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ABSTRACT o . .
. . Writing exercises are games that can lead to success
in the_classrgqm bechuse -they are artificial and have arbitrary rules
defined: by the instructor. By giving. students a starting pointy a .
. limited task, and the asgurance that the writing is, after all, " just
a game," exercises can «ircumvent: students’ initial anxieties about
' sélf-presentation and allow new material to arise inadvertently in
the process of tompleting an assignment. .Exercises that inyolve the e
recasting of previously written material--changing a personal piece o
into a dramatic:monologue, altering werb tense, rearrapging the -order
of stanzas or sentences—-ar® particpiarly useful in developing -
concentration as one specific part of the writing process. Throu -, .
memorization, 'students can begin to discover the complex links o j .
sound, imagery, and rhetoric that hold a poem togther. Through the -,
- rules of the game of imitation, ‘the students can examine and make use
of techniques they would not have been able to.use on their own.
Furthermore, students completing an exercise can take certain
tmaginative risks within the boundaries of the task that they would
never -have congsidered in their own work. Repetition.is.another
technique for stimulatiﬁg‘studen;s"imaginations”by pushing "too //

N
’

far." Uséd correctly, writing exercises not only can help sgudents
get started, write imaginatively, and learn the techniques and

problems of .the craft of writing, but they also ¢an lead to. - "~
fundamental changes' in students' work and their way of approaching ™= -
writing. (HOD) . o ‘ L
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How Exercises Work . ’
v v, LI . .. ’ [ 3 i —_
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If writing 1s, as Wllllam Stafford put 1t, "one of the

« great, free'human'act1v1t1es, why limit students \freedom
L U ) N
by ass1gn1ng them exerclses° And if exercises are'g er se . )

~.,

not the genuine art1cle but rather a kind of warm-up or practlde,

as in the athletic sensé of the ternm,. why squander both students'
- » » : , . . , '/ ‘\ K . o
) time an¥ our own dealing with them? Shouldn't the focus.of
. » . , .
-a wr1t1ng class .be on writing itself?. Though'it is possible

- . v

-to argue that freedom can only be deflned in terms of 11m1ts
d that practlce can occas1ona11y make perfect there iS ho s "
denylng that wrltlng exerclses set up artlflclal‘%oundarles ' .
- for our, studénts and that completed exerc1ses are not the same ¢
’ \‘ as good storles or poems. Exerclses are games. They have ‘ t
arbltrary rules defined by the 1nstructor, and they are d1st1ngu1shed
from.the-"real" ﬂor}d of wrltlng\by_V1rtue of these-ass1gned
‘ linitéw Yet we use these gamesdin.opr classes and they heip

\ f .
students learn to writé. I don't think this is'because our .

.

.t

exerclses transcend their 1nherent limitations. Rather it is

»

-~
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the very artificiality of exercises, their arbitrary limits and

.

"unreality, " that lead to'their°success in the ciassroom.
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The broadest and most 1mportant effect exerclses have °° - .
P ) irr the wrltlng class is the way they direct students attentlon o
-/\
to the proces of wrltlng, as dlstlngulshed from its produdt.‘
\

Wbrkshops w1thout exer01ses are based on an often unrecognlzed c )

B

assumptlon that students a}ready know how ‘to go about wrltlng

and should thus concentrate entlrely,on 1mprov1ng the drafts

.\.

. € they produce.. This assumptlon 1s false, as a qulck'look at
beglnnlng writers' own descrlptlons of how they work reveals.
I ask my students to wrlte such a descrlptlon on the flrst day

L of class, and the results, even 1n adVanced groups, show real .,

\'

gaps and llm;tatlonsz students unable to0 re- draft, ev1sxng

’ ent1rely by means of correctlon of 1nd1v1dual words or phiasessy
students trapped inte wrltlng only at certaln times of day or

,1n cértaln moods, genherally late at night when they re depresseﬁ
(
students unable to return to old materlal or work on more than ° .

‘

. one piege at a s1tt1ng,*students unaware of bas1c ways to develop

or transform thelr 1n1t1al ideas. The "freedomf a student writing o
' w1thout exercises has 1s generally 1llysory. By leading students -
f‘- to examine and change the way they go about writing--either’ dlrectly,
/ through as gnments~whlch requlre them to apprqacﬁ wrltlng 1n a
dlfferent Séy, ‘or 1nd1rect1y, throughathe requlrement of a.
partlcular end result/that demands new wrltlng methods for

‘ 1ts attalnment--clearly focussed exercises can expose students

to a range of - poss1b111t1es that would otherw1se remain hldden.

The learnlng these games develop is fundamental, ;nVo1v1ng real

-

d growth and change, not Just ‘the techn1cal 1mprovement of a product.

|
| !
}
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.0n a more Spelelc 1eve1, exerclses are valuable 1n the
writing class because they help students discover what they
really have to say. The fact that as great a poet as Slr )

- Phlllp Sldney had to remlnd hlmself to "look in thy heart
_and write" shows how dlfflcult the task of gettlng started

e e R

~ ‘ 1s.5 Not that 1t 1s hard for every student to put words on -
- the page or that beglnnlngvnuters are reluctant to approach , )
personal subJects) 1n thls age of "self express1on" most writing

. * v
students are only too eager to pour oﬁt their souls in’ verse .

"or prose. Bpt as Sldney S poen polnts out, 1t 1s easy to talk f
apout oneself w1thout saying anything. _In attemptlng dlrectly
’ to "look into thelr hearts," students. often get wrapped up o ’
in .what, they intend to do, how they want themselves to be ,
’ . presénted in the finished Text and Judged by. the reader, and ~ l"
the.result is e1ther paralys1s -or posing. . Baroque 1ntrospectlon,

bombastic,assertion of prlvate ”truths," and other forms of * «

3

-

self-con501ous posﬁurlng take the place of genulne self- dlscovery.

By g1v1ng students a startlng point, a llmited task, and. the . - e
,'.assurance that the\writing is, after all, "just:a game," exercises

can circumvent students’ initial anxieties abéut self—presentation"

: and allow new materlal, more accurate and of%en more 1nterest1ng -

[ 4

aesthetlcally, to arise lnadvertently in the process of completlng

’
1l

the aés1gment. o , : - o ,

P ‘s
. -

~

- I was struck by thls result in'an exer01se I gave 1ast’7

] /

wlnter to a group of advanced undergraduate poets. I asked R

them to write a paragraph in class descrlblng an event they
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remembered vmwldiy and speculatlng about~why it was 1mportant.
The toplcs were the ones you might expect, encounters with sex
and death for, the mosggpart with the usual cllchéed statements

o

of meaning: "I learned the value of life"; "I flnally became a .

<. man"; "I d1scovered what it means tq,be hﬁrt.-; After we had

/

~

"“Most of the(exercises had the spark of a good poem iw them, .

: briefly d1scussed‘the paragraphs, I asked the students to take

them home and capture the experience again, thls time in half-rhymed
trlmeter couplets. A whole serles of new revelatlons ensued: . -
One. student discovered thayjthe setting of an emotiomal confrontatlon

she had considered ‘pivotal in her life was in reallty somewhat

. ludicrous; anothér found that her‘ldylllc memory of two sisters -~

»

plaf&ng the piano for their parents concealedja good deal of

i'

s1b11ng rivalry; a-third reallzed that the predomlnant feeling
7 ¢

in his first sexual experlenoe was not des1re but confus1on. .

f l
and the cllcheed summaries ‘of meaning were gone. " Phe arbitrary

llmlts ‘'of the exerclse——ln thls case formal demands and the

B
)

transfo{;atlon of a subject already deflned—-had reduced the
.
students' self-consciousness by changing the ‘focus from direct

elﬁranalysis, which encourages selffdoubt_and thehvarious
defenses that arise from 1t, to the completlon of a task.

I can't say that anx1ety wa’s reduced here; that form is hard, . .
and I got plenty of complalnts. Rather the studemts anx1ety ‘
was transmuted frém. WOrries about how they were going to appear ~

1n the flnlshed product to concerns of craft as they immersed

themselves in the proces% of meeting the ass1gnment.

’
f
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An awareness..of craft, the way a story or poem works,

is perhaps the most obvious pedagoglc benefit of exercises. - -

»

Again the aqtlflclallty of wrltlng ‘assignments is ; at ‘the ' 2 ; l;
. heart of théir effectlveness., Arbitrary 11m1ts can’ lead ,

‘o | the student to focusnln on one partlcular aspect ‘of wrltlng--
the use of the 11ne, say, or v1v1dness of language——W1thout SO
having to worry about the rest of the piece. Exercises which

‘- involve recﬁgting of-previously'written material}rchanging

a personal pié@e into a dramatic monologue, altering the'tense,.

¢ - , . . ‘.
rearranging the order of sentences or .stanzas--are particularly
-~ - .

h. v ) -
s e s+’

" ygeful in developing concentration on one specific part of

' .
the wr1t1ng prodess. Though somewhat less focussed than the

.. assignments I have mentloned, the t1me honoreé tools of

memorization and. 1m1tatlon can be helpful in lead1ng students,

-

to engage some of the more subtle aspects of a piece of wr1t1ng

o Memorlzlng is perhaps’ the most mechanical klnd of’ eXerclse a
-

wrltlng teacher can ass1gn, but I have found from, both my own

-

>

_memorizatlon of poems and my students' that it is preclsely , v
the mechanlcal\nature of the task that makes it valuable.’

5 L . In go;ng over the poem again and again, trylng to get 1t by -

. heart fore theyvconepse from' the sheer repetltlon of the task,‘ ,

students begin to discover the often complex llnks of sound,

- -
-—

. 1magery, and rhetoric that hold the poem together, not because "
they are purposely looklng for these connectlons but because'

these are the, th1ngs that ‘make memorlzatlon eas1er. The struggle

’ to meet the demandlng rules of the memorlzatlon game inadvertently

.
. . .

:@ - v . . . : .
. . . ’




F [ N - . ., . . - . W eid
he . . . z B ’

develcps awareness of aspects of craft which are difficult to .
"approach directIy. Though the rules'of the game of imitation
g A are mc;e complex than those for memorlzatlon and the areas of
d1scovery more Varled--lncludlng tone, structure and movement,-
imagery,’ and general treatment of. subJect--the success of o
this, klnd of exercise is also based on its very "unreallty " ‘, 3
Kncw1ng that the work he is produclng }s not, sugposed to be ‘
. an criginal piece or a ref;ection of himself, the student
writing an imitation can examine and make use of téZhniques
he uould no% have been able tg employ on his own.
Along with deveioplng aanew auareness of speclflc elements
. of the craft of writing, a student completlng an, exerclse can
take certain 1mag1nat1ve rlsks w1th1n‘the boundarles of the
task that he would never cons1der in -his own work. By dedigning

[

exercises that. are.narrowly focussed but go a little beyond

-~ . . / '”< B *
s -  the expected bounds, we can lead beginning writers to take.
these chances. In The Triggeri_g Townl Richard ﬁugo describes . ;“

an assignment derlved from Roethke which -asks the student to .

3

- .. write a poem with strict limits on stanzalc form, meter) rhyme, -
syntax, and even vocabulary3 Hugo S own addltlon to thls strlngent

llst of demands is that the poem be meanlngless., Though o ’ T

. . .- -
. the requlrement of;meanlnglessness is, as Hugo notes, 1mposs1b1e

/

to meet,” he finds that students often do their most imaginative’
.work of the term in response to,this most narrowly defined of
assign"ments.2 Repetition is another technique for stimulating .

A\

students’ iﬁaginations by pushing them "too far.” I often‘ask
, ' . ‘ v . . ., ¢

P




beglnnlng students to write a series of five four- llne studles of
" a s1mple object ‘which I° ve ass1gned them——a utens1l, an artlcle
" of clothlng, a kind .of food—-stlpulatlng that each study must

differ s1gn1f1cantly in. focus and v01ce ‘from the dthers.3 The

et

f1rst two or- thrée studles are generally pretty easy; but sipce

the obJects are common and usually dull and each study must ‘

‘be. different from the others, .the final work the. students do
- really stretches the 1mag1natlon. I'wve seen a spoon described
as.the lost_w1ng of a blrd, mysterious'proverbs derited from \ \;
hik{ng hoots, and a barrel cactus mumbling to itself as it /F
contemplates growth. The'stricter the rules of the game and .
the longer students are requlred to play 1t the more llkely

it is that truly creatf@e work Wlll arise. - © e . .

-
s

-

ot Exerclses are, of course, exerc1ses, and 1t would be wrong -
¢

to expect anythlng more than brlef’moments of exc!tlﬁg work -
Co. o to arise from 1nd1v1dual ass1gpments.- Indeed, if we were to . \

. demand more than thls and enforoe our demand by gradlng exer01ses,

-

we > would destroy the element’ of game that allowed the 1ntr1gu1ng .

passages to develop in the first place. The llmltatlons of

-

exerclses are obv1ous and, as I've noted, essential to the1r

.effectlveness as a teachlng tool. Desplte these llmltatlons,

4
4 - ¢

. however, exerclses can not only help students get started, write

. v -

. 1mag1nat1vely, and .learn the techn1gues and problems of the oraft,’
they can also lead to fundamental changes in students' work and,
more 1mportantly, their way of approaching writing. After a

. term of worklng with exerclses, my students ugsually have 1nd1v1dual

- -
-
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faVorltes among the ass1gnments, and these can 1nfluence the .
£eneral d1rect10ndof ‘their future worh. One student for example,'
became intriéued with the trimeter couplet exercise I mentionéd

and.gradually changed his own predomlnant style. from ‘a somewhat
4

convent;onal type of free verse to 1nterest1ng1y qulrky rhymed "‘ .
stanzas which he feels allow him to say more; others have developed -

+ their own,ideas and'techn&ques through'engagement'with,other ;

writers' practices on therimitative assignments. Thom Gunn

tells the’ perhaps somewhat apocryphal story of-assigning a T |

sestlna as a class exer01se and flndlng his student Dlane Wakoskl

i

so enamored of the form that.she wrote. a hundred of themn. ro,

Though few of us would wélcomé a response quite thls extreme;
‘Wakoskits'subseqdent career shows the long;term value a student's
exposure to a glven exerclse can have. 1It's not that she continued

to write sestlnas (thls form, I must say, sounds llke an exerclse .

-

even when 1t isn't), but. that certain aspects in the sestlna N ..

\

assignment——the obsess1ve repetltlon;fthe length of the poem, < :, o

its often clrcular progress1on——1ntr1guedpher and eventually ’ s

surfaced 1n her mature work. We can't be certaln what lagting

effects d1fferent exerclses‘may have, but they do prov1de a

) framework w1th1n which students are free to asslmllate new ideas

-

_and techiniques. for ‘théir later work. L ' .

. I3 ‘A

I- have been stress1ng,the fagg “that exercises are.games:
and that they work because “they are limited and artlflclal.~
The 1nst1tut10ns ghat employ us, of course, pay us as wrlters .

and teachers to represent- the "real" world of contemporary wrltlng.

- ‘ ‘e
. ‘ -
. .
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But what is that 'real" world like? Perfected s@énies and poems ,

) . : : . * 4 .
do not, unforturately, spring full-blown from our jeads. We
R ’ .
have as much trouble as anyone in’ cutting through the layers .

. o . o . -
.of self-conggﬁpusness and confusion 16 expr?ss our true feelings ,

' ,and ideas; some of us, like Auden, aren't .sure what wemthink -

.éelf-imposed; ¥¢4know whenqtb break the rhles. But_ I suspect:

Amntil we see it on the page. To fill the page,,;ﬂ find out

L3

what we have tp say, we make qb gaffes. We_ set arbitrary limits *
of form, structure, spééker,‘and style, dnd we use our étruggle

with these’ boundaries to fipd out what is true. The games we
. p ‘ )
.play are different from those we assign students. The rules

are -often more complex and vaffiable, the limits more in tune:’
‘with what we have learned over the years about ourselves, our

writing, and our goa%f. And, of course, our gam¢s are ‘generally
. . ,

0

that ohe reason why exercises, artificial as they are, work

- v :
well- in %the classroom ;sﬂtha% they reflect what writers actually do.

s B ‘ /e , - . LY .

¢ [
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