Workshop 1

Essay 1

September 19, 2005

First, congratulations on your first, largely successful interaction with technology! 

Second, L: drive screw-up

Third, some really great first drafts! Lots of focus on detail—today, we’re going to work exclusively on this, so that your next drafts are even better. First, we’re going to look at the kinds of commenting you did—because writing is a process, workshops offer you a unique opportunity to look at your own work through others’ eyes. But further, it also allows you to take a step back from your work and try to see it as a deliberate expression, a crafted expression; it allows you the opportunity to question yourself and your thoughts. That’s what we should be doing here—trying to get to the next level.

 To start off, I’d like everyone to get into their groups and distribute your drafts. As a group, I’d like you to look over the comments you made to your peers. Start with one draft, then move on to the others. Were they helpful? Were they not so helpful? Why? 

Handout on commenting.

Document camera: randomly-selected sentences to comment on. 

Each sentence is a living thing—it’s not just a means to get to the next thought, but a chance to say something important, to add depth and significance to your essay. 

Now, in your groups, I’d like each of you to take a look at the drafts in front of you. Take a minute or two to find what you think the most important moment in each essay is, and circle it. If you can’t decide between this moment or that, circle both. Then, working with one essay first, discuss that moment—what makes it important? Come to a consensus for each essay. We’re going to be doing a revision (re-seeing) activity using this moment in your essays.
Time-Stretch Activity
As you’re working on your personal narrative, you will be asked to revise, to polish, to try to use language in ways that you are probably not used to. My job is to help you develop your voice and to become more sensitive to your own thoughts as well as the world around you. It can be very hard to take a small moment in time, a particular experience, and render it in three dimensions. As we’ve seen in all the pieces we’ve read so far—whether fictional or non-fictional—the detail carries most of the meaning. In Kafka’s The Metamorphosis, Gregor goes into great detail about his attempts to get to the door and open it; in Porter’s “Theft,” the details about the hats tells us a great deal about character; in Kusz’s “Ring Leader,” the way the author describes the locker-room encapsulates her feelings of difference.

This exercise asks you to use your first draft as a starting place. Take what seems to be the single most critical element of your draft—the moment that really captures your situation—and stretch that moment out; rewrite it in slow motion. 

Try to focus your relationship to the moment you’re writing about by paying attention to details, facts, and specific pieces of information. 

Before you start writing, give your exercise a title specifically incorporating the time-span of the moment you’re stretching: “The Three Minutes It Took Me to Walk Down the Nursing-Home Hall.” This will help you stick to the assignment. 

Work for about 20 minutes; feel free to run ideas by your peers—try things out, ask questions. Raise your hand if you need help.

For homework tonight, I’d like you to revise your draft using whatever elements of this exercise you find helpful. I will re-organize our discussion board to make things clearer and cleaner. Upload your next draft to blackboard. As before, I’d like each other member of the group to download the draft, comment on it using the techniques we’ve learned today—remember, commenting is hard work, and each sentence deserves attention. At this point, let’s not worry about grammar and so on, unless you feel it is detracting in some way from the essay as a whole. In that case, I’d like you to insert a note at the bottom of the draft to that effect. 

Finally, I have a brief worksheet for you to complete. Please do this before you begin revising your essay—it encapsulates everything about details we’ve been talking about today.  Turn this in at the beginning of class on Wednesday.
