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P R EF A CE

very week I go to a recital to listen to my daughter Molly and her fellow
violin students play their current pieces. The students range from age four
to fourteen or so. Some of them are just learning how to hold the instru-
ment; others are playing adult concerti. But, however well they have mas-
tered the mechanics of violin playing, most of them aren’t really “making
music”; they’re just “playing the violin.” Every day they practice, trying to
perfect the way they hold their bows, their vibrato, and a thousand other
mechanical components of the act they're trying to master. But even if they
learn to do all these things peifectly, most of them succeed only in making
perfectly mechanical, perfectly pointless notes. Other students know the
difference and play to make music. Listeners know right away and listen
to hear the music, not to judge the technique.

Too many writers write the same way that many violinists play their
instruments: by following the rules and by going through the proper me-
chanical acts. We don't even have words to distinguish between writing as
mechanical act and writing as meaningful act, so we have to make up our
own; I call the first “making an essay” and the second “writing for real
reasons.” The Writer's Way exists to encourage writers to stop merely con-
structing essays and to start writing for real reasons.

If good writing is more than just formulating a thesis well or organizing
well or titling well or punctuating well, what is it? The aim of The Writer's
Way is to answer that question. The focus of the book is always on why
writers write — what they try to accomplish — and how that sense of
personal purpose answers all questions about how to write or what good
writing does. Writing for a real writer’s reasons I've called “writing the
Writer’'s Way.” The Writer’s Way contains a detailed, step-by-step descrip-
tion of the writing process, from prewriting brainstorming to polishing
the mechanics of a final draft, and it contains a good deal of description
of the traditional surface features of good essays. Yet, throughout, it re-
minds the writer that good writing can’t be accomplished just by trying to
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the features of finished good writing or by trying to duplicate the sequential
acts of a model writer at work.

This book is based on the linguistic principles known as the “whole
language approach” or the “natural language approach.” Its best-known
spokesmen are Frank Smith and Kenneth and Yetta Goodman. Its basic
principle is that people learn best by doing the whole thing to be learned
and doing it often, surrounded by examples of what it looks like and how
it’s done, in a context where the thing to be learned offers immediate,
demonstrable personal rewards: either aesthetic (“That feels good”) or util-
itarian (“I can get things done with this”). The writer must write from the
point of view that says, “I do this as myself’ and “I do this for me.” Frank
Smith calls this sense of personally motivated commitment to writing
“joining the club of writers,” and he points out that all speakers learn to
talk beginning from that attitude as a starting place. “The writer’s way” is
merely my phrase for thinking of writing in those terms. The Writer's Way
talks in natural language and keeps asking the questions, “Why would you,
the person you are, write this?” “What would you be trying to accomplish
by it?” It treats all questions of technique as springing from and being
answered by such questions of intention and effect. And since its premise
is that writing is something real people do, all writing samples in the book,
good and bad — even the sample sentences — are real writing that my
real college students did, unless otherwise indicated.

How to Use This Book

Students reading The Writer’s Way should feel free to make it work for them
in whatever way suits their needs, but I had something in mind when I
laid it out, and I'll tell you how I think it works best.

The book is divided into five major parts and an appendix. Part I is a
broad introduction to the natural-language attitude toward learning to
write. It’s intended to acquaint you with the way the book thinks before
you undertake specific writing activities, and I encourage you to read it
straight through before doing anything else.

Part II is a step-by-step walk-through of the writing process: first
thoughts, drafting, organizing, rewriting, sharing the work with col-
leagues, and cosmetic editing. It’s a long section, but I encourage you to
read it as a whole (certainly not at one sitting, but in one thinking if pos-
sible), because it all hangs together and everything explains everything
else. Sharing the writing with colleagues (Chapter 9) is only another way
of thinking about the issues of purpose, audience, and thesis that have
been the subject of the six preceding chapters.

Part III discusses style, the art of saying things with clarity and power.
It focuses on three vices — wordiness, vagueness, and pretentiousness —
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and one virtue — vitality — and examines ways to avoid the first three
and cultivate the fourth. These chapters can be read in any order at any
time once a writer has said something on the page and is ready to think
about ways to say it better.

Part IV discusses the particular decisions about audience, purpose,
structure, and language that writers face when writing in specific modes:
personal story-telling, writing about people, writing to inform, and argu-
ment. These chapters were designed to be used in the conventional com-
position class way: reading a chapter, perhaps discussing what's been read,
perhaps practicing the arts mentioned there by doing the assignments, and
then writing an essay of the chapter’s type. The chapters in Part IV do not
duplicate the process information of Part II, so a reader free from the con-
straints of a term calendar would want to read all of Part II before address-
ing Part IV. Since that usually is impossible in a course, I suggest you read
the chapters in Part II and the chapters in Part IV concurrently: be talking
about and writing narratives (Chapter 15) while talking about and exper-
imenting with pre-writing and overcoming writer’s block (Chapters 3 and
4), for instance.

Part V does for writing in college what Part IV does for the four essay
modes: discusses the particular decisions about audience, purpose, struc-
ture, and language a writer faces when writing general academic assign-
ments, term papers, and essay tests.

The Appendix discusses the special concerns of writers using word
processors. It will be useful to people who are already using a word pro-
cessor, but is of greater interest to those who aren’t, because it is a plea to
get one and a description of the good things one will do for your writing.
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