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Preface

Informative Wriiing tries to approach the writing course from the students’ point of
view. It tries to recognize areas where students are willing to work hard and also
areas that they are tired of repeating. Its most distinguishing feature is that it
emphasizes writing activities rather than explanations. Recent research and my
experience suggest that students learn and remember more from “workshop”
classes, where they are busy writing and helping each other with writing, than
they do in either ‘““lecture’ or ““discussion” classes, in which they read and discuss
model essays or chapters from a textbook. The most unusual chapter in the book
is the chapter on grammar, “‘Sentence Sense,” which teaches students grammar
and punctuation through their construction of their own sentences.
The chapters are broken down as follows:

Chapter 1: “Where Do We Start?” This chapter consists of various exercises that

help students determine what they value in “good” writing and then compart
what they value with the standards of their teacher and their classmates. It also”

tries to get students to think about why they’re taking this course.

Chapter 2: “Telling Details.” This chapter will send students out searching for
details which can tell the reader something. Such a search is essential early in the
semagpér if we expect our students to write spec1fkc3}fy The chapter is based
largely on Ken Macrorie’s ideas about telling facts (in Telling Writing), but it
applies the principle of telling facts to all forms of writing—not just narration and
description. e

Chapter 3: “Facts, Inferences, and Theses.” This chapter includes several exercises
in the most crugial skills for a writer distinguishing facts from inferences, and
then drawing m&rences from facts. Students will learn through this chapter how
to use fact-inference pairs as a prewriting technique and how to use inferences as
tools for organizing a paper.

Chapter 4: “Writing for a Reader.” This chapter tries to get students to plcturc a
reader as they write. It includes several examples of writing, mostly in some
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inflated, vague, or “official” style. Students are asked to choose which writers
they’d like to hear more from. Then they are shown several ways (including
timed writing) that they can use to develop a confident voice.

Chapter 5: ““Organization I: Writing Systematically.” This chapter focuses on a
week-long exercise of practice in the so-called rhetorical modes (definition, cause-
effect, problem-solution, comparison-contrast, etc.). It emphasizes the use of
these strategies as tools for making your thinking clear to your reader. It con-
cludes with a brief explanation of how useful these organizational strategies can

be when writing essay exams.

Chapter 6: **Organization II: Paragraphing, Introductions, and Conclusions.”
This chapter consists almost entirely of exercises designed to help students
develop both a conscious and an intuitive sense of how best to handle these three
important writers’ problems.

Chapter 7: ““Thinking.” This chapter, which is not related to any specific assign-
ment and could have been placed anywhere in the book, is meant to remind
students of the crucial importance to a writer of curiosity, reflection, and
creativity. Several exercises are included which encourage students to make
connections, and distinctions, judgments, and to qualify assertions.

Chapter 8: “Sentence Sense.” This chapter tries to teach students practical punc-
tuation and the use of different grammatical forms for varying emphasis. It
includes sentence-imitation and sentence-building exercises which teachers can
easily modify or supplement depending on their students’ individual needs. This
chapter can be used as appropriate throughout the semester. It is placed in the
middle of the book to make reference to it easier and to remind students that
grammar, though not the end-all of writing, is more than merely matter for an
appendix.

Chapter 9: “Persuasion.” This chapter tries to explain induction and deduction in
practical ways so that students can make use of them. It also introduces the terms
ethos, logos, and pathos as critical standards that students can apply to writing. All
writing, I believe, is persuasive, but specifically persuasive techniques are more
necessary when one’s readers are not inclined to agree. The chapter contains
several questions and exercises that get students to think about what the best
stretegies are for persuading others. I remind students that many of the best
arguments are not overtly arguments, and I explain Carl Rogers’ theory that care
for one’s reader makes successful persuasion possible.

Chapter 10: ““The Writing Process.” This chapter begins by asking students to
describe their writing processes in different circumstances—when they are writ-
ing an assignment, when they are writing for fun, when they are proud of what
they write, and when they hate writing. It then includes descriptions of the
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writing process and portions of descriptions—from a filmmaker, a sculptor, and
both student and professional writers.

Chapter 11: “Revision.” This chapter contains several flawed student essays for
students to practice revision on. It also tries to teach rethinking, reorganization,
and further research, as well as tightening and making word choice more precise,
as typical revision strategies.

Chapter 12: “‘Reading.” This chapter includes practice in reading comprehension,
but not simply comprehension of *“the main points.” It encourages students to be
alert to matters of ethos, logos, and pathos, or what we might call voice, substance,
and attitude toward the reader. It repeats some of the lessons of finding facts and
drawing inferences that were practiced in Chapter 3. It will help students learn
how to write papers about works of literature.

Chapter 13: ““Research.” This chapter includes exercises to be undertaken in any
library to show students the often odd and lively sources of information that they
usually neglect when they head dutifully for the card catalog. It also includes
advice about the use of the new MLA guidelines for parenthetical references and
lists of “Works Cited.”

Chapter 14: “Interviewing.” The exercises in this chapter get the students used to
collecting information from other people. Once they master this skill, they will
have a much greater fund of information from which to draw when they write.

Chapter 15: “Suggested Assignments.” This chapter includes ten assignments,
explained in a way that helps students proceed systematically, from which a
teacher may choose or adapt as many as he or she finds use and time for. All
assignments require research—of people, of places, or of books and artifacts. No
assignment can be done in a student’s room the night before it's due. The
assignments can easily be adapted to the interests of various programs, personal
interests, and student abilities.

Chapter 16: “What Next?”” This chapter tries to get students to take stock of what
they’ve learned and to think about how they will go about improving their own
writing after they leave this course.

The advantages of this text over others are as follows:

1. The students practice everything, so they internalize more of what they
learn.

2. The papers encourage observation, selection, and judgment: skills which
will be necessary in any writing situation students later find themselves
in.

3. Students finish the course knowing enough grammar to be literate repre-
sentatives of our universities and community colleges, but they learn
through practice and not through analysis.
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4. Students read more flawed work than they do models, so they are
encouraged to develop their critical abilities.

5. Students most often write about subjects that they know more about
than their teachers; consequently, they produce work that they’re proud
of, and they come to like writing.

6. Teachers using this book, after first becoming acquainted with it, need to
do far less preparation, since so many useful exercises are provided, and
much emphasis is placed on students taking responsibility for their work
into their own hands. This leaves teachers free to devote their energy to
reading and responding to finished student papers, which is itself chal-
lenging and time-consuming work.

7. The text tries to understand and acknowledge the attitudes that both
teachers and students have toward required writing courses. It doesn’t
pretend that we all love this work, but it does show how we can learn
more about it and at the same time enjoy it much more than we
ordinarily do.

As Instructor’s Manual, available from McGraw-Hill, provides guidelines
for the use of all the exercises in this book.
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Where Do
We Start?

Rhetoric . . . should be the study of misunderstanding and its remedies.
I. A. Richards

Writing is an art that requires more soul and sweat than I'm willing to give.

student



2 Informative Writing

Welcome to a course in the practice of writing. If you don’t have them
already, pick up, in the next day or two, a pen you like to write with and
plenty of paper you like to write on. (In this book, I'll call whatever paper
you use your “notebook.”) These, along with a typewriter or perhaps a
word processor, are the tools of our trade. With these tools in the next
scveral weeks, you can expect to improve your writing in at least sixteen

ways:
. You’ll become more observant.

- You’ll become an avid collector and user of telling details.

. You'll learn how to‘ﬁnd what you need or want in a library.

- You'll learn how to organize any chaotic-pile of information.

I O S

- You'll become confident (if you aren’t already) about your gram-
mar.

6. You’ll master the use of commas, semicolons, dashes, and
periods. : e

7. You'll learn to make every sentence in your writing count.

8. You'll learn to write so that your readers can learn easily from
you.

9. You'll learn to paragraph in a way that makes reading easier for
your readers.

10. You'll learn to link your sentences smoothly.

11. You'll learn how to rethink and revise your first drafts.

12. You'll learn how to write effective introductions and conclusions.
13. You'll learn to write effectively to unsympathetic readers.

14. You'll learn to write with a voice that readers can recognize as
yours.

15. You'll learn to write clear essays in class under pressure.

16. You’ll learn to compare writing with other forms of communica-
tion such as talking, photography, and filmmaking.

You can accomplish all this even if, like most of us, you don’t especially
like to write. But there is one condition: that you want to improve your
writing. If you don’t want to learn, you might as well drop the course now,
sell this book back, get into another course, and come back another semes-
ter when you’re ready. You can succeed in this course if you’re shaky about
your grammar or if you think your writing is awkward. You can succeed if
you think your aptitude is not for English but for engineering or comput-
ers. But if you're not curious, if you're not patient, if you’re not willing to
work hard, or if you’re only taking this course because it is a requirement,
you may have real trouble with it. The work load in this course is going to
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fall not on your teacher but on you. Neither your teacher nor this book can
tell you how to write better. You must decide for yourself that you want to
improve. If you write badly now, it’s not because you are not intelligent but
because you haven’t been attentive about improving your writing. That
attention is where we want to start.

You can’t learn to write if you don’t want to learn. You also can’t learn
to write by studying about writing. You learn to write by writing (and by
thinking while you write—if you don’t learn something in the process of
writing a paper, your reader isn’t likely to learn anything in reading it). In
this class you will try to produce writing that you and your teacher and
your classmates can genuinely admire. Much of your progress as a writer
will come from practice—repeated papers in this class and others, repeated
essay exams in this class and others, (and later, perhaps) repeated app]ica&ion_‘
letters that fail to get you a job, repeated memgps that are sent back once you
do get a job. You can practice writing—and gain some understanding of
yoursclf—any time you like by writing letters or by keeping a journal of
your dreams, your conflicts, your decisions. But you can also practice, in
this class, by writing assigned papers for your teacher and for your class-
mates and by doing the exercises suggested in this book.

Exercises enable you to practice and develop skills one or two at a time
until all the skills become part of your intuigy‘ resources, thus improving
your writing performance and giving you greiter confidence as a writer. All
the assignments, discussions, readings, and writing you do in this course
will go into building your writing intuitjons—intuitions for how to begin,
how to organize, how to please your \/éaders, and so on. Writing is a
complex task which requires everything from getting your spelling right to
making your voice distinctive enough to be heard. Writing any new assign-
ment requires a combination of thought, hard work, and intuition; the
more you can rely on intuition for, the more energy you have left for
thinking about matters that are really new.

One of the most profitaple ways to build up your intuitions is to read—
or at least show-—your writing to others. When you do so, listen to what
people suggest. See how many options you have. As the semester pro-
gresses, you’ll learn new options from your teacher, from your classmates,
from me, and from your increasingly good judgment. Your progress in
developing both writing ability and confidence will be gradual but sub-
stantial.

In this course you will not simply be delivering enough gradable noise on
paper for your teacher to correct. Every paper will require you not just to
arrange materials but to think. No paper will be able to be written the night
before it’s due. You'll be thinking and taking notes about your subject from
the day cach paper is assigned. Also, you'll be trying to learn much more
about writing than simply how to develop a good “style.” You’ll find that
collecting information, sorting it out, and drawing conclusions from it are
the most crucial writing skills. If you learn to present pertinent information
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clearly, you’ll find that you have developed, without even trying to, your
own style. From the start, information will be your best friend. The more
information you have, the better a paper you can write. But once you have
selected the information you most want to pass on, you may find yourself
becoming concerned about your writing as a craft. You’ll find yourself
wanting to present the information you’ve selected as well as you possibly
can. You’ll develop your own standards of what way is best with your
teacher’s help, with the help of your classmates, and with the help of the
advice in this book.

This book contains very few rules. If you think you’ll do well in college
or in life (or in writing) by following rules, you’re mistaken. There are
guidelines for most situations, writing or otherwise, but success lies in
making the most of the options you have within these guidelines. Some so-
called rules of writing were merely fashions which are now as dead as men’s
wigs: “Never begin a sentence with and or but”; “Never end a sentence with
a preposition”’; “Never split an infinitive.”” Other “rules” of writing (*‘Grab
the attention of your readers”; “Outline everything you write””) are merely
rules of thumb: they are useful in many cases, but certainly not in all. The
key to good writing is not learning to follow rules but learning what your
choices are—choices in tone, in words, in paragraphing, in punctuation.
Throughout this course you’ll practice making choices. Your teacher and
your classmates may make other choices than you make. Pay attention to
the choices of the others. And examine at the same time your own choices.
Yours may be better in some cases. Theirs may be better in others. But by
the end of the semester, you ought to have an excellent sense of how varied
your choices are.

Throughout this book, I'll stop talking to you as often as possible to give
you time to try exercises that will help develop your thinking about writ-
ing. You may interpret the heads that introduce these exercises as invita-
tions to skip over to my next comments. If you do, though, you’ll be
squandering the money and effort you've invested in this course. My
thoughts about writing may stay with you for six months (an optimistic
estimate); but your thoughts about writing, as you discover them in these
exercises, will stay with you for life.

Exercise 1-1

All of you are starting this course with different writing strengths and different
writing weaknesses. So before we can begin sensibly to work on improvement,
we have to find out what your current writing abilities are. Perhaps you feel
confident about your writing; more likely you do not. To let your teacher know your
strengths and your weaknesses, write—as well as you can within the limitations of
twenty-five minutes and beginning-of-a-course nerves—a page or two in your
notebook about your training in English to this point and about what kind of writer
you now are as a result of that training.

» Be as specific as possible.



