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Preface

The unexamined life is not worth living.
—Socrates

en I was a child, I wrote a book report on every book I read—but
; -x / I didn’t write them for school assignments. I just wrote them for my-
self because I felt like it. I wrote them in that huge, drunken print

I'm sure you all remember from your own childhood writing experience.

I used to wash my hands three times, and even wear gloves to read my
books so that I wouldn’t get fingerprints on those glossy, full-color, paperback
covers. I also read them without opening the book so wide the spine would
wrinkle. Weird, I know. One time, my brother got really mad at me for some-
thing. While I was out, he tore the cover off every one of my books. After
throwing the covers and books in a pile on the floor of my room, he stepped
all over them. My mother came up with the idea of scotch taping all the cov-
ers back on, saying they’d be as good as new. But of course they weren't.

The one day in high school when they taught us how to write the
famous five-paragraph essay, I was out sick. So I got Cs in composition be-
cause I never figured out that mysterious “right” way to write an academic
paper until I was in graduate school. Only then did I finally get a class with a
teacher who was interested in what I had to write.

I'm telling you all this to share some of my own bizarre struggles with
reading, thinking, and writing. And I started out loving writing. Still, I
hated and feared it for most of my school life until I figured out how to
unlock that jail cell door. “No one in the real world has to write,” my own
students will often protest. As a teacher and a professional writer, I find it a
fierce challenge to get them to see writing not as a life sentence, but as a life
investment.
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Reading, thinking, writing—you have to develop these skills now be-
cause we have moved into an age where information quickly transforms into
a chimera, ready to eat us up. Going to college ought to be, in large part,
about developing your mind, your character, your life goals, and giving your
soul something to live on for the rest of your life. But too often I see students
obsessed with getting good grades and getting out of school as quickly as
possible to grab a job that cares nothing about grades. You have to adapt to a
rapidly and constantly changing academic and career world. You need to
think, to communicate. The true test of real thinking and real communication
skills lies in writing—and writing well.

Writing terrifies people, student writers and professional writers alike.
Yet hardly an individual wouldn't like to write his or her own book if given
the opportunity. So why do so many of us claim, either angrily or
ashamedly, that we “hate writing”? Because we confuse its challenge, its rev-
elation about who we are and where we are in our lives with our own fear
of such a challenge. Why does writing scare us? Because writing makes de-
mands on us. Because writing reveals who we are and how we think. Be-
cause our words will outlive us. I could come up with many other answers.
So could you. Ultimately, your words will travel places you would never dis-
cover even if you could live three lifetimes. Writing well gives you power,
which means you then have to do something with that power—you cannot
sit back and pretend you are a prisoner of the school system, the profes-
sional system, or any system.

What's the Big Idea?: Writing Through Reading and Thinking will guide
you through the many of the initial mysteries of the writing process. De-
signed to empower you as a writer, it will show you how to listen to your
instinctive thoughts and how to develop those instinctive thoughts into valu-
able ideas. This book will teach you how writing lives when you treat it as a
process of constant individual discovery and growth—you will discover you
really do own your own words. What'’s the Big Idea? will take you through
the process of creating and asking questions based on your responses to as
well as your thoughts about the constant stream of information washing over
you all the time. This writing process will teach you to read, think, and write
critically, analytically, and most of all, creatively. At the same time, it will
give you hands-on practice in turning feelings, opinions, and thoughts into
real ideas.

The foundation for What'’s the Big Idea? lies in the Socratic method.
Socrates (470?-399 Bc) was the famous Athenian philosopher and teacher
who was unjustly accused of and tried for corrupting the youth of Athens—
by teaching them! He was eventually imprisoned and died after being forced
to drink hemlock.

The Socratic method involves a form of learning whereby the student
and teacher learn from each other. One person asks a series of thought-
provoking questions. In answering those questions, the answerer arrives at a



Preface xi

logical conclusion. Rather than learning by being spoon-fed answers (a typi-
cal student learning model) by the “parent” teacher (a typical teacher learning
model), the questioner asks meaningful questions, both to stimulate the de-
sire to find his or her own answers in the answerer—and to deepen the ques-
tioner’s contemplation of his or her own thoughts. These questions will not
lend themselves to easy answers, nor will your teacher be the one asking
them. You will be the creator and the answerer of your own questions.

You will not find examples of other students’ writing in What's the Big
Idea?. Pre-printed essays and writing models from other student writers
whom you would not have had the chance to workshop with and exchange
commentary on their writing have been purposely omitted from What’s the
Big Idea?. You will find you will not need them because you and the rest of
your writing classmates will build your own models of writing. What’s the Big
Idea? will show you how to create your own writing projects and accomplish
your writing goals within the writing community of your classmates and in-
structor, people whom you will meet, workshop with, and exchange written
and oral feedback with on a regular basis in real time.

What you will read here in What's the Big Idea? focuses on finding and
developing your ideas in writing through reading and through learning how to
ask meaningful questions—questions that will challenge both your opinions
and those of your readers—questions that you can turn into powerful ideas.

You will move from listening to your reactions to analyzing what you
read to building questions that will deepen your reactions into thoughtful, in-
telligent responses, ideas, and arguments. You will start working on this
process by learning specific ways of composing questions that will focus you
and your readers on your ideas.

After you create the questions, you will work on answering them in dif-
ferent types of writing projects. As you write and revise (and you will do a lot
of writing and revising and editing before turning in each formal essay), you
will look at key factors that influence the strength of your ideas: voice (how
you “speak” in your paper to your reader), diction (what words you choose
to “speak with” in each of your writing projects), context (drawing as com-
plete a picture as possible of the situation, background, or environment rele-
vant to your main idea), style (how you combine voice, diction, and con-
text—even the way you wield an idea or point), and audience (whom you
are addressing in your writing—the person or people you want to hear and
listen to what you are saying).

You will learn about and practice using several types of structured argu-
ments that incorporate the writing elements and questioning techniques you
will have picked up from earlier parts of this text. You will also try using
nonprint media such as film, art, and music as part of the wealth of sources
you can draw on for your writing.

What you read here may appear deceptively simple in design and
function—most tools look that way. Look at a hammer or a screwdriver, for
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example. Still no hammer will pound the nail for you—you have to pick up
the hammer and the nail. You have to decide where to pound the nail. You
have to swing the hammer. None of what you read here will work unless you
read and write A LOT. Learning the basics of putting a question together will
appear easy—putting them into practice takes hard work. How hard will you
find putting together a question? Harder than you think. Staying focused on
the question as you write will prove the greatest challenge because any good
question contains more than one answer and a hundredfold concerns that
will give birth to still more questions. This text and your writing teacher will
help you draw links throughout the reading, thinking, and writing process,
building on each activity and method you learn so that you can follow the
process and integrate it into your own writing permanently.

Unlike many college textbooks, which create the questions for you and
tell you to write a 2500-word essay about justice or love or whatever, What'’s
the Big Idea? will show you that you choose and create the question, the
topic, and the interest—for your readers and for yourself. You will always
have to connect your question and writing to what you have read in some
key manner—whether you draw a direct or an indirect connection. Don’t be
afraid. This boundary will provide you even more freedom to create your
own writing projects—projects that promise to be creative, insightful, and
meaningful for you and your readers.

What’s the Big Idea? contains four parts and thirteen chapters, all of
which connect thinking and writing directly to reading. You will find them
geared primarily towards essay writing, though these guidelines will serve
you well in virtually any type of public writing. The thirteen chapters trace
the writing process as follows:

1. Generating first thoughts and freewriting
2. Working with an outside reader’s response to a public writing project
3. Learning basic critical thinking and using it in reading and public writ-
ing
4. Creating complex questions for brainstorming a public writing project
5. Catching the reader’s attention in a public writing project
6. Learning and using outlining to revise a public writing project
7. Learning and using content critiques to revise a public writing project
8. Sustaining main idea and flow in a public writing project with tradi-
tional writing modes
9. Concluding a public writing project
10. Drafting using editorial critiques on a public writing project
11. Composing written arguments using context and structure in a public
writing project
12. Selecting the appropriate form and format in a public writing project
13. Researching, analyzing, and incorporating print and nonprint media in a
public writing project
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IMPORTANT TO REMEMBER

Though the above outline shows the order in which What'’s the Big Idea? cov-
ers different aspects of the writing process, your writing teacher may assign
you the material to cover in a different order. The activities and assignments
laid out in the thirteen chapters are suggested, not mandatory, which means
for the purposes of your particular writing class, your writing teacher may
leave out certain assignments and activities. He or she may create other ac-
tivities and assignments to add to the ones in this textbook and/or substitute
his or her own assignments and activities in place of the activities in What'’s
the Big Idea?. Their order and composition may and can be modified in any
way that benefits your particular writing class. Your class may spend longer
on some segments than others. Your class may also add or skip Suggested
Class Community and/or Suggested Individual Writing Projects as directed by
your writing teacher. Your class may be assigned the projects listed in What's
the Big Idea? as Suggested Class Community Writing Projects to be written
as Suggested Individual Writing Projects and vice versa. What's the Big Idea?
was specifically designed for changing and rearranging and/or mixing and
matching all writing activities and segments contained therein.

While each chapter will focus on a different aspect of the writing
process, you will be expected to start and complete a number of separate es-
says and writing projects throughout your semester’s writing course, regard-
less of whether, by the time the first essay is due, you have covered the
chapter on conclusions, for instance.

You will find the readings intriguing and challenging—readings that will
cause a healthy tension of the mind. Shorter fiction and nonfiction make up
the earlier segments of What'’s the Big Idea?, while in the research segment,
you will discover longer readings to allow for a more in-depth working out of
your written ideas. Major themes connect the readings: world unrest and con-
flict, mortality, politics, personal identity, and public identity. You will hear a
narrative by modern-day warrior Monster Kody Scott; take a bizarre trip to
the zoo with Haruki Murakami; chuckle and frown at the dark-humored ret-
rospective by Jessica Mitford about the travails of the babe’s leaving the
womb in one piece; and ponder the insights provided by Salman Rushdie, as
he explores why he has come to the conclusion that, “[tlhe true Indian litera-
ture of the first postcolonial half century has been made in the language the
British left behind,” a claim he “[nlever expected to make.”

As What’s the Big Idea? contains both fiction and nonfiction, you will
find it helpful to keep the following in mind as you read:

1. Essays are nonfiction writing, which means you can, generally speaking,
assume they present and discuss general, everyday reality.
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2. Fiction is a created world with characters and situations made up by the
author that may or may not follow the general rules and standards of
real life (though the “reality” of the fiction story should still be consis-
tent within its own reality). Furthermore, characters, situations, and dia-
logue may reflect parts of the author’s personality and his or her life,
but you should not assume they’re autobiographical.

One other note: Have a good grammar/mechanics/basic documentation
design handbook within reach so you can refer to it as necessary for guid-
ance in addressing specific grammar/mechanics issues in your writing. That
kind of basic reference comprises one of your essential writing tools.

What's the Big Idea? comprises another.

Last, but not least, you will need your brain.

Now, let’s get started.

The fruit of nearly twenty years of my own academic experience, public
and private, and ten years of professional and academic writing and close
work with large and small group student peer writing groups hangs in front
of you, ready for picking. I think you will find it sour and sweet all in the
same bite.

Phoebe Reeves
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