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AN INTRODUCTION

Writing College Themes is a how-to-do-it book aimed directly at the
student. It tells him what to write, shows him how to go about writing
it, and in the process gives him a comprehensive course in what is
generally called “rhetoric.”

Each of the thirty lessons states an assignment for a theme, and
then discusses efficient methods of getting started, avoiding pitfalls,
and making the most of opportunities. The earlier lessons, in defer-
ence to the inexperience which the average college freshman brings
to writing, deal with the more elementary problems of selection and
structure that are appropriate to the relatively uncomplicated nature
of these assignments. As the student progresses from simple narration,
through the autobiographical essay, to the sterner challenges of de-
scription, exposition, and argument, the discussions introduce more
and more sophisticated concepts of style, arrangement, and purpose.
By the end of the book, an attentive student has had a great deal of
practical advice, a thorough introduction to the basic principles under-
lying various types of writing, and a generous amount of guided ex-
perience in trying out both practical advice and basic principles in his
own written work.

Since the usual college year of two semesters or three quarters has
approximately thirty weeks of usable class time, the thirty assignments
of this volume furnish ample material for a year’s course in composi-
tion. They have been planned coherently to allow discussion of all
important rhetorical topics in an appropriate order. It is seldom re-
corded in academic annals, however, that an instructor uses a text
precisely according to the author’s plan. While this book is designed
to aid the teacher by giving the student materials with which he can
largely help himself, the instructor is not thereby completely deprived
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of the pleasure of modifying the text to suit his particular needs and
preferences. Although students can never have too much practice in
writing, college budgets do not always allow teachers enough time
for reading what the students write, and some instructors will of
necessity decide to ‘skip assignments judiciously, perhaps omitting
one or two under each of the various types of writing indicated by
the main divisions of the book, but asking the students to read the
discussions accompanying the omitted assignments for the sake of the
good advice they may obtain. A few instructors may also want to
make minor modifications in the order of the lessons. For those wish-
ing to plan arrangements other than that suggested by the author, the
Summary of Contents affords a convenient survey of the topics dis-
cussed under each theme assignment, and the analytical index at the
end of the book allows either instructor or student to discover readily
where the discussion (or discussions) of any particular topic may be
found.

Yet it is suggested that the instructor not stray too far from the
basic plan of the text, for it rests on two fundamental premises. The
first is that the student needs practical help, and that the scheme of
this book represents a good way to give it to him. Told to write a
theme, the average freshman either starts rapidly filling up several
pages of his scratch pad without realizing the difficulties involved, or
is all too conscious of the difficulties and sits staring helplessly at the
paper. He needs to be at once warned of the complexities of this
problem and given some down-to-earth advice on how to solve it:
how to formulate a subject, how to select details, how to arrange them
effectively. This can best be done by a carefully planned series of
assignments and discussions, such as those here presented, which lead
the student firmly and surely from the simpler problems to the more
complex, yet always encourage confidence by showing him how to
meet a specific challenge with a specific response. When he has
reached the end of the book, he need not be frightened by any com-
positional challenge.

The book’s second premise is that, besides having practical advice
of this sort, the student ought to explore with some thoroughness the
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principles of effective writing, and the enormous richness and variety
of structure and style available to the skilled user of language; but
that here again he can do this most efficiently while solving particular
problems. Good writing is never done in a vacuum. It is done for a
purpose, and aimed at a reader. This the student must learn at first
hand. Crisp wording, emphatic order, logical structure, the vivid detail
—such elements as these are all useful stylistic tools; but they are
tools more apt to be wielded skillfully when the apprentice writer does
not merely read about them, or admire their effectiveness in the hands
of others, but takes them into his own hand and tries them out him-
self. It is essential that he discover not only what they can do in gen-
eral, but what they can do for him. The assignments and discussion
of this text are designed, by their nature and sequence, to give the
apprentice writer a wide and fruitful experience in learning how to
use his stylistic tools.

It may be useful to point out here a few other features of this book.
First, it has been planned to be both self-sufficient in the material it
covers, yet compatible with a wide variety of companion texts. Most
instructors will of course use it in conjunction with a handbook or
grammar (and possibly an accompanying workbook). The typical
college writer needs detailed instruction in the intricacies of linguistic
convention and the enormously varied resources of English sentence
structure, as found in handbook or workbook, along with the instruc-
tion and practice in actual writing, on a scale larger than the sentence
or paragraph, which can best be provided through regular theme
assignments and compositional advice of the kind here presented.
Handbooks on the American market today vary considerably in their
approach to the language, from the more conservative texts written
in prescriptive terms to those in a newer style based on functional or
linguistic principles. Writing College Themes can be used harmoni-
ously with almost any of these handbooks, for it emphasizes the need
of thorough competence in the conventions of language without pre-
scribing the particular approach by which such competence is reached,
and it constantly stresses the positive aspect of language as something
to be used with precision, variety, and imaginative craftsmanship in
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order to achieve a desired end. Writing College Themes may likewise
be used harmoniously with any of the forms of reading material com-
monly assigned in composition courses—magazines, paperbacks, or
anthologies of various pedagogic flavors and theories—for it is not
dependent on be}ng accompanied by some one particular type of
material and yet is so designed that the student’s writing experience
will be enriched by almost any form of well-chosen parallel reading.

Writing College Themes speaks directly, clearly, and thoroughly to
the student, and is thus in large degree self-teaching. This does not
mean that the skilled attention of a classroom instructor is not neces-
sary and desirable; it simply means that the book is designed to allow
the greatest amount of useful writing experience in proportion to the
investment of energy and time by both student and teacher. For one
learns to write only by writing; but the act can be ill directed and
useless, or well directed and profitable. If writing a college theme is
to be of most profit for the student, the process must include three
steps: first, presentation of a judiciously defined writing problem,
chosen for its instructional value, and accompanied or preceded by
discussion of the principles likely to be involved in its solution; sec-
ond, the attempt at a solution itself; and third, a critical review of
how good the solution really is. During the second part of this process,
the student is essentially on his own—no one else can do his writing
for him. In steps one and three, he works in partnership with teacher
and text. The potential usefulness of this particular text in defining
the writing problem and discussing the underlying principles has al-
ready been suggested; a good teacher will of course wish to reinforce
and enrich what is said in the book, but he has had part of the load
taken off his shoulders. Critical review of the accomplishment—not
only the instructor’s annotation of each theme but class discussion of
selected samples—is also a crucial part of the learning process; and
here again the text can be of great help, because its very specific
directions and advice will serve as a convenient checklist or standard
against which both teacher and pupil may conveniently judge the
latter’s accomplishment.
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The practicality of this text has been emphasized. But writing is of
course more than just a practical skill. Underlying the discussions of
this book is the concept that writing is also a reflection of the life of
the individual and his society, and an expression of his own creative
mind. Conscious pride of craftsmanship is suggested to the student
as a worthy end in itself. Because this book is meant for the inexperi-
enced college writer, it does not deal directly with what is generally
called “creative writing”; but in such assignments as those on descrip-
tion, or those involving the analysis of cities and people, there is ob-
vious need for the discerning eye and the imaginative mind; and the
student is reminded more than once that in such apparently workaday
exercises as those in exposition, argument, and research, he is in a
very real sense drawing upon his own personal resources and develop-
ing his own powers of personal expression.

To write well, or to teach writing well, is at once a baffling frustra-
tion and an invigorating challenge. The aim of this book is to provide
assistance for both teacher and pupil in decreasing the bafflement and
increasing the invigoration.

An Acknowledgment

No man fully knows the sources of his own ideas. Certainly they
do not all rise spontaneously out of himself, and Swift’s well-known
figure of the spider and the honeybee in The Battle of the Books,
though comforting, is perhaps all too appropriate for an author ac-
knowledging the aid and influences of others. The following pages
represent my own convictions, and bear the stamp of my own mind;
yet whatever they may contain of sweetness and light (in the Swiftian,
and Arnoldian, rather than the vulgarly sentimental sense) comes in
large part from the intellectual stimulation and improvement I have
for many years undergone, sometimes unwillingly, at the hands of
teachers, colleagues, and students, as well as the prophets of the
printed page. My debt to such sources of wisdom is so large, pervasive,
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and indefinable that I can acknowledge it only by a general expres-
sion of gratitude.

It is, however, a pleasure to record here, more specifically and
personally, my especial indebtedness to a Wisconsin friend and col-
league, Professor Robert C. Pooley, from whose wise suggestions this
volume first grew.

R. B.D.
Madison, Wisconsin
November 1959



A WORD TO THE STUDENT ABOUT WRITING

Writing is a skill. It is one of the most widely useful skills in the world,
for it is the means by which the knowledge, the impressions, and the
ideas of one mind can be recorded or transmitted for the information,
the entertainment, or the persuasion of other minds. Writing can also
be an art, in the sense that both writer and reader feel emotional satis-
faction when it is well done. But for most of us, perhaps, it is less
formidable to think of it simply as a skill, like playing good football
or driving a car, only more complicated, and usable for a greater
number of different purposes.

One of the difficulties in developing any complicated skill is that
it requires the combination and simultaneous mastery of a lot of sub-
skills. The novice driver could steer much better if he didn’t have to
think at the same time of the brake, the gas pedal, and the turn indi-
cator; the novice writer might concentrate on smoothness and variety
if he did not have to keep in mind the often conflicting claims of clar-
ity, emphasis, and logical structure. To some extent this difficulty can
be minimized. The driver can practice on a quiet country road where
he can steer without needing very often to signal turns or slow down.
The student writer is in this book asked to begin with simple narra-
tive and description, where problems of clarity and structure, though
always present, are less complex than in advanced exposition or
argument.

A second difficulty in developing writing skill is one shared only
by other such skills—or arts—as painting and music, which, like
writing, demand excellence in both form and content. Before a student
can decide how to say something on paper he has'to decide what to
say. If we define writing as a form of communication, then certainly
the writer must have something to communicate. The man who has
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no ideas of his own can hardly pass them on to others. Learning to
write, then, is partly a process of learning to think and observe; to
increase one’s experience, knowledge, and sensitivity; to explore and
clarify the resources of one’s own mind in order to inform, entertain,
or persuade the mirds of others.

This takes time to learn, however, and the student needs something
to write about right away. What can he find to say? Since most people
already have a greater fund of personal experience than they realize,
the material closest at hand for a student’s writing comes from his own
life. The theme assignments in this book therefore begin with narra-
tives and sketches from personal experience. From these the topics
broaden out to description, the direct observation of things and people
in the external world; then to exposition, the explanation and pre-
sentation of facts and ideas; then to argument, the attempt to persuade
or convince other people; and finally to the research paper, the most
elaborate of all the assignments, a process of gathering information
or opinion, sorting and sifting it, and finally synthesizing it into some-
thing that has structure, style, and force as the product of the student’s
own mind. Thus what the writer is expected to say expands during
these lessons from a report of simple events in his own life to material
reflecting his command over objective ideas and that ability to think
and write about the external world which is expected of an educated
man or woman.

Such an ability is indeed one which the educated man must have;
he must be able to transmit the force of his own mind to others by
means of the written word. Yet for most of us this is not an easy
accomplishment. We had better admit that. Few skills worth acquiring
are easy. A man cannot learn to write, any more than he can learn to
play a guitar or design a house, by simply memorizing rules or fol-
lowing a formula. Nor will very many of us ever be first-rank writers.
We had better admit that, too. But very few college writers have even
approached the limit of their potential skill, and most of them can get
a tremendous amount of satisfaction from pushing themselves closer
and closer to their limit.

The satisfaction comes from the fact that writing is more than a
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useful tool; it is an opportunity for creation. To construct a pattern
of words that will have a foreseen and desired effect on the reader:
that will transmit to him, selected, clarified, and judiciously arranged,
the experiences, ideas, and emotions of the writer—this can be a
deeply satisfying accomplishment. For it appeals to the sense of crafts-
manship and the joy of creation which nearly all of us share. Most
men and women are happier to know they have done a job well, even
if it is only painting an old kitchen stool, or mowing a lawn without
scraping the trees or running over into the flower beds. In writing,
the pride of the craftsman in his creation can be many times greater,
because the challenges are so much greater, and because writing—if
it is good—draws on all the resources of a man’s life, mind, and
heart.

Writing done without a sense of craftsmanship is apt to be a chore
to the author and a weariness to the reader. Writing done with a sense
of craftsmanship, even if it is only a textbook exercise undertaken for
the development of a useful skill, can be a pleasure to both.



SUMMARY OF CONTENTS

An Introduction v

A Word to the Student About Writing xi

SECTION ONE. PERSONAL NARRATIVE AND EXPERIENCE

1. Narrative of a Journey 3

Assignment: Write a narrative of a journey, or part of a journey, that you
yourself have made. Suggested length: 300-500 words.

Discussion: Four characteristics of good writing: structure, selection, propor-
tion, and grouping.

2. Narrative of a Significant Day 6

Assignment: Write a narrative account of a highly significant day in your life:
that is, one which you remember as important for its effect on you at the
time, or the opportunities it gave you, or the results it had in your later life.
Suggested length: 300-600 words.

Discussion: Suggestions for applying to this assignment the four characteristics
of good writing discussed in Assignment 1. Tense relationships in narrative.

3. Narrative of a Group Effort 9

Assignment: Write a narrative account of some group effort in which you have
participated with a number of other people: for example, a school play, a
project to clean up a playground, or a rather elaborate picnic. Suggested
length: 300-800 words.

Discussion: Techniques for handling more complex narrative. Asking yourself
questions about the material, and rearranging the answers for greatest
effectiveness. The importance of planning.

4. An Episode in the Life of a Relative or Friend 13

Assignment: Write a narrative account of an interesting or significant episode
in the life of a relative or very close friend. Choose material that you know
about in some detail. Suggested length: 300-600 words.

Discussion: An episode with a beginning, a middle, and an end. Making sure
the incident has a point. The relation to structure of emphatic position.

xv



xvi SUMMARY OF CONTENTS

5. Narrative of an Episode Revealing Character 16

Assignment: Write a narrative account of an incident or experience that re-
vealed to you the character or personality of someone you know or have
met. Suggested length: 300-600 words.

Discussion: Questions to ask yourself in analyzing your material before writ-
ing. Check-questions to apply to the first draft: unity, selection of detail,
logical structure, effective arrangement, fulfillment of purpose. Revision. The
pragmatic test of technique.

SECTION TWO. AUTOBIOGRAPHY

6. Outlining Your Life 23

Assignment: Construct a formal outline of the important experiences, in-
cidents, influences, and achievements of your life. Suggested length: a
total of not less than 50 topics or sentences (counting main heads and sub-
heads), and not more than 100.

Discussion: The conventions of outlining, with illustrations. Organizing com-
plex material on non-chronological principles.

7. A Letter of Application 28

Assignment: Write a letter to a prospective employer applying for a job and
stating your qualifications for it. If possible, write your letter in answer to
some specific advertisement (such as those appearing in the classified section
of a newspaper) and clip the advertisement or a copy of it to your letter.
Suggested length: 200-400 words.

Discussion: Selection of detail for a specific purpose and specific reader.
Conciseness. Practical suggestions.

8. A Chapter of Autobiography 31

Assignment: From the experiences of your life as organized in the outline of
Assignment 6, choose one unified period, influence, or connected set of ex-
periences, and write about it in some detail. Before you write, make a new
outline, including only the material that is relevant to your chosen period,
influence, or connected set of experiences, and ruthlessly rejecting every-
thing else. Suggested length of final paper: 1000-1500 words.

Discussion: Possible bases of selecting relevant material. Practical suggestions.

SECTION THREE. DESCRIPTION

9. Precise Observation of a Street Scene 37

Assignment: Describe in some detail exactly what you have observed at some
particular time on a given street corner (or other busy outdoor scene).
Suggested length: 200-300 words.



SUMMARY OF CONTENTS xvii

Discussion: Examples of the classifications: narration, description, exposition,
argument. Description: the re-creation of sense impressions. Selection. Pre-
cision. Effective arrangement. The value of description as practice in per-
ception and practice in writing.

10. Point of View 41

Assignment: Write two short descriptions of the same scene as it appears from
two different points of view or under two different sets of circumstances that
affect the attitude of the observer. Suggested length: 150-250 words for
each description.

Discussion: The effect of an author’s feeling and purpose on what he writes.
Point of view in description: physical and mental. Examples.

11. Reporting Nature 44

Assignment: Write a description of some outdoor scene away from cities or
towns—of woods, fields, hills, rivers, or any reasonable combination thereof.
Suggested length: 150-300 words.

Discussion: Pitfalls in nature description. Sentimentality. The static view of
nature and the static style. Imitative use of stale phrases. Necessity for
avoiding these in any writing.

12. The Personality of a Room 48

Assignment: Write a description of a room, or some part of the interior of a
building, so that the details you choose reveal the room’s personality: that
is, the personality of the occupants or the designers or both. Suggested
length: 150-300 words.

Discussion: Possible purposes in writing description: to share pleasurable
emotion, to inform, to arouse. Variation in the nature of the subject: in-
trinsic worth, and further significance. The significance of rooms; their
personality. The application of specific detail. An example.

13. The Personality of an Individual 52

Assignment: Write a description of a person whom you have recently met or
seen. Suggest his character and personality by your choice of physical detail.
Suggested length: 150-300 words.

Discussion: The significance of personal appearance. Analyzing outward ap-
pearance. Use of a narrative framework for descriptive details: an ex-
ample. Another example. Avoiding dilution of description with excessive
exposition. Avoiding clichés.

14. Description Plus Commentary: The Familiar Essay 56

Assignment: Describe briefly something you have seen during the past week
or two and use it as a starting point for informal comment: that is, the
ideas and opinions suggested to you by the scene, object, or person described.
Suggested length: 400-600 words.



xviii SUMMARY OF CONTENTS

Discussion: Description as a mere starting point for commentary. The familiar
or personal essay; its possibilities and limitations. Examples of suitable sub-
jects and treatments. Suggestions on structure and style.

SECTION FOUR. EXPOSITION

15. Simple Exposition of a Process 61

Assignment: Write a brief but clear explanation of some simple process or
activity with which you are well acquainted. Suggested length: 200-300 words.

Discussion: Exposition, the workhorse of writing. The prime qualities of ac-
curacy and clarity. The relation to clarity of economy, structure, and
emphasis. Suitable topics and scales of treatment. Considering the reader’s
knowledge and interests. Check-questions for revision.

16. A Business Letter 65

Assignment: Write a business letter explaining your need of some device,
machine, or piece of equipment or furniture, and inquiring whether such a
product is available. Or, if you prefer, write a business letter explaining
the defects in a piece of equipment already received and requesting a satis-
factory adjustment. Suggested length: 200-400 words.

Discussion: Conciseness, clarity, and accuracy in business correspondence.
Explanation of the assignment. Necessity of anticipating the reader’s ques-
tions.

17. More Complex Exposition. The Importance of Style 68

Assignment: Write an exposition explaining the workings of a process, proce-
dure, or organization of some intricacy, preferably one with which you are
personally acquainted. Suggested length: 500-700 words.

Discussion: Choosing subject, reader, and purpose. Organizing the material.
Revision after a lapse of time. Interference with communication by defects
of style or wording. The clear glass of lucid style.

18. Analysis of Character 71

Assignment: Write an exposition analyzing the character of a man or woman
with whom you are personally acquainted. Suggested length: 400-600
words.

Discussion: Analysis. Method of attack. Structural devices. Creating an effec-
tive conclusion. Consistency in tone and point of view.

19. Analysis of a City. Figures of Speech 75

Assignment: Write an exposition analyzing a city or town that you know well.
Present pertinent information about it so clearly that a man who had never
been there could learn from your account the city’s distinguishing charac-
teristics. Suggested length: 500-700 words.



SUMMARY OF CONTENTS xix

Discussion: The personality of cities. Possible purposes of the analysis for this
assignment. Suggested significant facts. Style: the necessity of positive as
well as negative virtues. The value of concreteness. Simple comparison.
Allusion. Simile and metaphor. Metonymy.

20. Critical Exposition: Review of a Magazine Article 80

Assignment: Write a critical review of a recent expository magazine article
containing not less than 3500 words (about ten pages). Read the original,
not a condensation. If you are using in your composition course a reading
anthology containing essays, you may (if your instructor so directs) review
one of these essays instead of a magazine article. Suggested length: 400-600
words.

Discussion: Critical writing: the exercise of judgment. The judicial attitude.
Reporting the author’s message; evaluating his purpose; weighing his
achievement. The value of critical writing.

21. Critical Exposition: Review of a Recent Book 83

Assignment: Write a critical review of a recent book (or any volume approved
in advance by your instructor). Suggested length: 500-800 words.

Discussion: Three key questions in evaluating a book. The relevance of in-
formation about the author. Sources of such information. Courtesy in
criticism. Possible structures for a review.

SECTION FIVE. ARGUMENT

22. A Persuasive Letter 89

Assignment: Write a letter to a friend trying to persuade him to do something,
or not to do it. Suggested length: 400-600 words.

Discussion: Distinction between criticism and argument. The practical function
of argument. Explanation of this assignment. The desirability of sincerity
and personal conviction. Making lists of the arguments for and against a
proposition. Effective arrangement. Argument as a challenge to clear think-
ing.

23. Detecting and Avoiding Flaws in Logic and Evidence 93

Assignment: Report the arguments being currently advanced on both sides
of some very simple political or social issue. Comment on the soundness
of logic and the validity of supporting evidence used in each argument.
Suggested length: 500-800 words.

Discussion: Deductive Logic—Simple propositions; fallacy of reversing the
terms. Hypothetical propositions; some possible dediictions and two ex-
amples of fallacies commonly encountered. Mediate inference; the syllogism.
Common fallacies arising from misuse of the middle term. Uncovering
suppressed premises.



