Composition in Pre-AP English Classes

“How can I tell what I think till I see what I say?”







--E. M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel, 1927

This quotation from E. M. Forster reflects why composition is such an integral part of the Pre-AP English program.  Students learn to write by writing, and they learn through writing.  In fact, writing may be the most important way they learn.  The more students write and analyze their own writing and read and analyze the writing of others, the better writers, readers, and thinkers they become.

Today’s students have advantages not available to students in the past.  Their teachers know more about how to teach writing.

· Students need to write every day.

· All kinds of writing contribute to students’ intellectual growth.

· Writing involves a process whether it be an e-mail message to a friend, a forty-minute timed essay, a short story, or a doctoral dissertation.


Also, teachers recognize and celebrate the difficulties of writing.  Even though writing is unpredictable, chaotic, anarchic, and hard to assess, teachers know these very qualities are also signs of intellectual development.  Learning is never easy.

Student writers deal with the opposing forces of inventing and editing, or as Peter Elbow calls them, creating and criticizing.  On the one hand, students learn to be fluent, to “cut loose,” and show what they can do as writers.  They model other writers, keep journals, compose in groups, respond quickly in class.  Teachers nurture them but keep an appropriate distance from their work, teaching them to take responsibility upon themselves.  Students have time to think, revise, think some more, revise again, confer with their teacher and peers, and then revise again.


Students use writing to express themselves, particularly in the middle-school years.  Students learn who they are and make sense of their world through writing.  As Lucy Calkins says, “By articulating experience, we reclaim it for ourselves.  Writing allows us to turn the chaos into something beautiful, to frame selected moments in our lives, to uncover and to celebrate the organizing patterns of our existence” (3).  In order for students to “reclaim their experiences,” they often select their own writing topics.  Their teachers honor the process of writing at this stage by not grading everything students write and by not marking errors because their writing is not yet ready for publishing or assessing.

On the other hand, student writers, like all writers, must move from the inventive stage to the editing stage before they submit publishable (or assessable) products.  They critique their words, their sentences, their paragraphs and form.  Elizabeth Cowan Neeld calls these steps “revising for punch,” “revising for power,” and “revising for flow.”  Their teachers help them develop stylistic maturity characterized by the following:

· a wide-ranging vocabulary

· a variety of sentence structures

· a logical organization, enhanced by specific techniques of coherence such as repetition, transitions, and emphasis

· a balance of generalization with specific illustrative detail

· an effective use of rhetoric, including controlling tone, maintaining a consistent voice, and achieving emphasis through parallelism and antithesis (AP Program Course Description 42)

Also, their teachers define and teach good writing.  Ken Macrorie says, “Most good writing is clear, vigorous, honest, alive, sensuous, appropriate, unsentimental, rhythmic, without pretension, fresh, metaphorical, evocative in sound, economical, authoritative, surprising, memorable, and light” (22).  He also says good writing is like playful, impassioned, imaginative talk.

Students in a Pre-AP English program bring many kinds of writing to the publishable (assessable) stage.  They write 

· poems, short stories, and scripts 

· personal memoirs and letters

· persuasive letters and speeches and formal arguments.  

· analyses of literature and of other writers’ arguments. 

 Just as in the real world, sometimes they do not have the leisure of revising and revising again, and they must submit “first draft/final copy” work.  Sometimes they write extemporaneously on teacher-selected topics.

No matter what they write, students learn to bring order out of the chaos of their fluent, imprecise prewriting to generate final products matching the standards of conventional English, products people actually want to read.  Their teachers tailor assignments leading to papers even people outside the English classroom enjoy reading or learn from reading. Macrorie reminds us, “No one enjoys Engfish papers [papers written in phony, pretentious language for school].  No one learns from them.  And only teachers read them.  This is an empty, mind-rotting tradition to follow.  But it is followed” (176).

Students who learn to write well have teachers who know writing is not a chronological series of steps nor is the teaching of writing.  Their teachers have not oversimplified the stages of writing by making students separate them and follow them one after the other.  They have not said, “On Mondays, we will prewrite; on Tuesdays and Wednesdays, we will draft; on Thursdays, we will revise; and on Fridays, we will edit and publish.”  Their teachers know that this plan does not work because no one can impose order on the messiness of writing.  Their teachers know each assignment requires different processes, all students proceed in wildly divergent ways, and each class is different as is each school year.

Students who learn to write well have teachers who balance 

· process and product, 

· student- and teacher-selected topics, 

· personal expression and social and academic conventions, 

· fluency and correctness, 

· planned and impromptu compositions, 

· chaos and order.  

Their teachers design lessons helping them internalize the writing process. They know students learn from “living experiences” and “experiences with language” and from them develop a sense of tone, a sense of simplicity, a sense of rhythm, and a sense of order (Irmscher).  Teachers make these “experiences” central to their instruction.  Also, they balance the teaching of reading and composition, not teaching literature at writing’s expense.

Students who write well also learn through reading and writing experiences that no formula for successful writing exists.  In fact, they learn that formulaic writing generally produces compositions no one wants to read, not even their English teachers.  In this passage from The Composing Processes of Twelfth Graders, Janet Emig discusses the formulaic “five-paragraph theme”:

[It consists of] one paragraph of introduction (‘tell what you are going to say’), three of expansion and example (‘say it’), and one of conclusion (‘tell what you have said’).  This mode is so indigenously American that it might be called the Fifty-Star Theme…Why is the Fifty-Star Theme so tightly lodged in the American composition curriculum?  The reason teachers often give is that this essentially redundant form, devoid, or duplicating, of content in at least two of its five parts, exists outside their classrooms, and in very high places—notably, freshman English classes; ‘business’; and in the ‘best practices’ of the ‘best writers’—that, in other words, this theme somehow fulfills requirements somewhere in the real world.

This fantasy is easy to disprove.  If one takes a constellation of writers who current critical judgment would agree are among the best American writers of the sixties—Norman Mailer, Truman Capote, Philip Roth, Saul Bellow; and their juniors, Gloria Steinem and Tom Wolfe—where even in their earliest extensive writings, can one find a single example of any variation of the Fifty-Star Theme? (97-98)

Emig wrote these words in 1971, and teachers now encourage students to learn a formula and then break it.

Students with sufficient time for reading and thinking and discussing and conferring and writing can face the challenges of the information age.  They become independent, competent, confident, courageous writers and lifelong learners, able to adapt to a rapidly changing world.
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“Writing is a process.  In a sense, there is no process writing, which suggests there are other appropriate adjectives.  Rather the word process simply attaches significance to the way writing happens, the way writing has always happened when authors work.  Everyone has a process, and each writer’s process is idiosyncratic.  Recognizing that process not only frees the writer but also frees the teacher of writing to facilitate rather than commandeer the classroom.”


	--Joyce Carroll and Edward Wilson,


	    Acts of Teaching, 13





Learners’ Prerequisites





Students must be able to give recounts of experiences supported by their own evidence.


Students must see themselves as individual knowers.


Students must be given opportunities to assert their expertise over some bodies of knowledge—and experience in asserting their knowledge.


Students must be able to focus on how words are used and organized.


--Donald Graves, Investigate Nonfiction





“The writing required in an AP English Literature and Composition course is thus more than a mere adjunct to the study of literature.  The writing that students produce in the course reinforces their reading.  Since reading and writing stimulate and support one another, they should be taught together in order to underscore both their common and their distinctive elements.”


--AP Program Course 


Description, 41-42





“… writing instruction should include attention to developing and organizing ideas in clear, coherent, and persuasive language.  It should include elements of style.  And it should attend to matters of precision and correctness as necessary.”—Course   


      Description, 42





“Reading maketh a full man; conference a ready man; and writing an exact man.”


	--Sir Francis Bacon, Of Studies








