Beginning The Journey:  Writing Assessment Prompt

Electronically mailed to students, August 2007

PROMPT:  To help us know about you and your writing, we would like you to write us a short essay, 2-3 pages, double-spaced, 11-12pt. font, standard margins, about What Writing Means To You (feel free to concoct your own title).  To help jumpstart your thinking about this, we’ve included a few leading questions and an excerpt from an essay about writing essays.

Do not feel locked into any formulas, but do consider this a serious piece: we will be using this essay to help us talk with you about your individual writing plan.  

Be sure to do your own work, and by September 4, 2007, email your essay to us at:

writingcenter@evergreen.edu
Along with your essay, we’d like you to provide us with what we call an Author’s Note.  This is an informal paragraph or two about your experience writing this essay.  Include in this note whether you are on your first, third, or ninth draft, what you consider to be the strengths of your essay, or the easiest parts of your writing process, and what you would like to improve, as well as any interesting turns that your thinking took as you prepared and wrote.

Things to consider:

What is writing good for?

What is your experience as a writer?

What are your best conditions for writing?

What is your own attitude about writing?

What has been your experience with writing instruction?

Excerpt from Paul Graham’s The Age of the Essay:

To understand what a real essay is, we have to reach back into history again, though this time not so far. To Michel de Montaigne, who in 1580 published a book of what he called "essais." He was doing something quite different from what lawyers do, and the difference is embodied in the name. Essayer is the French verb meaning "to try" and an essai is an attempt. An essay is something you write to try to figure something out.

Figure out what? You don't know yet. And so you can't begin with a thesis, because you don't have one, and may never have one. An essay doesn't begin with a statement, but with a question. In a real essay, you don't take a position and defend it. You notice a door that's ajar, and you open it and walk in to see what's inside.

If all you want to do is figure things out, why do you need to write anything, though? Why not just sit and think? Well, there precisely is Montaigne's great discovery. Expressing ideas helps to form them. Indeed, helps is far too weak a word. Most of what ends up in my essays I only thought of when I sat down to write them. That's why I write them.

In the things you write in school you are, in theory, merely explaining yourself to the reader. In a real essay you're writing for yourself. You're thinking out loud.

You can read all of Graham’s “The Age of the Essay” at http://www.paulgraham.com/essay.html 

