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PREFACE

This little book is designed to help college students
learn to write better essays. In its earliest draft it was
a simple set of mimeographed guidelines for my first-
year students who seemed to learn better by seeing my
mini-lectures than by hearing them. Although many of
my examples are drawn from courses in which students
write about their own lives and their reactions to college
life, the principles of good writing that I discuss will
apply to almost any courses in which students are
expected to write argumentative essays.

This book 1s designed to teach itself. Each chapter
is not only a self-contained lesson on some feature
of writing, but is also a model of the kind of writing
that students are expected to do in college. It has an
introduction, a thesis or central argument supported by
evidence or examples, transitions, and a conclusion.

In addition to designing Writing Matters for use
in courses that require systematic writing, I have
also designed it with a view to the kind of writing
that professional men and women will do after they
leave college. Not only do I include an early chapter
specifically on “Writing in the Professional World,”
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but the principles of good writing that I emphasize
throughout the book will apply to such writing: the
need to see most writing tasks as an argument for a
specific view, the need for concrete evidence in support
of that view, the need for clarity, and the need for an
appropriate written “voice.” The brief final section on
editing gives helpful hints that will prove useful for
writers at all levels.

Some writing textbooks move from a discussion
of sentences to a discussion of paragraphs and finally
to a discussion of the whole essay. Writing Maiters
takes the opposite approach, beginning with the whole
essay (see, for example, Chapter 3). I have found that
most students learn to write better if they are asked
to write full essays right off. Doing so gives them an
argumentative context within which to polish their
individual sentences and paragraphs. The chapters,
however, are designed to be independent units, and
teachers can assign the various chapters in any order
they find convenient for their own classrooms.

I am grateful to the many students and colleagues
who have helped me to develop this approach to
teaching writing, particularly Lucy Bednar, Rob
Dornsife, Kathleen Mayberry, Susan Haytmanek, and
James Wallace. I am grateful to Gene Mater for his
brilliant drawings. I owe special thanks to my former
student, my collaborator, and my friend Marion Frack
Egge, who worked with me during the various stages of
production to give Writing Matters its current shape and
to make this book happen.



TO THE STUDENT

When I began my teaching career at Lehigh University
I had no idea how to teach writing. I knew something
about how to write, because I had, after all, majored
in English and had written lots of papers. But how in
the world would I teach writing? In my first decade

or so of teaching writing I learned a few tricks that
made me sound like a teacher of writing some of the
time, but I was still mostly confused and mystified and
full of questions about how to teach writing. Finally 1
decided to try to be somewhat more systematic in my
questioning. I asked myself three questions: How do

I write? How did I learn to write that way? How can I
teach in such a way that others can learn as I did?

How do I write? Well, of course, that depends on
what I am writing. In a letter to my daughter I write
one way. In a letter to my insurance company I write
another way. In a newspaper article. . . . In a committee
report. . .. In a short story. ... In a poem. . .. I decided
that in answering my question about how I write I had
to focus on argumentative writing, the kind of writing I
had done as a college student. I read a few of my early
papers and noticed certain common features. Each
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contained, for example, an introductory paragraph
in which I stated my main idea. Each contained
paragraphs in which I offered support for my main idea.
Each contained transitional words and phrases that
showed the connections between my various supporting
paragraphs. There was nothing great about any of those
papers, but in them I had found a way to express myself
on subjects I had grown to care about. More important,
I discovered that I still, in most of my professional
writing, write essays that have most of those same
features.

Having described how I wrote, 1 was ready for
the question: How did I learn to write that way? I
really was not sure. Certainly, I did not remember
having been taught to write. I remember being taught
something about dependent clauses in high school,
but learning grammar is not learning writing. As for
college, I had skipped the writing courses Earlham
College offered and took instead courses like “Freshman
Humanities” and “The Development of the Novel.” My
teachers sometimes criticized my writing and gave me
suggestions, especially about the content of my papers,
but they spent little time actively teaching writing. I
decided that I must have learned to write mostly by
reading. I had always read for fun. It occurs to me now
that perhaps I learned to write-through-reading in the
same way that many students in other countries learn
to speak-through-listening. I discovered that some of my
best students the year I taught in China had learned to
speak by listening to the Voice of America or to other
English-language radio programs. They had trained
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their tongues by noticing how good speakers talked. I
must, similarly, have trained my pen by noticing how
good writers wrote.

Having discovered a bit about how I wrote and
having developed some notions about how I had learned,
I was ready for the toughest question of all: How could
I help my students learn to write as I had learned to
write? It seemed impossible. My students, after all,
had been raised watching television, not reading books.
Still, maybe I could find a textbook that would give
my students helpful models of good argumentative
writing along with helpful commentary about what
made them good. I tried, but in the end, I gave up the
search and decided to write a few little essays that
would do for my students what I thought needed to be
done. I photocopied enough copies for my students and
distributed them. My essays were about argumentative
writing, but they were also models of the kind of writing
that I thought would help beginning college writers do
well. The next year, having noticed what I thought was
an improvement in my students’ writing, I wrote a few
more essays. The year after that I wrote a few more,
Before long it seemed sensible to put these free-floating
essays into photocopied booklets. Soon those booklets
evolved into this printed version, Writing Matters.

This book was born, then, because I did not know
how to teach writing.



TO CHINESE STUDENTS

I am pleased to learn that Writing Matters has found
an audience in China and that Sichuan University
Press is willing to publish this revised edition. I wrote
the earlier version in part for my graduate class on
“Thesis Writing” when I was privileged to teach for a
year at Sichuan University. That was back in the late
1980s when I went to Chengdu with my wife and four
teenaged children. What a brightening, enlightening,
frightening year that was!

Frightening? Oh my, yes. Teaching writing in China
was at first a scary experience for me. I still remember
walking into class that first day and looking down from
the raised platform at my new students. I suppose they
were a bit frightened of me, but at least they had safety
in numbers. What about poor me? I was all alone up
there on my stage, the only big-nosed waiguoren in
the room. For years I had been told that the Chinese
hated Americans, that they called us “running dogs of
capitalism.” T knew, of course, that my students would
not attack me physically, but would they be hostile to
me and to what I was trying to teach them? Would they
resist my ideas simply because I was wealthier than
they were?
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