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PREFACE

The Norton Sampler is a collection of short essays for composition stu-
dents. Like the cloth samplers in colonial America that schoolchildren
did to learn and perfect their stitches (and their ABCs), The Norton Sam-
pler is based on the assumption that writing is a practical art that can be
learned by studying some basic patterns.

The rhetorical patterns illustrated by the readings in this Sampler
include description, narrative, example, classification and division, pro-
cess analysis, comparison and contrast, definition, cause and effect, and
argument. Each chapter focuses on one pattern and includes five or so
short essays organized primarily around that pattern. Each essay is fol-
lowed by a battery—not a deadly one, [ hope—of study questions and
writing prompts.

Most of the model essays in The Norton Sampler are only two to
four pages long, and even the longest can be easily read in a single setting.
The essays are not only short but complete. I have found that even classic
works like Alexander Petrunkevitch’s essay about the spider and the wasp
are routinely reprinted with unacknowledged amputations. It is the rhet-
oric of the short piece that our students are learning in beginning com-
position classes, and we cannot confidently ask them to look at
beginnings, middles, and endings or the shape of an author’s argument
if those forms and shapes are actually the work of an editor. Thus I have
taken pains to gather complete essays, or, in a few cases (indicated in the
headnotes), complete chapters of books or sections of longer articles.

Though the chapters of the Sampler can be taken up in any order,
I've provided an Introduction that exposes students to the process that
experienced writers tend to follow. This chapter also discusses the four
basic modes of writing—description, narration, exposition, and argu-
ment—along with how they work together (or apart) to suit a writer’s
various purposes.

Since many teachers like to begin a course by having students write
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about their own experiences, the next two chapters of the Sampler deal
with basic techniques of description and narration, the two modes most
essential to personal writing. These are followed by six chapters of expo-
sition, ranging from the simpler techniques of exemplification and clas-
sification to the more complex strategies of process analysis, comparison
and contrast, definition, and cause and effect. Argumentation and per-
suasion are addressed in a chapter organized according to the classical
divisions of logos, pathos, and ethos (though I have not burdened the
student with such terms). A final chapter includes a small collection of
classic essays, and there is a Glossary.

Among the many distinctive features of The Norton Sampler, those
who have used the book before will find much that is familiar, plus a
number of features new to the Sixth Edition: )

» Over half the readings are new, most written in the last ten years. From
Sebastian Junger’s report of war against the Taliban in Afghanistan to
Dave Barry’s hilarious essay defining guys (as distinct from men) to
an article from The Onion reporting on a church bake sale where all
seven of the Deadly Sins were committed (repeatedly), the readings
in the Sampler are selected to interest (and even amuse) today’s stu-
dents. But there are also many classic essays here by writers such as
George Orwell, Virginia Woolf, and E. B. White. There are sixty-
three essays in all.

A new, RealTime writing feature in every chapter shows the modes of writ-
ing in everyday, “real world” texts. Whether descriptive copy from a
catalog selling watches or an Outside magazine Q&A column explain-
ing what causes old tents to smell like barf, these pieces show students
that the techniques and strategies they are being asked to learn are
not used just in the writing classroom but in all the writing and think-
ing that we do. Moreover, these new readings include visual compo-
nents that make the point that writing in the age of the Internet

consists of more than just words.

* A new Web s.it.e offers links to texts written for the Web, showing how the
modes of writing play out online. Each link is introduced by a short
h'eadnote with contextual information and is followed by study ques-
tions that make the online materials teachable. Go to wwnorton.com/

write/sampler.
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* A specially commissioned essay by Annie Dillard looks at the process she
went through in writing her famous essay about the death of a moth. Paired
to serve as an introduction to the book, the two essays are explicated
to show how Dillard herself uses the various modes of writing to glo-
rious effect.
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