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The Writing Workshop: A Course Outline

AN

3

In the summer of 1975 five teachers. from the English Department
at’ Springfield Technical High School and a consultant from the Univer—

sity of Massachusetts designed and tested a course outline for a ‘tenth’

t. ;

grade writing workshop.

~ . a.

English classes. We agreed upon an initial,asslgnment

our sixty students, worked with them in a lOOrminute writ%n

4

and then met after class ;zr another 160 minut
pinpoint“common~prob“ems,,and design strateg: D3

‘ol 7 lat we

At the end of the sixeweek summer‘session, wiE

fz.rstT

b

[}

twelve assignments :-.d that we had dealt -
' L. - N
in adequate depth. :ecause each student - ai.: 2 he

P

ey

i . ZI.gme

and_hecausefall students did'not finish .
‘on the later assignments becomes brogreE: T En

-

o«, - | |
(/)
E

Aruiext providea by enc

Attached to our progect were two tenth grade

znalyze

>

/ T .

gave it ‘to

g worlshop, <

the‘results,

\ 7 S

-he next day's wdfk._

have‘given i

ten of these -

. v

r own-pace,

nts, our dana_

.. lete.

LI
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We'have,designed‘and tested a»series of six assignments that®is

El

n
<

4 <. . I T
~ . . -2 e

‘{  both Progressive"and'cumu}ative., We have designed and tested a second quf' g

set of six assignments that follows the first set,ﬁbut this second set

has no necessary sequence. The teacher should have each student com— :

~ B . )
° .~.¢

plete Assignments 1-6 in sequence. Then the student can move oﬁ:go Anyf

& - . - . P T
. : . 4 z. ‘- . o»

of the six. subsequent assignments. N S e i’

P -
&

Ve have 1isted obJectives for the first six assignments. We suggest~f:

. . - s

that’ a student be kept at a particular assignment until its obJectiveS .
‘have been met in some degree.f if, for-example, the writer has not
- . . 7 L] ) q}‘ .. ’ . oo . o

1earnedito observe closely and accuratély‘in assigumentll, the writer

N <

ncannot poss1b1y do an adequate JOb on subsequent assignments. The objectives N
. accnmulate' ‘none is ever completed The teacher shou1d check each piece
' of writing for concreteness,'organization point of view, correctness,

( -

- i . ' . Y

accuracy-—in that order. . B - ' e T L
. . . . . . L. - - EE B T
. y .

We have not Iisted obJectiVes for Assignments "-12, because'the prob--

1ems eé}ountered by the writer in these assignment- are difficult to ; Tdsm
.predict..:gurthermore, the skills mastered in_l-i " ave to be'mastered:,
'anew.in_7712_as, T example;’problems o£iorganT ,on LA “:int7offview o ':;.
mu1tiply and becsme mors :omplex. The stude" o e 'Sm TR
'.of:organiaing ' - “ffof-a place:in T e }'123' -
. wili bFe.org:....m =~ = -~zi7aspects c - oL .Hldfﬁ

1

*In both pro: ' " -~ --"how to dze

bar has be: Wi : _..vas in

In al - s e TOOTTIAL . 0oma steaent b

<= Sk 1 ‘tefl the st..

(completec --

El{lC o | 3 f=-‘_q__
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so 1n helping the student solve the_priginal problem.‘

o o, s

{ - U.‘. v n' . ‘-‘ . a xq

..ments—rthat An fact the writer~sh0u1d look for opportunitiesw

JJ S -Q

'; It will be a tool in the workshdg, available to the writer”should 1t h ; jh(

!
=
i

- g - ""

e, COURSE_.-”OUTBINE .
;Assignmentrlgl "Descrihe an obJecc:

. .. 2

n"rfobj?CtiVes;;’I To teach clgse observation e

. ;.. . . 9 . . A F .
2% To acquaint students w1th he steps 1n Cthe writiné
»,process' list—m king, organi21ng; first draft writing,

e

'revis1ng.,

;}

' ,,x'n 50 ‘“

student’writer throwgh eath step of the writing process.. As the,wrlter

tow

) /,‘ _/./ K

progresses through the series of writing assignmentsz the teacher—editor

o . ‘e

Will interVene 1ater in the proqess, wa1t1ng until the

l ‘9"o - . . 2
/ vl ue J,) . '

have begun-ﬂo crystallize in the first draft,:

‘ i
'7:.TSQ£§)%i.ntly full;and sufficienglw speciéic:/&The lﬂst must‘clea‘
' | distinguish the indiv1d1ua1 frothhe.speciep—fggi 4 n;s Eperb-;; “aber
E'c vufrom.other Eberhard Faher #é' in the rc e |

fé , o o : o
-/ The . obJect déscribed should be‘present in the clavzfﬁom, availi__w simul-

: A .
[T ] fi . { . R
v s

taneously}to the.teecher and the student. -Only in-?vis way wi_l ie

e ST Co i "
/ o
Y teacher be ab1e ;o demonstrate to theTEtudent that there is mor= > be
/ 3 v
“ E o . i ,
seen, que td be observed & In.later/description assignments ‘the --rson
. c . ¥
IR R SR
./:,"}‘ ’I' ¢ L ‘\ ._" . .
Q " " e : / |"', ,

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

VOeabularly of English Composition in so. doing,Jeven 1f we have.not’done"

h
Lo

o




A/Eat the end of each. period.y

4

O

E

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

e i ‘
most 1mmediately present themselves to students as suitable ObJeCtS. ',v H

iy .

'i‘brfplace being described w1ll be known only to the-student

ithe writer observed at first.'

,{GA? ;p.gé}, /"_, : ;g,v':, Collins/MOfan-ré-dnll

. .

and it w1ll

.

more difficdlt for the teacher to demonstrate that there is’ more than

So the obJect should be 1n the classroom,

and it must be there every day until Ass1gnment l has been completed

fRings, pens or penc1]:s~ American flags on’ the wall

a

chairs——these obJects

If the teacher wants to vary his or her own reading, the teacher might bring

s

o3

.Assignment72;

Objectives:.

»
.-

3,1. .

2.

"Describe 'a place."

Those of Assignment-1 and "

Wrizax

e in small obJects and offer them to. the class, remembering to collect them

i £

vSpa:ii; ordering of objects_that‘comprise”"plac;'

.,.‘

B selection of appropriate vantage p01__

"Place" s a complex 0% czjezxts, and in moving from one obJect 10 mE

yobjects we ask the st:

RIC

/

~ the chaos

v

This assignms=at seem
was . carefullv “aought %&:;_L::
considered

ted setting

heath, for

‘because we

the writer.

writer 'is

3

i

LELITT T2 we T
boacowse it L

irstar ze

che pht

R ST TN 1o

..
-

solve only one new'problem:

1

how o0 -

Lt

o

-

CEriaf ozmd therefore pe*haps casual bu_ toe TIAr

1, we think worth tfying agnin. Ke
< .7 ande setting instead of place. We T e
T 7o olements of, secondary impo tznce --th =

I rages in front ‘of, . We rejectec.giigg

vould:do too much.of the writer': wor

ne writer's relationship to.the su.

.

. a theater, looking from a fixed point

e LI

v.
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“group of,obfects l0—75ifeet‘away and slightly'below5 these obiects‘
'grouped'under something.like a proscenium arch. If we askrthe writers‘

" to describe a scene, we reasoned ‘we will ﬁave soIved for- the writers’ an_

problem that they should begin to solve for themselves——specif1cally, the

A

selection of -an appropriate vantage(point.“ ’ . ) A

- The results were mixed. Some writers golved the problem of vantage point -
" and learned from their sUcCéss'“Several chose moving $oints of view and

©
had to be redlrected, others had to be given a part1cular point of v1ew

after it became apparent in their first aéd second drafts that they would
not find one on their own. The moving point of view seems at first attrac-

-

tive, but it also seems to create. more problems than it solves. v

i

:ome succeeded,fsome,failedvandvlearned; and others failed unt

re- -~z .. 7 -the teacher. We feel that_the’assigﬁmedt sk . Joanc
wordas ' _:scribe a place." Students who demonmstrate that o - :2ed
bele r Coocing a vantage point should be helped, bmt.not'u; L th
qav .zzed the first draft. - l

that id this assignment, as well as in_Assignmen: . deserz:iz

et he teacher makevno/initial attempt to control the balance of

ctiv: cond objective responseiy Throughithe writing-of.the first;d:aft,

- N ) .

riter ,hocld be allowed to find his or her best way. We.cap expe:t :i;i

e of pproaches extending from the primarily subJective to the p*i—
S 'ObJe tive-—from the scream of hatred to the dispassionate list
Ei o has >een successful.; The' degree of obJectivpty/subJecnivity w-lI

de=. 1 upon the ‘writ r s response to the obJect the place, or the person.

e 5 @ . . .' " .

AU

44

g |
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We should not ¢feate limits where limits are not ;necessary. .Afte:'the

.first draft has been completed, we.have fqund that we can intervene ~
- ’ ) - . . . . . ] L
constguctively and pqintkguc to the writer g&ft the writer 1as done.

e .
’

;Agsignment 3:”1ﬁbé§éribe a:person.", ! .
'-ijectiveéz. Those,of'éésig;meﬁts 1 ar- 2, acs o ;
o " a . | _
1.  fhe-wriﬁér's control % a’'ccmplex Tespeise tc o -
: _éomg}ex eqtity.. "
Witk thea'pefson"assiénﬁent'iﬁibécomés £ 2kl o i e
;fhc tarm péint‘gf_vigw into vantége pc’ . zme wraice- . Tnde, frver
The .ozd at;itdde céﬁ suggeéf"bépﬁ spe-ial an . emotior r:.atione o oae,
AT e Hefsénﬁefg it“hés become’iﬁ;assible o see .. . '2rse as _
Ao fb be obgerved."Thg unicgtse has-h::qﬁ;_amt.zu +, in pgr
s ay‘bur obéérVatiqn of'ig,-and tﬂe wordé;gggéai,*e .d sﬁﬁjec: 2

T depdte purefstates but tendencies,. iZ-indeec the mean any=—: :

i .. . Ve therefore suggest that the phrase :oint=f :et se used ir -.5.

N . - -

a:mbiguity,'to‘fefer'either to physical or\atpitdd;na; oerspectivss, .or

to both simultaneously. The ambiquity of the word reflec:s the ambiguity

« of the universe. » )

<

! P 5 - . -
o, - . .

. At this point in the sequence of assignments, .we.can begiﬁ to expect more.

€

.volume from the writers. . Perhaps-at this point we ishould, where appropriate,
- suggest that.a person «is not necessarily one page .lonz.

1 . - .

A,

Some students found Assignment 3 too difficult, anid they simﬁl&-hfoké din.'.

It‘mayvbe that in moving from place ‘to person,'We(gpve;too far too fast
for some; it may be that the assigrment asks for more than the writer

v ~

~X

.~' ,

LES

P
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s

is willing to reveal zo the teacher this early 4n the year. Whatever

'/. the reason, some studsnts found it impossible to write on the person .
'massignment untillfﬁe' 23 written a descripwle" of a;Rg_. All s:zudents -
- should do, the se: as zigitaat eventually, but those.who finc fhemselves
unable t0fd0 it efter:;ae sle.o2 'assignment mi-: : try the Egt,description
Zi:? ifirst.'._‘ | ‘-~ ~ ‘
‘ Assignmént.4:_ “Tell - about'semething thar. na:pene& te YCL _ ‘
B N . -
HObjeCtiveé: Thoset - previous essignmenzs, znd . ,£<§V'
. . ﬁﬁinatienband combinz==ic: of skills leerned in. ’

> . v R . .
svizmments 1-3 in a comare t, internally consistent .
LTrztive structure;’ : S

. 2. The ability to organize : ~.ts in time.
We chose the wordi-  ere (tell us) to solv: t .. problems of po:nt of
‘view and .audience Ior the student. We have crzaged t?é narrative situ-. -

4 ., .
ation, -and this assignment should therefote move easily and %api&lyq‘

v

£y

For some students, the assignment moved too easily and rapidly,'and they @
. , .

tossed off a plot summary narrative that seemed to them to fulfill the

‘assignment. _Good nerrative is more than plot, however; it contains des- .
. - . ¢ : . - .

P eriptions;of persons, places,‘and/or objects. Assignments 4 and 5 build

P
v .

upon'Assignments-l, 2, and;ji and the, stud nts'_natratimés should include

where app:epriatefdescriptions of persons, places, and/or objects. 1In

¥

'+ Assignments 4 'and S, the. teacler should insist upon some detailed and effec-
. .' it . , ) . ) ] "

tive descriptidn; If a student does not at first include sufficient . -

K

description to bring life to the events, he or she should\be required tol !

@ °

b 'describe. We inten? the assignments to accumulate, not simply exist in a

< ;" . / .
- sequence. : :

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

.
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Assigoment 5: "Tell us agbout something you saw happen."

Objectives: All of the above, and - : ot ‘.'

1. To refine.the writer's sense of p01nt of view., In .-
Ass1gnment 2, we asked the writer to select. and main- -
tain an appr0priate vantage point. Here, as-a drama-

! v _ o tized observer, the writer will have to deal‘with
emotional, as well. as spatial perspective. t
, -+ In this assignment, the writer becomes an .observer, standing somewhere -

-

outside the actiom, emotionally involve%gto some degree but physically '

i distant. - In the draft stages we should tress selection of point of

- .

N

1
view. We. may get dramatized observers of all sorts and . absent'-or
A - - p F a

“omniscient observers——and we should let the writers choose their own
. ! . ©

I N o

point of vie¥; When.the writer has completed the first’ draft we can
&

insist that the point of view be handled in ‘an appropriate manner. We :

should not mention the subJect of point of view before the completion -

.of the first draff, although if the writer brings it up we should respond

¢

- And when the writer has reached the.draft stage we should not insist on. _
. . ~—
- a single and consistent degree of observer involvement Both the'observer

»and involvement in the action may brighten ‘and fade in the writing,’as

they do in life.. . ' <o e > o0

- , R .

K <

Narrative assignments and the Iist. It seems\that some writers can cqm-

-

, A plete satisfactory narratives without making lists. If the writer can .

T

skip the list and produce a substan&ial narrative we shouId let ;%?or her -~

k

»~

do so. And when we. do 1et the writér skip the list in’ ASSiEi:\' s.b and/or

5' we create problems for ourselves an Assignment 6; which writer -

-
v

- cgonot complete without proceeding through all - the steps. The writer
should be forewarned of bhis before undertaking Aksignment 6.

- . o R o ﬁ . w . - : --\(
,\ ] . . . . _i‘)_\‘~' NN ‘, .
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Assignment 6: 1"Describe -a neighborhoed one that you know well As'yOu"

. B : tell us about your neighborhoodP you will”be describing

.
objects, places,_and'people, and telling us about things
o . - . . A .

" that happen to y&u in the neighborhood=-combining 211 the -
/ - . ’ o . :

kinds of writing ve've been doing thi3 semester._'AAneighé
a : :

borhood is a physical and a sgcial being. It is street§ {
< -and buildings and trees and pé"le and events." -
3; Objeétives; ‘l. To. put together what we've done already (description,.v
S ) narratinn)'in an’ extended and qomplicated structure; and
i o 2. To pause the writer to*select‘from'a still larger pool

of paterials those details that *are meaningful -to the
o -~ . writer. This is an extention of Objective I in-the
A third - assignment "control of a complex subject.™ In
* ' ‘Assignment 6 the write'r will probably have too much
: ~,material and will have to select.-, : A

The assignment as it is worded produced both good and bad writing i Someﬂl

writers wrote rapidly and well; some saw the assignment s prescriptive g

a . . . . . A

and felt that they had to intclude descriptions of object’s, pfaces, and - °

people and things that happened to thém and ythings that they?had seen
. . . y > . ; g : ) .
happen. - , . A
:',Problems the.more we say invan assignment .the more we;help and thermo?ET
“we presoribe. One writer saw his neighborhood primarily in terms of in

4

trees. Clearly this writer should not be asked to Iist buildings and

b

people and streets and so on. ‘Another writer listed streets and houses

/

'annd neighbors and trees. dutifully and soporifically. nIn talkingawith'
her she told us that she spent aLl her time at the lake at thc ‘end of {

" ‘her street - and she had Just mentioned this lake as one, item on her /

'long list.' She had to put aside ‘what she had .done and write about what

. ~ ( : :
was important to her in that neighborhood; as distinct from what she

e

. - . . .o
L . . . . .
. . . . ) , N R .
. N ~ ‘._ : .
° 4
.
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. thought was ‘important to gs,v The lake became a page, and the new ﬁater—

4

ial was combined with the old in a fine piec?/of writing. )
Fl . .‘ ’ ‘ ‘. - N . ‘ ’ i . )' .
Despite the problems, we sgggest that the—assignmentﬁs wording be re-

jtained. - As worded, it produced more good:writing thanlbad;'anqithe‘prqb—‘
4 : ’ ) - » - .
/ : A . . : . bt

lems it posed fordthe writers were problems they could profitably encounter

at this stage in their development. . | 2

- ) - ’ . . . . ,..'f“-."!_%

: ; : : ,
A number of ‘students wrote fine essays that were ctose to reminiscence.

IWe can't make these happen; when they do happen, we can simply be grate-

ful. These were, in a sense, poorly organized, but their success as

’ . . . - ' . ‘/“ ) . i
Mvoice" writ!ng depended upon their idiosyncratic organization. If a
. had ! ' . ’ L . “. ) ﬁ'

R 'piece is fun to read, it is good.

» ) A |

In this assignment perhaps to a greater degree than invprevious assign—
ments, students are, the experts. Oﬁiy the writer has seen the neighbor-
hood as he or she has seen it this vision is unique.- We can te11 the write
that the vision of the neighborhood does not get through to usjwe: should

not tell the writer that the vision of ‘the neighborhood is inadequate or

, wrong. = -
‘At this pgint, the student has the writing process under control (1ist- ~
- : “ * .

making, organization, selection of point of view, draft writing) and has .. -

solved the problens encountered in descriptive'and narrative writing.
- N -~ 5, . Q B / S -
_Subséquent assignments will introduce conceptual problems that will

- ' . . - : T.

muddy the water. EA-student who can organize a descriptive paragraph

may not be able to organize a dispassionate'analysis of motive. We;haVe\

-

charter the course to ghe limits of our ability; from this point on, the }

¢

e - 2
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'teacher in. the c1assroom_is~the captain and -navigator. ~

(2 . - A -
Te . - .

. . Ve .
. . . s L)

: Assignment 7 "Explain how to do'something "

This assignment is the first of thr%g explan;tion assignments. The . e

.wording of the assignment has been kept simple and highly non- specific

< ”

to give the student‘freedom to choose a congeniai subJect. oo
S j ' ] . v IEEE , ~

L4

3 . ) B . . .. y —
The writer in thig assignment has .three basic problems to solve: 1) the

3
d.t

_ N P, _ .
© .+ writer must c1arify the _process {or the writer (how .do I'do-X?); 2) the

writer decide -how much the audience knows about the process, and 3) the

el ;

writer’mustfﬁis 5 ' the'best way to teach- ggxplain describe) this process'

-~ .
' . -

. to the'chosen audience.

c B

t may be that in attempts to solve'all these . .
problems Ac'aﬁcé; the writer i1l produce a murky first and secand draft; -
'-probably written from a z point of view (first you - do this, then you do

LA 3 A ‘Q

- F ;X o1

"21 that) SIne this cabe we: %ound that asking the writeg,to write from "an X
4-‘ -~" d ""\ \ -,‘ . 4
;:\‘\g%@oint -of view‘(firs!r\\do this, then 1 do. Ehat) c1arif1ed the process-b
w s “ s . o~
.".. A ‘ . \;‘ R T -
o ‘for the writer, thus* enabling the writer to solve problems ) and 3 above,

i ASEE ; ’ c ’ v

vaudieBce ﬁnd rhetorical str&{egy. Occasiogagly—writers'used,both the I
.,- and the yo & ""First ‘yau spread newspaper on the working’ surface.... "
. ' N . a

Then I gpread the' material I ‘will paint on over the newspaper. This _
. ,

student has not decided whether to demonstrate the way heydoes something

]

or to abstract from hisvbwn experience a process that could be replica-
: o 3
‘ ) I ted by‘adbther. We suggest that this student be _allowed to choosegbe—' 4

d tween I or you, perhaps even writing the assignment—both‘ways.

As with;other:assicnnants, the student shou1d be writing about something

‘ he or she is an exPert in. Only in this case wi11 thé student be able to -

,Vwrite a specific and inform tive essay . H\w*to bake a cak _is a recipe
' L gy . ’

! | . T A T

. ' ‘- . 4
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‘ fqr disaster,_"how to bake my special Christmas cake“ has a chance of success.,

°
>

}"How to. fish“ proved tojbe a dead end whereas “How to catch small—mouth N

. 3_bass in Quabbin" was successful' “how to race stock cars“ (a disaster) U

became "how to fix.a car" (another disasters which became "how to fix a- ) .

'~ dent in,a fenderﬂ (qualified'success). . ’ !
i . . ' U . ST . . , v s
. : o o ) -7 )' o o - o : ot R N ‘,._..
- Assignment 8: Explain'how something works." - - L S
yo = AN . A : o o c T,, U i 0l .
:\ \ ;/.,, . ..v. . ] N . I3 . . ] B . .
s~——The focus ip Assignment 8 is an-how each part of a mechanism contributes
to the wotking of. the whole by indicating its prop®r, relation \td the > .
- e T T . SN SR <L
Lo other'parts( TMechanism'is used in a broad sense to indicate not only.
’ AT a ' ' : S
non—human or sub—human structures (watches, engineg, kidnesy) but pro— : 4.

,gedures in wmich human be1ngs act in clearly defined ‘ways (diving Judges,.'
football players) P - :

N ,—a\\ . . .
This assignment may well rehuire homework and it will be impordant to

predict a, day or so in advance the student s progress to this assignment.

_'.*HT‘: 0ne of our writers chose a piano, and she had- to go home to find out: how - o
'”'M it worked' another chose a human heart, and had to return to his. ., T ,.-i?_-
. . » s

biology textbook The student shou1d be told before completing Assignment

o '{,".-.‘ by o .'
R e . « - .

7 to think of a topic for 8 and do the necessary homework

. Assignment 9 . "Explain why you did_something ‘or why you/do something
AR What you did, or .do, should be something that sticks in: '
e - .( in your mind bothers you, is}somehow important to you.-

s .
“:» P

The original assignment read as follows _A‘ ..';.5 L . oo --‘T}Z .

£ -y :

' “Explain how or why you did something or how or why something happened

_— to you._ This wording produced instant problems, for in’ asking the

.

writers to explain how,“ we were asking students to return to Assign—

"ment=4 “Tell us about something that happened to you." Weﬂdecided»that"




N
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we wanted the. writers to work with\their motives for doing something, P "

r

describing, in’ effect a/chain of caﬁse aaﬂ effect or perhaps describing°
A number of motives - and giving them a ﬂefinite priority. We-decided -

S— T . )
to eliminate the how from the assignment and to keep the y We chose

¢

’

to write both d1d andado ‘to leave open the poss1bility of the single

0 \

i s action (A Separate Peace, or why I tried to kill my brother) and of

4 4 R PR -
habitual action (why I l%ff’weights, why E smoke why I 5rink sO. Loften . —

L : U oo N . B
and so much) S . o R T
N o LA R A Lt haa R

Avproblem: the s@hdent'may select’a trivial'subject. This problem is

E N

;always w1th us, but since this assignmen% requires some self—examina—

- . K . L

tion, and since self—examlnabion is for most of us something that ‘we.

.

Y
undertake w1th some reluctance, we may f1nd students attempt1ng to v
avoid the requ1red self-egaminatlon by selecting the unimportant sdeect .

(why I'm 1n summer school) We can only be aware of- the%problem and

: , S 3
' deal with it as ig appears., S L v .
o . ',:.~'- ’ : - S : L

L ¥ ' - o
fAssignment.lOt_ "Select a picture from Stop,,Look and Wr1te. -What do 'you -
' 7 see? What do you think about what you see7"

)

:Assignment 11: "Select a passage ‘from the*booklet and read it through
D ‘What have you read? What do. you think about what you
, .. have. read?" o : : .

SR S o . ‘_A'

These assfgnments have given us more trouble than”the-others. Specifically,

. I‘

we found that we did not know what we meant by 1nterpretation wh1ch was

- the category in which we fit these two assignments. We thought we knew, -

r

"..but when. we were faced with student essays, we' found it difficult, and’

ultimately undesireable, to define a proper response.l We did not want to

- v

¥

'send'the writers off~on a”hunt f0r eaning Further, some pictures and

,prose passages lent themselves to,"inteﬁ%retation more,readily than others. '

i . X " . . - . k. . \(
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but be." Sti11 further, tﬂe act of. interpretingl§2§§#§es or passages

Collins/Moﬁan——Ié
. : "\
Some students absolutely refused to interpret gpme pictures, saying innone

7 ~ L
form or another 'a rose is a rose is a rose" or "a poem should not mean,
.'s J “
. N
seems’ to demand a degree of expertise not possessed,by many of the tenth
v - H - . - :

y ~

hgrade,students'we worked with this summer. A‘college;EnglisD ‘major sopn

« . < v . =

" learns to interpret'prose‘and'poetry,,but this'is'a'skill to bebacquired.

N SN ) AR

Lf someone 'ean . 1nterpreqa§ painting or a dream, then that person has a

'definable skill...Students &re interpreting "all the t1me, but in their own -_.-_'

~ v <
N (_'A . o .

. .
3 'ﬁ" ! ¢ -

'~fie1ds of expertise——interpreting facial expressions, dress styles, sounds

- . ST

/y

made-by caf'engine. ‘But “the. interpretation of a photograph a.piece of
. L N X
prose-or poetry——should we expect’ them to be ab1e fo perform adequate1y7

R e - N -

'And“if/ﬁot should we teach the interpretation of photographs or of liter—

ature as a separate skill? - R ; o o R

- - _r’

3

$ . : . .
. . . .

‘ We found that we could-help many students work through.individual inter—

3

o . o . - o o . o
pretations, but that. to insist upon interpretation-was not productive.

- .We more positively decided to 1et the picture or prose passage act pr1mar11y

as a st1mu1us for writing, rather than primarily as the subJect for writ1ng,
S

- ;'and adopt genera11y a support1ve attitude toward the spec1f1c character of

"

the student $ . response. We would.allow the students to 1nterpret take

off from, 1mag1ne—~and we’ wou1d act as editors, refin1ng ‘the writing as it ’ .

-

,began to~appear.» We wou1d insist however, that the student ] writing meet

three~specific/criteria:_ that the student moveﬁfrom'the literal or'specific

)

~to the abstract' that the student make this 1eap in a responsible manner,:

and that whatever the essential character of the writing (interpretation,

o -

PY
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~

fantasy, fiction) this productﬁshould be as good (interna11y consistent'
coherent, et. a1 ) as possible. | |

L
T

-
)

© To our discussions of these two’writing assignme: '3, we came’to general

_agreement on two positions. First we feel the: Zn:lish teachers and.-

)

_ departments all too readi1y teach the interpre‘— - of 1i;eratufé;,3‘
,: vsklll that is not trivial, certainly, but not ' t-momenﬁ;thatpits teaching. N
shbuld dominate an’ﬁnglish basic skills curric: = Second, we'feeivthatsin
L ;arcourse\whose main purpose'is to create‘indep” : and competent writers,
‘ o N _ o R _ o o

' wrifing about~writing should have a minor role.
Q . . . . . . \ *

3 Al - ) v

-From the above/ it should be clear that in ASSl"?mc“tS 10 and 11 we- feel

.
- -

o

pthat students should Jbe encouraged to- 1nterpret (s=: k the meaning of) but
. . .‘, M \\‘.
'that the primary obJective of this set of assignments is to enceurage the

* o
productaon of the greatest possib1e quantity of good writing, .and not to .

ooy Lt a

‘train,bur.students in the 1nterpretation,of-worksxof art. In»‘short.k if «

- = > k]
“in working through these two - asS1gnments 1earn1ng how to interpret begins P

s - Lo Y- T T
to gét in theéway, forget 1nterpretation and press on. , e A

Assignment'lbj, ”Se1ect a picture from Stop, Look and Write. _What.do~you»“' /b
B see? What do you “think about what . you see7"A f o ’
: . 1
7As the assignment is presently;worded,.a student may se1ect __y_picture
from top Look and Write.. This‘freedom of choice presents two prob1ems
'ifor the teacher in the writing workshop. first, the studentinay choose

_ a picture that does/not 1end 1tse1f to interpretation (the horse in the

PR | .
library), and seconﬁ . the teacher may be faced wizi & c1ass that- is writing
} .1“‘7(..- ‘o . s
. on twenty diffefént'pietures.- If this happens, Lo teacher willyhave'

A e .y : o o .
. difffculty deciJing rapidly enough whether a give. ,nterpretation is re-

3

’i\ﬂsponsible or not. Furthermore, the pictures in StoQ, Look .and Write are

'surrounded‘by texte—questi&hs, exercises and the _ite which may lead theASK;f

® [
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. lists shorter than ours.” ' = . . b
. R Cos

7

[}

o . r TR L R Ve
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student to a particular igterpretation. In several cases, our writers

almost cribbed.their interpretations from the text on the facing page.

<(see S. L 2& W., p 111)

To saVe ourselves an. our studehts from certain failure, we selected = -

o

- | &, .
2 )
fifteen picturesgf" W, These pictures are found ~ :ollowing

pagesﬁéo, 27; 31, +2 0, 55, 64, 74, 77, 111, 11?, i. .43, 177, 192.
S e . . . . . K o .

. -

'We,encourage”teachers to make their~own selections ard to make their

/

o ' e . . K o
. second went faster than the fiRgf, and was generally superior.
e . . v ” P ¢

.a,.‘

Much of'what we have said of Assignment 10. appffé% ~are as we11 To -

PP e ). S

We foung that studcnts cou1d profitably repeat th1r 3signment.‘ Once

q ' e ! o - Co

they had completed a successful interpnetation,\ the - seemed to enjoy
. o v : .

choosing a second picture‘and~writing another interpretive éssay. ,The

o - _ . o ’ *

o

e e : L o C L - L
- Assignment 11: "Select a passage . §rom_the oklet and read it through.
’ ‘What d you think about .what you have ,
. - Lhed LI . & . . .

P ‘What have you. read
- ' read7" . oo .

I ] “a . .
. N . 1

A BN ~

repeat we, do not feel that we should be teaching the interpretation of

. 4 B
1, -

literaaure. 1f students have trouble finding meaning in _the passages,

Y

o we suggest thaﬂ'the teacher bring in-a passage that wi11 act as a

the last in-the-sequence; ahd only one-third of the _ass completed it.

We offer our comments on this section with the full .-owiadge that they

P

J/

&" lsi
stimulus :ﬁ riting a provocative passage that v 1'be a goa1 to- thought,j
T TS i , .
’ "rather than a passage that wi11 be the ObJeCt of o . .ob
" AssignmentfiQ: '”’ersuade someone to agree wiﬁh think}about.“
R something '
We-did not,fully test this assignment in our summe- v -kshops "It was.
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are reaLly'a beginning and#not a conclusion, simply the chatter which
. R e : | L
.. might, with time and-further experience, become useful statemen:.

A )

3 Some'students found subjectS'and;began writing'qui:kly. Otherc blocked

for éhirty minutes or more, apparently unable to find a- subJect. We ,
guess that the "blocking" has its cause in the word persuade and the.

"y

v vessentially combative §ituation the student might be in doing battle

with a hostile audience.

A . . A5 + \ . .
3 . ) . a . * . . . o0

;. For the "blocked" student we a1téred the assignment making it read "Tell '

a»

us what you think about XY We provided a 1ist of possib1e X st businé

! . rd

rain, cheer1eaders,~and so om. In the\tase of oné’ frustrated student. ,'
o : :

U this worked Q& \//¢/ - L . > o

The words persuade and opindonzseemed to confuse and frustrate many stu—
1Y

dents. W7rhad sev@ral who said they had no opinipns, and they said this
L= | R R
honestly and without rancor. We know that. they do have opinions. We 4?
. - . ] .
surmise that the’ word\gpinion has meaning to us but not to some of them.

- -

,ﬁ.; "Tell us. what you think" produ es. 0pinions;f"SLace an opinion" often

- [N

does not.
~In this'assignment more than in others, the teacherbhas to help many -

ST, o " v
.students discover their subJectS‘ Some strategies that worked:

hl. 'After the. student blocks on - persuade... give him or her the "Teil us
what you' think about X" assignment .as described above,
2, -Look at the interést sheets and at completed writing for latent or
’ekpressed opinions. _:1i : "‘ ':ﬁ .
3. Pre;ent the student with a mora1 dilemma and ask;“who'is'right?“ )
. 4§.‘fresent the student with a provocative thesis, and have the student

- R . X, . e

‘support or“demoiish it. R




