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➺ Introduction  

Writing is thinking.  To write well is to think clearly.  That's why it's so hard.  1

Young students need to learn how to think well; how to make arguments; how to 
approach literature (nonfiction and fiction) with sensitivity; and how to express their 
thoughts with precision.  Writing is an especially effective way for students to think 
their way into a text, particularly as they reexamine it under the focused conditions 
writing assignments provide.  The task of the young writer is to make an argument, and 
this argument should communicate a plausible, precise, and coherent understanding of 
the text itself.  To write is to think, and thus the exercise of writing—from sentences to 
essays—is an exercise that trains the mind.  When we teach writing, we are training 
young minds to make the connection between words and thought. 

Engaging with significant, substantive texts is critical to learning how to write well.  It 
furnishes young minds with something concrete to consider.  In the case of imaginative 
literature, the students should be taught to enter the text by way of the details of the 
story, the development of the character, and the imaginative world created by the 
author.  In expository literature, students should be trained to soberly and respectfully 
engage and then evaluate the author’s argument.  As readers, we work inside these 
distinct forms and out to an understanding that expresses itself in writing.  Formally, 
that expression becomes an essay.  
  
When writing is separated from reading, or when the reading material is facile, the 
students are forced back into the confines of their own experiences, memories and 
imaginations, and their thinking remains narrow and shallow.  Students should read 
literature that taxes them and pushes their thinking in significant and new directions.  
Having lived in the imaginative world of the text or having engaged the argument of an 
expository piece, young writers have an opportunity to reflect on what they have seen 
and learned. Practically speaking, this means that writing should always be wedded to 
significant reading material; that literature courses should always accompany the 
writing program; and that the students’ writing should draw on the literature under 
consideration.  Instead of having students write about their summer vacations, for 

 David McCullough in an interview with NEH chairman Bruce Cole, “The Danger of Historical 1

Amnesia,” Humanities, Vol. 23, No.4 (July/August 2002), https://www.neh.gov/humanities/
2002/julyaugust/conversation/the-danger-historical-amnesia.
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instance, they can write about Odysseus’ epic journey home to Ithaka.  The examples 
and writing samples included in this guide reflect our commitment to substantive 
imaginative and expository literature.    

One of the goals of this program is to lead the students to develop their own 
investigations of the text.  We encourage the students to ask and answer reflective 
questions of their own since good writing begins with thoughtful questions. We 
encourage any plausible interpretation of the text, and plausibility is not a function of a 
rigid format of interpretation.  The students are being directed to unpack the text in an 
independent, textually sensitive fashion.   

However, just as there are no univocal readings of the text, there are some that are 
sloppy, imprecise and ultimately indefensible.  The teacher’s mission is to redirect 
students who are wandering off in implausible directions and to elicit better readings 
through Socratic questioning.  This raises confidence in the students and alleviates the 
fear that often accompanies writing.  Our teaching is more like coaching, a coaching that 
increases skills while encouraging independent thought.  We encourage the students to 
view their writing exercises as provisional and open to editing and revision.   

The program 

Level I begins early writing instruction with careful training in proper sentence 
structure, beginning with simple sentences and gradually progressing toward the 
development of compound and complex sentences.  Next, the students learn how to 
organize their thought into paragraphs. At this early stage of development, we 
recommend that the instruction focus on imaginative literature, on the sensual details of 
the narrative, and on the chronological development of the story.  The students will 
learn how to illustrate by way of description, narration and examples; how to develop the 
distinctive properties of something through definition; and how to explain by offering 
reasons supportive of their topic sentences.  The skills of illustration, definition and 
explanation drive young students toward a deeper, more precise understanding of the 
text and prepare the students for later essay composition. 

Level II marks the beginning of formal instruction in essay composition.  Beginning 
with the tools that they acquired in Level I, the students will support their positions, 
expressed now in one governing thesis sentence and developed over several 
paragraphs.  As they are ready and as their reading requires, students will ask questions 
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that at times require more sophisticated tools.  For this reason, they will learn to use the 
tools of process (forms 1 and 2).  At this stage of development, we recommend that 
expository literature be added to the students’ study of imaginative literature. 

As they master these tools or patterns, they will move to more advanced tools of 
development in Level III:  cause/effect, parts, and compare/contrast.  

We have divided this guide into the above three levels, which gradually build writing 
skills.  Level I would typically apply to grades 6-8.  Level II would apply to grades 8-9 
(overlap occurs here because some eighth-graders will struggle to enter Level II and 
some will leap forward).  Level III would typically apply to grades 9-12 (overlap occurs 
for the same reason stated above).  We have split the guide into these three levels since 
student writing hardly ever conforms to a rigid application of grade levels.  The teacher 
should feel free to step into the guide, moving forward and backward as needed.  For 
instance, a ninth-grade student who is ready for more sophisticated commentary could 
be introduced to the tools of Level III that would help him accomplish this.  Similarly,  a 
twelfth-grade student might need to develop a thesis using reasons or examples.  All of 
the tools and skills a student has acquired may be applied across the program.  
Consequently, the teacher at every level should read the entire guide to understand its 
scope and direction.   

Notes on the program 

We discourage the use of rubrics, obscure terminology and checklists.  Writing should 
be a humane process of thought, composition, coaching and revision.  We recommend 
that terminology be introduced to the students as they are being led to discover its 
meaning and use.  In any case, the terms we do use are common and already familiar to 
most students because they use them regularly in speech.   

We discourage the use of formulas because we believe they undermine genuine 
thinking.  The students eventually resort to the formula and sometimes even abandon 
their own deeply held convictions because they cannot make them conform to the given 
formula.  This is a serious mistake.  Exercises and workshops are included that will help 
students see writing as a process of sharpening their skills and their thought rather than 
as an accommodation to formulas. For the same reason, we discourage dividing 
instruction in form from discussion of content.   
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Effective writing instruction includes teaching good reading habits. At the earliest 
stages of formal writing instruction, the students should be taught how to read and 
carefully mark a text, how to make a marginal index of important passages, and how to 
use different mechanisms to indicate relative importance: stars, circles, double lines in 
the margin, short notes and underlining. We recommend that the teacher adopt a 
program of careful, textual marking and impart that program to the students.   

The students should, at some point, be taught how to outline, a skill that will serve 
them well in all of their courses. Students may outline non-fictional texts, but they 
should not be directed to outline imaginative literature.  A sample of an outline can be 
found in The Teacher’s Toolkit. 

The students must be instructed in the structure and grammar of the language, from the 
parts of speech to clauses and punctuation.  This instruction should be wed to the act of 
writing.  We encourage the teacher to make use of a complementary grammar program 
alongside this writing guide.  (We recommend the Holt Handbook series or The Little, 
Brown Handbook, but any excellent grammar program will suffice.)  We also recommend 
ample practice in diagramming sentences. Prerequisite training or, at least, 
simultaneous training in grammar is an extremely important requirement for this 
writing course.   

Finally, a brief note on citation:  This writing program discourages the use of outside 
sources.  We want the students to engage the original texts exclusively.  Since these are 
not research papers, there is no need for the students to consult any source other than 
the original text.  The students will most often be working with the one text when 
writing the kinds of essays we have in this guide.  They will also presumably be using 
the same edition of the text.  Our recommendation is that students follow an adapted 
MLA style.  MLA uses parenthetical citations within the body of the essay itself with the 
author’s name and page numbers referenced:  (Twain 119).  The adaptation we have 
made is that the students need not include a “works cited” page.  The work and author 
must, however, be named in the opening passages of the essay (see Sample Student 
Essays). 
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Included in this guide:  

● The Writing Guide, Levels I, II, and III 
● The Teacher’s Toolkit with handouts and tutorials on mechanics  
● Sample Student Essays and opening paragraphs, modeling the tools of 

development 
● Writing Workshops for training the students toward specific skills 
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