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Civiﬁg Student Writing a Usable Traditfon

The old idea 1is still around (and T think still valid) that reading

v

good writing helps a student become a better wriser by dhowing the student .
/ . (

the possibilities of the language for eloquent expression, encouraging an

¢xpanded vocabulary, and providing models fotr both style and rhetoric.

4

And of course reading can give the student something to write about.

These uses also have their problems, unfortunately. If the readings
are belles lettres they do not offer direct models of expository writing.
In this case the student can write only about the reading, writing as a

critic, a completely different tradition with which the average student is

S

little acquainted. : .
¢ ;

If the readings are from an essay anthology, the student méy be con-
fronteé by an intellectually diffuse variety of topics, many of which are
beyond tﬁat student's experience. The result 1is usually writing about the
.reading, or\én artificial concéé&ion of opinions synthesized only for the

assignment.,’

!

An anthology focussed on one subject may provide topics for writing,

and models, but such anthologies often lack a higtorical context. This
|

may leave ghe student wrjting on "current events,"
. i

or one current politi-
. . . .
cal viewpoint, again th insufficient background knowledge. As a futther

- : : : )
hazard, Tost.comgosi ion. teachers know the frustration of hearing a
student excuse é'boor grade on the ground that the instructor "didn't
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tion courses to reduce or eliminate the use of read Ings.
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In each case, both instructor and student tace the constant tempta-

4
-

tfon to spend most of the class's time and energy talking about the roudl(g,
which 1s easy and fun, lnstead'%ﬂ?doing writdng, which can Lp hard work.

: . )
Such difficylties have frequently prompted the planners of college oomposti-

1 !

\ :
The course I would like to tell you ahout of fers solutions to these

problems, and opportunities not usually available in traditional writing
courses. Tﬁ}g,course, which I have taught at Colorado State University for
the past three years, deals with nature writing. It is taught at the-senior'
level. The students who takg it come from“a wide var;ety of majors, in-
cluding forestry;-the-biologiéal gsclences, engineéring, philosophy, art,

the social sciences, and pfew from Epglish. A1l have completeé thea>resh~

'S

man composition requiremen

I do not describe this course on the assumption that A1l writing courses

should be converted to nature writing, but rather in the/belief that 1t con-

-

stitutes an example, a model for teaching writing that /might be adapted to

a number of subject matter areas in which an historicahl tradition can be

directly linked to the student's own writing and experience.

Perhaps the best way to begin 1s8'with a brieﬁ/defini on &f what I mean
by nature and nature writing. Nature in the purgst sense 1s taken to be the

)

natural world not controlled by human manipulation. In bractice, this be-

A

comes a matter of degree. . ‘

Nature writing 18, of course, writing about nature, but with very
r .

specific requirements: the writer must remain true to the objective facts
of nature but at the same time present the human response to, and the human
relationship with, nature. 1In a sense, this makes the nature writer respon-

sible for both the reduipemengé of the scientific writer and of the creative

n

N +
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writer, also. By this definition, the nature Wfltvr must take what loulse
Rosenblatt cnllg thé pffcrenb stance (transmit fnformat fon) fUELfLEY‘ the
aesthétic_stahce. Neither dull, depersonalized objectivity nor romantic
_fantahy will do. The sugcessful nature writer must deal with real humnﬁ

beings in a real physical world. Neither Bambi nor The American Journal of

Botany can qualify.
In my nature writing course, this definition is applied with some rigor
both to the Jiterature to bhe read and to the writing done by the gtudents.

The course is unusual In that it has both lecture and laboratory, two.

hours of each, each week, for a three-credit-hour courde. The lecture time
v ) F
( ]
is spent studying the literary tradition of natuve/writing'~primar11y in [

r

England and the Uniéed States, although we do trace_the.roofs back to
ancient Greece and the pId Testament. The laboratory time 1is spent in

writing, analyzing student writing, analyzing models of nature writing, and

taking short fdeld trips to generate commop subject matter for wfiting.--.“
A

-
“«
L4

- ( 3
assignments.éHPerhaps a brief description of the lecture and laboratory, -

respectively, will show how the course operates and what the students are
v

able to gain from 1it.

.

] . . -
Current textbooks for the course, used both in lecture and laboratory,

‘are John Conron's anthology, The American Langdscape, Loren Eiseley's The

*

Immense Journey, Aldo LeopoId's A Sand County,Almanac, and Joseph'Wood

-

Krutch's The Desert Year. In addition, readings on reserve in the library

¥

-

include selections by Edward Abbﬁ&f Sigurd Olgon, Sally Carrigher, and Ann

\
Zwinger. . ~ . .

. . ' ) ‘ Y
The lecture portion of the course is taught very much like a literature
»

survey cdufse, with heavy emphasis upén the cultural and intellectual his-

tory underlying the nature writiﬁg'tradition. We begin by examIning the
. . . . )

0
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ﬂttltudr toward nature, and toward the human relationship w-lth nature, {m-
plicit in the .Judeo-Christian and Classical traditions. From tl;ut we move
quickly through the reports of Renalssance explorers (consldering, among
other things, what assumptidns could lead them in ‘all honesty 80 report some
of the fictitious wonders about which they ‘:\rrotv). Always we keep before us
the assumptions each age made about nature, and how t]ll(‘.‘{e ass‘xmptinn?; shaped

v

what and how they wrote about nature, — .

The modern tradition of nature~writing might be said to have begun with
the eighteénth century, although in America the Puritans in the seventeenth
century ¥#id mgﬁh to establish ideas about nature that still ;%fect our
thinking. We consider the Puritans, the Deists of the eighteeﬁth century,
and the Romantics and the Realists of the ninﬂgtenth century, alwgys through
Ehe medium of the nature Qr{ters—ﬂf each age. Along the way we make con-

nections with the scientific and philosophical thinking of each age on the

one haﬁd, and the art (particularly landscape painting) of each age on the
other. °? . | )
By the middle o% the semester we have run through what amounts to a '
crash course on western civilization, and the students are ready to study
natu:e-ﬁriting in the twe;t*eth century, beginniﬁg with the t{ansitional
figure ofiaohn Muir. With such a background, the students begin to see be-
hind the writihgrof this century the assumptions qnd perceptions we have
inherited from the past. 'ﬁ\en they read Krutch, fhey can hear fhe voice
of HgnryuTh?reau. When they. read Eiseley they begin to understand how a
respectable scientist can have a mystical experience float%ng down the 50utﬂ

-

Platt River. Thexkbec09e~conégioda of the complexity of human thought and

' human experience that underlies any gfod writing. And, wonder of wonders,

' éﬁey~begin to realizefthat such compléxity and richnesg can underlie their
. . ‘ . . 4 . .
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own writing when it becomes authentic expregpion and not . just mechanical

' : .
fulfillment of a class assignment.

For the first Half of the semestér, the students do not a]fmys see the
connectiqn between what they are doing in lecture and what they are deing

} iﬁ laboratory, but midway in the course, when we begin reading modern nature
h L
writers and analyzing their work, not only as pnrts of a tradition but’ also

as models from which the 'students can draw techniques, elementswof style,

.. and modes of dewelopment, the coherence of the course begins go dawn on

them. At that point, they begin to learn to use, on their own writing, some ..

]

of the analftieal techniques we have empleyed in studying the tradition. -
For some it is the first time in their 1iVes they have made any direct con-
nectiqn betwe;n what they are dbing and history. £
Two progressi&e frameworks efe used 1in 1aboratory, more or less simul~-
. taneously. One progression 18 from the stance of personal expression by the -
writer through a é;adual distancing of the writer.from the work until the
emphasis is.less on personal expression and more on giving the reader a new
‘experience of nature throygh the medium of writing, In achieving this
progression we discuss euch‘concepts as Keats's negative capability’and
‘Eliot's objective correlative. We EOnsider ways 1in which-we can,.as

writere, move fronka fairly naive impuldge to put our feelings into” words,

P

to a more sthisticated consideration of ways to create in the reader's

a

experience a particular set of reactions. In short, we move from writing

as a'privage behavior to writing as a social act.dirégted toward others.

In the process, students learn to achieve critical distance from their

own writing and to see it as something to be consciously crafted. 'ﬂhen‘

students can finally see their writing as ap’artifact to be shaped and

]

polished for a purpose, rather than merely a . blurting out of their

- .
t . R ¥
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cphemeral foel ings, then ft fs possible to teach them stvle and rhetorical
, ‘ )

technique.  Then they can adopt a glven,point of view consciously, and

create not' a nalve shadow of themselves T;& rather a persona to be per-

cefved by the reader. ' ‘ “a
. ' ‘ .

‘In the meantime, writing assignments also follow a pattern related to

a set of modes .of discourse. This set {s somewhat modified from the tradi-
tional deSC€iptiOﬁ, narrat fon, expositton, and argumentation of A]exander'
Bain, but itj i8s based on that well known quaftet. Tﬂe four weluse,lin the
order in wﬁZCh we take them up, are description, appreciation, interpreta-
" tion, aéd persuasion. As you can see, Bain's second element, narration, 1is

replaced by apprecidéion, and his third;;exposition, is called interpreta-

L

\ -tion, really only an elaborated form of exposition. 'Finally, I prefer to

speak of persuasion rather than argumentation because I try to teach my

> studentS‘non—adversariél modes of persuasive writing. Perhaps a brief

. 5 : * ! .

description of what we try to accomplish under each of these headings will

be useful.

We begin our laboratory writing with description. Our first, exercise
is to go togethef to a small picnic area ogp the campus —- ''Sherwood Forest'" -——

to prepare two descriptions of the area. One 1s to be an objective, scien-

’

tific description written in the style of a professional sclentific journal.

Such a description will give only factual data congerning size, location,

v

apparent use, species of trees, birds, and mammals present,_aﬁd so on. This

will be the only "scientific" writing done this semester.

The second description 1s also to give any relevant objective facts
L} - - / >
about the area, but the speaking voice of the author is to play a«pﬂ!ﬂ’fﬁ"z::

this description; This description presents Sherwood Forest with the writer -

: e 4
Sh_ as a real, live humap beliif perceiving the forest and reacting to it, rather

-~

-

Q ) ) ' - 7
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than as a dispassionate sensing finstrument. In c¢ffect, the second essay is
a description of the experience of belng in Sherwood Forest.
- As we wark on the descriptions together, on the scene, we do various

exercises 1n perceiving -- for example, concehtrnting on one sense at a

]
W .

_time and wmaking notes on the stimuli available td that sense. This can be
t .

a very useful set of exercises, because most of us are so oriented toward
. .t
vision that we tend to negléft'the other senses in writing descriptdion.
Among other goals, this exercise is intended to fix clearly in mind

the difference between scientific writing and the kind of nature writing we

*will be doing during the semééter. All the work on description 1s intended

5

to encourage the student to perceive clearly, accurately, and in detail,

\ .
with all of the sgnmes, and to use that perception in presenting a fully

human response to what is perceived. By that I mean that the writer 1is to

AY

describe not only from a physical viewpoint, but from an intellectual and

emokional Viewpoint as well. The scientific writer will tell the reader

about Sherwood Forest. The nature writer ideally will give the reader a

‘perception of Sherwood Forest.

LN

After .perhaps three laboratory :sessions on description, in which we
critiqize each other's work{ analyze brief éxamples of eff%gtive descrip-
tion, and revise.in consqltation and alone, we move on to the wfiting of
appreciation. We have already begun inéluding the observer in the descrip;

tion, but as we work our way into the writing of appreciation we begin

shifting the writer's attention from expressing his or her own response

toward creating in the reader a similar response.. Such a response may in-

clude perception, emotion, evaluation, and it will requige both efferent

r

and aesthetic considerations.
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In 80 preseq{ing to the reader-an ekberience that becomes the reader'sa,

J . |
‘the writer inevitably uses both description and narratfon, thus adding the
: missing element from Bain's modes of discourse.
f During the time we are wdtking on appreciation, we use a laboratory »

L 4

period for a field trip to a small nature center along the Cache la Poudre

River near gﬁ% campus. The area 1s a wooded floodplain with a variety of
vegetation, birds, and small mammals. This again gives the students a

common set of experiences froﬁ which to write. This common familiarity
with‘the general subject helps when the students are critiﬁuing each other's
papers. It also helps those séudgnts who have not had a great deal of out-
~door experience feel more nearly on equal terms with those who have toured
Glacier Bay iﬁ a kéyak or climbed all the fourteeners in Colorado. |
By the time the laboratory work ﬁas‘progressedFto dealing with inter-

pretive writing, the reading in lecture will have come uﬁ td thé\téentieth
- _ { '

century. At that point, everything in the coursé Begins to come together

3

'for the student. .In théjlaboratofy, the student has acquired sk%}ié in

N~ '

description, narrati&h, and evoking appreciation. He or she can now bring g
o : Nap . ?

i

]
those skills to interpretation, writing that comb{nes rational understand-
: ' ing of processes’ and relationships with the experlence of appreciation
that is gréétli deepened by understanding. The efferent and the aesthe®ic -

are both brought fully into play. Here particularly the writer must be

‘true both“to the objective, physical world out there, and also to the
] !

s ~ .. :
human cdonsdiousness perceiving it.
N . - ' - .t‘d . F
Again to assure that the students have direct experience from which to
D
. - i .

write,*we devotelbng'laboratory period to a trip to a small state park‘in

~

the feothills just west .of the campus. After a brisk hike up a steep

trail we can stop and consideér a‘padorama of mountains and plains. We can
w . ‘ . .

' L 9
. - T, . o




N
\
Brvant -- Y

see a varlety of plant Commu;\ltlen; we probably have seen some ')\hvrt 'n
ﬂquiffels and fheif re]ationﬂhip‘witp the ponderosa pine; rhvrv will prnh—
. ab]y be pawks sailing thejthermals hbove‘thé'efiff fadces; we may wlth’{uvk
encounfer mule deer or ‘a éattlésnake;\sﬁd we get a fine view of the hogbacks
Jéreated from the oYerlying sedi?éntéry b?dexwﬁen'thg Rocky Mountains rose.
All in alil, we,hav? plenéy of topics for interpregive wrl{lng.

)

- Finally, near tﬁe end of the semester, the laboratory work moves on

e : ‘ .
to persuasion. I use this term rather than argumentatiqn becauge T encour-
age 8 udents to see fhat a reader max‘be moved to acfion on an issue (the
pugpose of gprsuasivg writing) through judicious use of all tﬁe techﬁ}ques
of wrfting we have been developing through the entire semester. Deééﬁip~
tion, appreciation, interpretation all, when well dOné, can move a readér
to action without necessariiy having to take an argumentative stance. A
reader who becomes aware of the beauty of a peregrine falcon, and who under- ~
stands the role.such falcons'play in the biological community, will likely

\ ! .

be persuaded to help save the peregrine falcon from extinction.

1

, I do insist that the student write on a real {sque with two arguable
sides. Merely advoéating'beauty and truth is simple enough, but 1t doesn't
achieve anything. Clear air or lower prices, a free-running wild river or
a plentiful water gupply ~— those are the kinds of real choices facing en- X v
vironmentalists; Writing to advocate the choice of one desirable outcome

over another, also desirable, outcome 18 more difficult than merely favbr-

3

ing "good" over "evil,'" but it is more responsible, and truer to the real
. ¢ , ‘
world of human decisions.

As I have already suggested, by the middle of the semester the reading
in the lecture has begun to relate very clearly with the writing in the o

laboratory. Not only do the students’ find, in that reading, useful models

10 | B
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for their own writing, but also by understanding the fdeas and assumpt fons

.

- behind the works théy are reading -- Krutch's transcendental ism, Leopold's

- ecological pragmatism, Abbey's Mialectic -- they bepin to become more aware

of their own assumptions and to analyzg them, In the vernacular, they be-

-~ -

gin to understand where they themselves are "coming from." This makes them

e e

\ -~
"  both better readers and more perceptive and effective writers. ,

- The net result of this course is intended to be a series of connections:

.

perceptive reading caonnected to effective writ#ng; a whole cultural tradi- |

tion of the arts and sciences connected to a glven individual's perception
' -

g : of the natural world; and most important, close ties, perhaps for the first

L
time, among & student's own perceptions and experiences, that student's own

g - .
writing, and an estgﬁlished and clearly_understood literary tradition.

| )
History, philosophy, art are at last joined with daily experiedce. -
n ) '
Paul Bryant .
) _ Colorado State University
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