word the 1nf1ection, the pronunciation, the word order.

L

Which a11 means what as we turn~toestudent rriting? The answer,
I hope is obv1ous. You don't state, as the bell iS'ringlng for the
-end of the class period, “And for tomorrcw, write me a 300 word theme
~on any topic you .choose." True, students will occa51ona11y be asxed
to write timed impromptus—-on state examinations, and for the NCTE
Achlevement Awards, for example-—but in general,; we w111 not ask the
‘becoming writer to perform a jugglinq act for which he is not yet
conditioned. 1n almost every instance then, we will provide the
F‘pre-wrlting experience. - | |
. 'What do ve mean by prenwriting erperience? Very simplistically,
we mean anything which helps to prepare the student for the act of
~wr1t1ng-—mot1vation, collection of data, the orderidg of data,
Anything whlch dlrects the student s attention to one or more'
aspects of the communication formuia: Who says what to ‘whom through

which medium for what purpose.and with what,expected effect? There-

fore, anythinq which makes the student consider the who or persona
of hlS an ic1pated writing process, the what, or the message, the
whom, or the audience- the medium, or the genre—-written or non—f

_ 1inear, the E:;ggse, or objective, and the- antlcipated and pre-

judged effect or requt.-,

!
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Brainstorming
With my juggling, act in_mind, I would suggest that the most

1ha$ic'and;productive'type oﬁ.pre-writing would be that.which re-
quires proficiencthith but one orande at a time,'such as -oral
bralnstormlng or dlSCUSSlOD. with the first, students call out
- words or phrases which relate to the toplc.-_For "Childhood
. Revisited," you might expect: walking with ny father, my;bratty
little hrother, visiting Aunt Mabel,incking out.candy at the
corner store, castor oil, TV cartoons, etc.L:These.could be tape
recorded,<or written by two.alternating class °ecretaries, but'in

no case would the chore of grtt’hg be inflicted upon the braln—'
:'stormers. There would be no impedence between the recall of the
stuuent and the gradual collectlon of data.v Nor would t1e teacher .
alrow any value judgments dqring the process, nor would any or dcr--
'ing of data be encouraged at this initial stage.

' Another type of bralnstorming comblnes ind1v1dua117ed student-
data collect11g with 1n1t1a1 transcription by the studen: himself.
‘After. the frrst snowstorm of the year, the teacher ‘may ask students
- to recall imagery Lhey noted on the way to school, or students may

‘be asked to look out the classroom windcw and JOt down 1mages of

'lyslght. To direct students toward spec1f1c 1magery, the teacher-ﬂ

/

- ~might well have pxeceded this exercise wlth clasq attention to -

- 'I
such a/poem as May owenson s “Snow in New York,". or better yet,
her "By Morning%?? a puzzle poem which students would surely

-guess!in the contextual etc1tement of the flrst snow of tbe season.

ot -t
¢

S . . - .

lfVMay Swenson, To Mix W1th Tlme. . New York: Charies Scribner's
. Don9'1963' po 47- ' ’ . ! S . .
©2. Ibiad Ibid., p. 107.- T T
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i BY- MORNING

Some for everyone

o plenty -
—’H— ) and_more coming
' Fresh dainty alrily arrlving
everywhere at once
Transparent at flrst__ 
each faint slice
~ slow . soundlessly tumbling -
-then quickly thickly a gracious fleece
will spread like youth 1like wheat
over the city ' o
= o " Each building will be a hill
- : : _— ‘ all sharps made round
dark worn noisy narrows made still
; wide =~ flat clean spaces
5 | ‘Strects will be ' fields
v caxs be - -fumbling sheep
_ i I . - A deep bright harvest will be seeded
Yy in a' night ) e
for ' By morning we’ll be children’_
P ’ feeding on manna
‘a new loaf on every doorsill
'.X ]
A S N ’
} ) e6
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S As they 1ist their images some students will want to make
connections hetween-items, and we will haye to decide whethexr or
" nor -to discourage any process, however legitimaté and constructive, .
which mighthtend to-interfere with the.hasic data gathering;- Once..
the students have exhausted poss1b111t1es for sensory data, however,
-the teacher will encourage them to find connectlons between 1mages
:or to expand them 1nto_grammatlcal units. One of my junior high
school teachers restricts cholce-of data by moving the students
' into the writing of a haiku. This subtly cond1t10ns the class in
the good resear ch hablt of the necessary "throw away," the d1sca*d-
ing of material, however good; which does not fit into the ultimate
plan of the poem, or the research paper. |
Another excellent bra1nstorm1ng technlque is 1nc1uded in the
Hawa11 Engllsh pro;]ect.l Wlth the clasc d1v1ded into small g: oups,
"‘each student wr1tes a word on a p1ece of paper and then passes the:
_:paper to the.sttdent to the left. Cont1nuing th1s process, each .
7 person in the group adds a word unt11 the Eaper is returned to the
:1n1t1a1 bralnstormer who then. trres to make relutionships. Th1s
'pre-wrltlng act1v1ty could be preceded by such- motlvatlonal exercise

. i
as listenlng to musxc‘or to-a story or poetry.-

T )

- . . . f

1 Ms. Jeanine Rounos, Unlverslty of. Hawali Honolulu. Roundtable\
dlscusslon, Seattle, ll March 1977 . : .
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for undeclded——students carefully poll the non-verbal‘answers of \

~ their circled classmates. Data provoked by the questions and polléd

Class Discussion

s

Class discussion is another valuable device for getting started
on a'written,topic. Instead-of just assigning a paper on Macbeth,
we can explore the valid concerns of the class, gettlng at spec1f1c

/ \
top1cs which can then lead to potent1a1 thesis statements._ Asscc~

iated with values clar1f1catlon technlques, voting and Judglng are

» preliminary technlques for data gatherlng. As they answer teacher-

- \

posed questlons—-thumbs up for yes, down for no, and arms crossed
\
!

. \
by the class then become the basis for an act oﬁ writing. - -

Tt

Circletime

Valid in and of itself, exercise in listening skill can be

|
|
|

another aid in pre-writing. wlth the class large-grouped for another

. /

assignment, a small group meets ‘with the teacher for initial dis- /

cusslon of a topic wh1ch w1ll later be wrltten about. As the talk

| progresses, the teacher will stop the process to ask for one of an

i

1ncreas1ngly d1ff1cu1t_sp1ra1 of 1isten1ng skills-—repetltlon of;

another's comment, paraphrase of a comment, sunmary oﬁ two or more

. commentsvor ansuhnary'of the discussion'to that point,fcritical

'judgment of a comment, or extension of an idea based upon one's

J

~ own oplnlon.

Skllls practlced in the 01rc1et1me small group‘can become an
integral part ‘of the teacher s expertations ﬁo; class discu531on,
breaking down the ‘sterile teacher-student, student-teacher dlalogue .
by comb1n1ng 1t w1th a va11d student- tu ént interchange. Thus

‘'instead of student respon51b111ty mere for what has been said by

the teacher, the student becomes resp

e

sibl’ej for total classroom S

[P



pre-writing data, w1th .each student held respon51b1e for everythlng

— that is said or done by every person 1n ‘the class.

b

Sense” Impressions

Famiiiar "getting-readf-to" ekercises invoive suoh‘seﬁsory |
,pe*ceptlon experiments as the taste tray—-how do you descrlbe the
taste of clove or c1nnamon wlthout using the name 1tse1f’ Or
castor_011? Or v1nega:?L The imagery of textures ard odors is
.another extension, as is the use of music. '
: Synaesthesia is another useful prewriting‘tool. ﬁhioh is -

heavier, yeIIOWvo; bloe? How much does that cloud weigh?; What'

1]

is the shape of a mu51ca1 tone’ .
| The Foets-ln—Revldence Program of the Seattle Publlq Schools
furnlshes a fine example of the use of music for pre-wrltlng

experlence,;‘ During the 1974 75 school year, Varoujan Kodjlan,
associate conductor of the Seattle Symphony, 1nv1ted 1nterested

] _Seattle students t0'writefpoetsy which could'he read dgring:studeht
 performances of Gustav.Mahler's SyhphonyiNo. 5 inic Sharo‘Minor
L , andogeethoven's Symphony No. q.in F Major;, Poens selected from
{v | various grade levels wefe’then read by Lauren Friesen, ‘a Seattle

Poet-in*ResiQence.

1. Poetry for Symphony, Poets-in-Residence Program, Seattle Public
- Schools. _




i o - Notetaking.

s

-

And of course there is just notetaking~itself—-the getting of

LX)

—~ it all out there .on the paperéefor'which I used to use an arm-
mringing gesture, "get it»ali'out there, but on}y in Qords_and'
phrases; anyone caught writing a complete sentence dufing the first.

,.ten mlnutes will automatlcaily lose ten credits!” Imagine beinc
penaelzed for wr1t1ng a complete sentence! -What a nut the parent
must thlnk that teacher to be. "No wonder -his poor students can’ t
wrlte'" But we know the 'student is 1earn1ng not to wrlte too soon,
not to get h1° rocess frozen into a pattern from whlch he w111 not
.be able to extrlcate hlmself. We are set*1ng a task for the student
,whlch he can do/and yet cannot qulte do-—easy and yet dlfflcult. ‘ |
The student is leaégtng to write. Ultimately he may even~be ab1e~
to juggle, as do'me—when we sit down at our typewritef]to write_

. : . o o : .

that article for the impending deadline.

-
<

Creatlve Drama

<

And lest we av01d that often neglected domain,'the psychcmotor,

é‘

' creatlve dramatlcs prov1des a wealth of . pre-wrltlng experience.

Spec1flc imagerv can be suggested by tgeaway a student demonstrates

a walk, any.mOVement, a pose. 'Is he strutting, sneaking, stulbling,
' strolling, sauntering, ambling, swaggering, skipping, moping, or

swinging along? As shenstrikes a pose, is’she'proud,lsullen, re;
jectlng, sttbborn, 1ntert, anxluus, frlghtened or confident? Let
T a group of students compose a tableau, 1n itself a prellmlnary ;‘
V4 K

exerclse for the more d1ff1cu1 pantomlme. What story)does the,

’tableau tell? In—class notetak ng can lead to a writlng assignment.




>

- class resource

a(//Preparation for an indivudual or group short story, in"addi-

tlon to creative dramatlcs--walking through a scere, dec1d1ng how‘
some- action would be done, fer example-—can 1nclude such act1v1t1es
as drawing street plans’ for the locale.' At the American Academy
of Arts and Letters in: New York Clty, one can examine the volumi-
nous draw1ngs and notes which Slnclair-Lewis made for h1s EEEE.Of'

Art--draw1ngs, measurements, distances, descriptlons. Students can

have fun w1th and learn much from this type of pre—writlng experi—

_ence. Let groups of students_share responsibility for various
\ B s : - . .

kinds -of pre-mriting‘data which will then be used as a group or
\as they write their stories.
R | |
=

Journal Keepi_g

' To build vpon obsezvation Skllﬁ, journal keeping is a pre— : o
wr1t1ng habit teachers will want to encourage 1n their students. .

X ]

Complete sensory recall may be. ror}some an 1nst1nct1ve gift--as

nn HemingWay s stories of his boyhood or Wbrdworth' , recollections'c"

' e / &

-

in tranquillity -~but for the average teacher and his student,_° ~};-“

journal notation is a sens1ble step in one s 01der1ng of response.

S

to what 15 seen, heard touched, smelled tasted.“ In Junlor or: S
senior hiqh school many of your g1rls w1Il already be keeping

diaries. without any dbnigiation of such wholeSOmely self-

-,

confessional enterprise, you wlll want to suggest that a journal

’is; 1n part, c-c>met"un¢g e se--an equally enthus1astic, but perhaps .

< ! o

more calculated attempt to transcribe observation into linear ' R

notation, with plenty of s ace left each time for reaction, 1dea,

0 5 .

symool,uform, abstraction,'or what-have-you.



T ' Wlth boys, espec1all¥ Of-Junlor high scnool age, you will

av01d llke exposure to bubonlc plague, .any pos51ble assoc1atlon‘ A;

of‘journal and dlary' For -your more pragmatlc male chauv1nlsts,~

if journal keeping is a newvldea,-suggest notatlo s'ofrprocess,;
reDlete w1th ev1dence-—penc11 sketches, floorplans, breakaway
A 'dlagrams, schematlcs, aamples of materlal, snapshots, news cl;pplngs.

Ask your young sports enthu51asts to desclee one partlcular

- ' / :

[N sltuatlon or player In a spec1f1c actlon 51tuat10n.1; Let them‘

'y .selze\upon the paradox Robert Prancis reveals 1n h1s poem "Pltcher, n2
' /

" but in such poems- of Franc1s as- "ngh Dlver "and "The Base Stealer,
emphaslze for purposes of 1m1tat10n the keen descrlptlon rather than

'any metaphor they night hopefully infer for themselves.. For your

o 3

e wspectator sportsmen, you mlqht p01nt out that Franc1s hlmself wrote

from | the V1ewp01nt of spectator rather than part1c1pant. Perhaps
h1s very non—partl patlon, coupled w1th hlS keen, trained sense
of obseryatlon, helped Robert Franc1s to 1solate-—and lets’ us—" . vl

&k fapprec1ate—-hls exact 1magery. l \ ) - '!a J,_:-//x BRI !

| ‘ Brlng 1n examples of meC s journals--Thoreau,_Gerard Manley J :;l
'ﬁopklns,IBurroughs-—av01dlng\student‘dlscouragemelt by renlnding>l.' ./w
your pupils.that most of these_texts-represent ffnished‘produots 3 j

.

: ; i . ) - . . . 'f.‘.' ’

1. Runner, a 12 min. b/w f11m avallable from the Natlonal PllnBoard '3‘ “
- of Canada (rental $10) is excellent motivation and 1ntroductlon 2
‘Qfor this activity. W. .H. Auden's commentary analyzes the act of
runnlng, and prov1des excellent visual. preparation for. Robert
Franc1s keen descrlptlon and resultant metaphor.

- B . _ <

2. Robert Francis, The Orb. Weaveé Middletown, Connectlcut6 ) e
RS Wesleyan ﬂnlvers{ty Press, 1960, p,/8 NG I

: . ", R B - . .
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oo rather than‘original ne wfunn. College'libraries,.City museums,-and
other institutic re some manuscripts that they will’show N
,/ ' °N your students. PN o Liptl show1ng work in progres 1, such as mate’
4 rial in the Berg colleftion at the New York Public Library, is not
TR ,,\'only a good antidote for student awe with completed works, b t is
. \ SR
'j;f( lalso a subtle argument you may call to attention when you tuggestA ;

3fnthat revi81on is in ordér.A If Keats could change a word, why not

;you?l, A more advanced student may possibly enjoy tracing the role

fﬂ;yﬁf,_of journal 1n the wriFing process, as in Thoreau——from Journal Q; X
cen o . N .. ¥ e St \ oo v : . . . : \\\_ . ' . .‘/,

And don t overlook journal opportunities presented by field

SR o N \ I' : o e
:,trips and other sp”cial actiV1t1es.f In one of the high SchOOLS e
c;l‘“of the Wappingers' entral School Distrﬂct English, SOClal studies, , ;”
;f_.‘_science, mathematics and phy51cal educa 1on are integrated 1n ’ K
/. o .
. aken during the day B 4fi ) :
it " DRI ;
L »;igFor an excellent :’scussion of:writing“process and revi zion, see_»“ _i
LT William. Staffordlr,"A Way~oFf Writing, Field,_Spring 1970,wm---"1bwmwﬁ
' ”'”:Oberlin, Ohl0°~;J rli 11 &F pp.»lo 15.-- . "-" ;

292-‘J Ljndon Shanley,ﬁﬁ'“

of] Walden, Chicago* The Univsrsity
;of Chicago Press, 1957 _ CLw . _

3 Project Adventure, A551stant Pr
Cooxdinator.
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Free Verse "..f-" - S

1 o ' '

One activity which is on the borderline of writing itself e

-.allows the student to. write, at least initially, in free verse form,

[ -~

With/”o capitalization, no purctuation,vif the student so choose”

~*;After the collection of data--fact, imagery, or opinion, after
. \ !

LGSy A

"fgselecting among his data and establishing his initial ordering, the-

'student s/;ob at the next stage of the writ#ng process is the if

S L M‘:"":‘:

, COntént of his communicatron. If he has trouble with the mechanicsfi
;iof writing, why should he have to juggle the two oranges of content*
”‘ﬁ:and mechanics when content alone is his prime concern? Free verse

,',form allows him to write natura]ly, giVing\free rein to his cre-'}

.l.

'l'atiVity whether the ultimate g0al of his communication is expository e

’.for otherWise; Each line Will end when he gets into troublel

Note how one non-academic student exploited the free verse form “
o Do " f| v } R
N N -2 the fluttering wing of a butterfly o . S
: '~ . paints the precious pattern . : R LY
» of ‘a simple* thought on .an untroubled mind o S
S '+ a yellow. rose sits solemnly R
S protruding from the ruffled edges L et
L of' an onyx vase IR o

0 contently bathirg. in its: innocence A
' = .. . while unnoticed. to eXistence - S f,'_,~ , x
R \_' ~a.jet -streaks’ across ‘the sky S L T
: ga<ﬂ L until sewn'completel; Within a pocket of timee~ ‘

o
Rty

;/";///nt/’l hope you would admit that it communicates grammatically.

H Modification is natural and functional In line, four the end stop{fﬂ'

P SRS ety wwe R

///after solemﬂlx establishes an adverb modification for the VPrb of
s \ 5
the main clause, only to yield modification to the participle

: ¢ . : o

protruding, in line five. Whether or. not«this was accidental

z w

c ambiguity initially is unimportant. Hung up on a considerationa, “',‘
of punctuation, the doubling with solemnlx would have been lost.‘ _;f;§
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”It would haVe been difficult, if not. impossible, to have motivated

1

this boy: to,write a complex‘sentence demonstrat1nq~adverbia1

"modificatiO‘ And yet he wrote one""

Oor . L. _ written hlS sentence in verse form_fthe student

o o
- and teacuer .an’ move on.to mechanical cons1derations, writing the

‘),

——de s

. " 'sentence in normal expos1tion, replete w1th all necessary punctua-=

*__“tlon., With)the content of hlS original 1ntact, the only thing the : \

sLudent can watch hlB teacher destroy is that wonderful doubling

T;izé- of tne word solemnlyl “C'“'-f*g. : -,-' -A 7%”'- ST ‘V‘...LE
. o~ , . I A L Ce - 3 ' . _ . ,
e : N . ‘ \ ] S | . . //_ : R

.qw. _ \g;-.ﬁ_ Student-Teacher Conference 7/1311;"' '.ﬁﬁ. "zﬁi_i

N . .
\- 4 ///

o

. writing process, why wait . until the paper has been written, andéihe

damage done, before hav1ng a conference? ‘As soonias the student
has his data, a conference could be most valuable before the sttdent

3 \

flnally orders his material and before he actually gets his commu- _Té

. <

1cation frozen 1nto form\\\To avoid establlshing the teacher S, own y ”
'strictures and’format, such an initial conference would find the o

S \ o
e teacher act1ng as a sounding board, a questioner, a provacateur " o a

’ N
rather than leader,or-mentor; The teacher, at this stage, can ask
Y . \ . 4 .

/ the questions a trained writer would\ask h1mse1f and ~can. get the

\ b

L]
; ‘ .
. .- 4,

acnual writing process started at the right time/ keeping the

N ’e I
) - ' -y

?f*“——student“from ralling"lntosthe old traP Of writing“too soon t°°

ik
1.

[
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'

Brainstorming, class discusslon, listenlng, sense impressions,

creative dramatxés, journal keeplng, free verse, conference-

..... amatit

" these -~ but. a,few of the mony valld activ1t1es we can use with

/
dUGH before they wrlte. W1th these and other exercises our

t

I

-major goal should be : to cendltlon our students to extrapolate this

pre—wrltlng behaV1or 1nto thelr out~of-classroom lives enough so-

\; ot

; fthat some day they too may juggle all “the” oranges at once,

.

) . . ' . 1 N
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:Dennis J. Hannan : N
D1str1ct department” head English'
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