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Writing taught wrongly

The Madison schools” attempt to quantify good writing is mrsgu.'a'ed

was réreadifg To M Ligkthodse by Vir-

pinin Weoolf when my AMth-grade dasghier

arrbwi] hensd foom school and handed me

Taer shx trait writlng seecsment resulb 1
had seen a copy of her éssay at our teacher
cofiferencs in early fll. Her toacher mads
copies for the whole clxid because he thoughi
it was really good, fer idens were thooght-pro-
vaking. her voice strohp and cléan and sama
of her lingnags unigqhely metaphoricsl

Although the grammar and organkztion
wiere a ditle wenk, he recognilzed a salid plece
of writlag. [ agréed. My hushand, the téscher
and 1 ehisekiad ng the cenferencs bacase the
first sentence was: “Who ever thought of
wrhoolf [ zaid, "1 wonder i she'll be maried
down for coniroversial comment?™ [ thasght [
was johlng at the (ime.

Bt there: Bt was befiabe me- The Writlig As
tessment Team had grven her a three on o five-
painl scabe for valce and ideas and a four for
adi the rést. | ressd the csiy 8gakn and assarad
kier 1t was really good. Then | looked back
down ik i thee Ldpfachorse and wondensd, Tow
woald Virginia Wooll by eoored an Madisan
slx-trelt writing assessmant®

F-ur thoeese of you untam Har with the ske-traft
gystem, 1t is the Madisan schioal district’s at-
tesmpd bo guantily writing based on sk tralis,
ising & Ave-point rating scale fopeach traft
The traits are: conventlans, argnnkzation, fu-
ency, jdeas, vakoe and word chalce, [ staped at

A pasiape of Wooll's and read {1 a cotiple of
times bocanss the entire page Was one sen-
temos and 1t was easy bo get loat o (4. By the
third time the wands flowed across the page
like silken thevads. Siill, I wondered i you
didm' ke Waoolf s rigue siybe, & the b ex-
pericnoes or beliefs you broaght tothe work
hmmr‘:' 1t offens e bo you, how sould You rate
ar?

Even thouph she's considerad ane of the
20th century’s greatest writerisshe could be
marked down, And then | thought about
Jami Joyee's problems with ssnience strse-
ture. And what abont Ernest Hemingway's
“wopl cholee™? His crisp, clean style does not
pely an bip voeabukary words " And thes poor
a8, cummings came o mind. Where ere thee
capiinls, ep ¥

As a writer, | was ikeptical about the six-
trait writing sysiem when firse exposed to it
foer yoars &po, [ remember thinking how dif=
Dol | was 1o by 0o break something down
as complex and magical a5 writing into six
meaf [tke tralts. On the booksheld in my of
Fiee, | have o fewer thath 20 writing bhoals,
with titles mnging from Wrillng Down the
fowes b Take Your Charmeters fo Ddnmer, esch
as individual as the writers who wrobe them.

But [ wanied o give the system the benefit
al o doubt. [ understood tha educators” de-
ims d0 quanty what they weére teachingand
wiaal the stedents were learning [ belleved
the sk tratt meded was implemented in gocd
faith

A—ﬂ stared at my daughter's essy 1 prow skeg.
theal all over agaln. | wondered what these &1x
it wene aciaally teaching Madison's emerging
student wrbiers. That osganizallon, comventions,
ey wiond chodoe, Voo 2nd ideas a8 hold equal
vahuwe? Try telling thnt to any wrlter e joornalist
who has ever stamed a1 a blank page

Think about writing. You have 3 blank page.
Then sou have a wird and another wonl, Even-
tuwally yoo 0l the page. A page that could belng
o bd kears of Inclis yoa to anger. How does that
Teappen? Which tralt mecognises that pawer? Does
the slx-trali &ystem have the sensitvity to récog-
nize Wooll"s groundbreaking style? Youbdn't it
ultbnsdtely bé more usedidl o teach our emerging
writers ow to tap into thede wrlting process, (o
s on condeption belfore editing prematurely?

Profiastonal writers know writing and editing
aré aeparnte sRills, the ed| By parl conscioasly
suppnessed during process o 5 not bo smother
the blazing fire

What abaul “wolee™ Volée |5 something sea-
sofd writers discues and debate endiessly s it
cofslatent? Does it speak to the theme of’ fhe Book
ar phocn? Waloo i ot 1kke heart and soul; you can
feal wisen it's missing but can it be goantifeed?
Tha anly way ta teach studens writers abont vobes
15 1&d them play whth I8, to write a S10Ty oF @isay
mnd then chagsge the point of view RéaTite i again
Erom a less ehvious [H!EBE!!II‘I‘EEJ‘I.II.III.EEIH that
rewrlte it in the arlginal way

Herw abonrt “fineney™ Thist s &n inderecting one,
foa. The Rridges of Madison Coundy ks floent. It
flows Proa fpwery languagn sirakght into purple

prose Yot Graes Paley's Jarring corversatbonnd
lanpuapesiopd me short and pualls me ko ber
world with 2 big rageed embrace. Is that a prob-
leen? What alboul “womnd chobee™? How doyou meo
that In light of Hemingway's obvious word dedi.
clencim? And what about “orginization ™ Wi,
Virginin could send the Welling Asspssment
Teams’ beads spinning ool of control on that ons

What did my daeghier Iearn about "jdeas™
My daaghier learned good {deas are kleas that
don't make fthe roader unoominrtabls A% the skl
= only 1'd writien & mare ondinary éasay, this
wouldn't have happenod.” [ am nol saying my
daughier knows all thene is 1o now aboat wril-
ing Ship still has much (o learn

Whint [ am saying is, that i trying to break downy
and cabigorize wiiting, in assagsing 1 too early and
oo righdiy in not allowing for great [eewsy in all
thi cabgoeies, in oensorig idens, e sy it sys.
tem may end wpdoing mose harm than good.

What young writers need most (0 become bet.
ler wribirs §s fo think and worite and think sonws
mre. To develop an esr and eye for exeeptional
writing by nedding great literahore and well-crafl-
] essnya, o go Lo Art miksems and dance par
lormanoes and theaber; to tako slow phservant
walls i the woods, to spend tinte listening to'Th-
elonbous Monk and all of Mozart. And then o
think and write and think and think and write
some more. To push ideas 1o the very edge and
back agnin. To make 11 T the Ligkiiouse, B

Clittzer [z fornim for Bthmis ricders. Gail Korop
Haker Lo Mudlson il



