SAMPLE
Writing Assessment Services

Workbook

((
Progym:  Classical Writing Workouts

Narrative

Presented by

Cindy Marsch, M.A.

www.writingassessment.com

cindymarsch@writingassessment.com
This sample is taken from a 40-page original workbook, 

Progym:  Classical Writing Workouts--Narrative.  

The sample in its electronic and printed versions is provided free of charge

 to help in your purchase decision and may not be sold.  

Anyone desiring a copy should download it from 

Writing Assessment Services at the website below. 

Any other use constitutes fraud.

The workbook is provided in electronic form and with evaluation services

 available from www.writingassessment.com .

(The underlined portions below are excerpted in this sample._

Contents

Progym: Classical Writing Workouts




 4

Narrative








 6


Sample—Till We Have Faces—Lewis—1956


 7


One—The Bible—Joshua—c. 1400-1200 B.C.


10


Two—The Bible—Acts—c. 60 A.D.




12


Three—Lives—Plutarch—c. 100 A.D.



14


Four—Confessions—Augustine—397-398



16


Five—“The Nun’s Priest’s Tale”—Chaucer—c. 1390

18


Six—Utopia—More—1516





20


Seven—The Life of John Donne—Walton—1675


22


Eight—Robinson Crusoe—Defoe—1719



24


Nine—“The Philosophy of Composition”—Poe—c. 1845

26


Ten—Greenmantle—Buchan—1916



28


Eleven—My Ántonia—Cather—1918



30


Twelve—Till We Have Faces—Lewis—1956


32


Thirteen—The First Circle—Solzhenitsyn—1968


34


Fourteen—Darwin on Trial—Johnson—1991


36


Fifteen—“Defend Civilization Itself”—Helprin—2002

38

Afterword








40

Progym: Classical Writing Workouts
“Classical Education” is both a fad and a tried and true approach to nurturing the minds of our young. An old ditty by John Gray says, 



Tender-handed stroke a nettle,



And it stings you for your pains;



Grasp it like a man of mettle,



And soft as silk remains.  ( http://www.abc.net.au/canberra/stories/s470888.htm )
Like a nettle, classical education stings those who snatch at it but without resolve, just trying out the latest fad. But in bygone days nettles, despite their capacity to inflict pain, were valued for their medicinal properties, and likewise those who firmly “grasp the nettle” of classical education will find the effort bracing and its rewards of great value.

The Pursuit

Pursuing classical education is daunting, and much of its success comes from parents and teachers who lead the way by their own example of diligence. I know of or have participated in online study groups of homeschooling moms learning Latin, logic, rhetoric, and the Great Books-—all so that they can teach their own children. Classroom teachers and headmasters spend their summers attending conferences all over the country. For all of these who have “grasped the nettle,” learning is a lifestyle, a joyful pilgrimage.

About 1999 the classical Christian homeschoolers’ “Classed” e-community on Yahoogroups.com introduced me to the progymnasmata ["pro gym nahz MAH tah," according to some], a group of a dozen or so writing exercises used from antiquity through the centuries to prepare students for fuller rhetoric as they matured. I was able to learn these techniques enough to prepare an email tutorial for several serious moms and their teenagers in 2000. That tutorial, The Progymnasmata: Preliminary Rhetoric Exercises (Part I), covers half the exercise types, and is available at www.writingassessment.com .  I strongly recommend that teachers and teaching parents obtain a copy for their professional development.

The Need

But other moms and teachers have different gifts—perhaps in philosophy or Latin—and have asked for more practical help with writing, for themselves and for their children. Others simply do not have the time to develop multiple exercises in each of the progymnasmata, though the techniques require much practice for mastery. To answer those needs—for accessible writing exercises valuable to all students, and for further practice for those already experienced with the progymnasmata—I am producing this series of workbooks.

Progym: Classical Writing Workouts

· Each electronic workbook stands alone, focusing on one of the following types of exercise, which do increase in complexity:

Narration
Fable

Proverb

Description


Anecdote
Refutation/Confirmation

I hope in the future to develop additional workbooks on the other half of the group, the increasingly complex progymnasmata.

· Within each workbook fifteen exercises focus on topics drawn from history and literature across the centuries, with many excerpts from the Great Books. 

· Each exercise includes several parts with the “workout” theme.  Students “warm up” with some preliminary jottings, move into an “aerobic” phase that requires fairly rapid eloquence and quick thinking, brace themselves for an "anaerobic” strengthening of intense focus or revision, then relax and reflect in a "cool down” phase.

Each progymnasma will have its own versions of these stages in the writing process, and each exercise particular emphases.  Students will become quite familiar with this highly effective means to develop their skills in generating and fleshing out ideas, focusing intently, and stepping back to evaluate their efforts.

Benefits

Each of the progymnasmata focuses on a particular set of writing skills, though you will see the cumulative benefits of them as you incorporate narrative and proverb into an anecdote, for example. The examples for imitation model many of the features of good writing we want our children to learn.

Preparation
Students and parents should begin these exercises in earnest no earlier than fifth grade, probably better in seventh grade, after a solid introduction to writing for a year or so. Appropriate early programs include The Institute for Excellence in Writing series, Writing Strands, Imitation in Writing, etc.  (See www.writingassessment.com for more information.) Students should also be familiar with basic grammar, spelling, typing, and/or handwriting.

If you find some of the literature selections challenging, consider skipping them for a while, and work on wide reading with good comprehension, an essential for effective writing. Also consider incorporating the passages into your reading program, scheduling extra lessons to insure that everyone is comfortable with these rich readings.

Customization

The workbooks can be used in any of several ways:

· As an occasional supplement to other writing curricula

· One book per semester, with one exercise per week over fifteen weeks, to complete the six books in three years, as a supplement to other writing curricula or as a core from which other writing activities are generated. This would be a good approach for middle school students.

· Up to three books per semester, three exercises per week, for an intense study of these six progymnasmata in one academic year. The second year could cover the more complex progymnasmata (see D’Angelo) and would be appropriate for early high school students.

· Any other use you find appropriate to your students’ needs.

No matter what plan you use with the exercises, consider alternating between single long sessions and spreading out the activities in each exercise over two or three sessions.

Evaluation

Your original purchase of one of these downloadable electronic workbooks entitles you to one free evaluation of any one full exercise from the book, within one year of purchase.  To submit your work for evaluation, please send it within the body of an email message to WRASSEVAL@aol.com .   Please include information about the student’s grade level (adults welcome!) and how you are using the workbook. Additional evaluations are available through www.writingassessment.com . 

I trust you will find these exercises interesting and effective, and I look forward to your comments so that I may better serve you.  For more information and to begin your own deeper study of the progymnasmata, please visit my website.

Cindy Marsch

Writing Assessment Services

Narrative

Briefly, the narrative is a basic building block of writing, and even little children can “tell me what you did today.” But as is the case with many simple things, the narrative needs real art to be done well. Rhetoricians use “narratio” to state the facts as they persuade, and historians, storytellers, poets, and attorneys use narrations for their own purposes. Sometimes we need to relate a sequence of events in the smallest possible space, and sometimes we want to linger over the details, as Shakespeare fashions all of The Tempest from the chronology of an afternoon.

As journalists know, readers of a news story want to know the who, what, when, where, why, and how; and we should be on the alert for the way a narrative’s presentation—its slant-- can affect our reception of it.

One of the most important lessons we can learn in writing is what we learn by imitation. When we study great writing deeply enough to imitate its grammatical structure or its use of images, the genius of it sinks right into our bones.

So turn the page and learn how to work out with the narrative. Study the sample first, then try an exercise on your own.

A Note on Using the E-Text

Make the most of this electronic document and your printer. If you have the full Adobe Acrobat  software you should be able to type your work directly into the document, though you should make good use of real paper, too.  If you have only the free Acrobat Reader, you will need to adjust to your own technical limitations. To condense a piece, print it out, then scratch through unneeded words and jot in needed additions by hand.  When you produce a final assignment, type it up on your word processor, print it out, and include the page in a printed-out notebook with a copy of the original assignment for future reference.  Make judicious use of handwriting and typing, switching from one to the other to test their distinct advantages. And remember, you can always start over with a clean printout if you mess up the original!

Narrative Sample

From Till We Have Faces, 

by C. S. Lewis, 1956

New York and London: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1980

C. S. Lewis wrote this Christian-faith-resonant retelling of the Cupid/Psyche myth that some consider his greatest work of fiction. The narrator here is Psyche's ugly sister Orual, whose sin ruins Psyche. Note that the core narrative (about the battle) is just a PART of this excerpt: be sure to use it in your condensation, though you may want to preserve some of the commentary as well.

     It may happen that someone who reads this book will have heard tales and songs about my reign and my wars and great deeds. Let him be sure that most of it is false, for I know already that the common talk, and especially in neighbouring lands, has doubled and trebled the truth, and my deeds, such as they were, have been mixed up with those of some great fighting queen who lived longer ago and (I think) further north, and a fine patchwork of wonders and impossibilities made out of both. . . . I was never yet at any battle but that, when the lines were drawn up and the first enemy arrows came flashing in among us, and the grass and trees about me suddenly became a place, a Field, a thing to be put in chronicles, I wished very heartily that I had stayed at home. Nor did I ever do any notable deed with my own arm but once. That was in the war with Essur, when some of their horse came out of an ambush and Bardia, riding to his position, was surrounded all in a moment. Then I galloped in and hardly knew what I was doing till the matter was over, and they say I had killed seven men with my own strokes. (I was wounded that day.) But to hear the common rumour you would think I had planned every war and every battle and killed more enemies than all the rest of our army put together.
(Chapter 20, paragraph 3, pp. 226-227; 256 words)

Warm-up

Answer the journalist’s questions about this narrative:

Who? A warrior queen, enemy Essur, friend-soldier Bardia

What? Debunking the myth of her heroics

When?  In  her past, in a “chronicles” and “tales and songs” time

Where?  Some land in the south of somewhere

Why?  Wants us to know she’s just human

How?  Tells just what happened one time she’s famous for

Condense the nearly-300 words to about 100 words:

Some have heard tales of my deeds which have been greatly exaggerated and even combined with feats of a queen from the North.  Only once did I do any notable deed in battle.  In a war with Essur, Bardia was ambushed and surrounded.  I galloped in and have been told I killed seven men, though at some point I was wounded.  To hear others tell it I planned every battle and killed more enemies than all of our army. (79 words)

Aerobic

Expand the narrative again to 300 words from your condensed version, without looking at Lewis’s original:

(This excerpt from a student’s expanded narrative covers only the first half of the first sentence above, but it will give you an idea of how to proceed.)

There are many in lands both distant and near who have heard exaggerated tales of my prowess in battle.  Many songs, poems, and epics have been written about my notable  deeds and reign.  But alas, these stories do not belong to me alone.  Legends often combine many ordinary people into a great mythical one. . . .
Anaerobic

Rewrite the expanded version or the original with a twist. Use about 300 words and choose one or more of these:

· Slant—make the narrative tell a particular sort of story, a different “take” or “spin” from what is in the original. Think of how a reporter can reveal his bias in his reporting.

· Direct Declarative—just telling it like it is (if the original does not already)

· Indirect Declarative—purposely overdone, often using passive voice (It is said that…)

· Interrogative—asking questions that tell the story (Why did I lash out so?)
· Comparative—purposely overdone (Instead of….Although….In contrast…)
Which twist?  Comparative and Slant

     Although many stories have been written about me, most of them are lies.  Not only are they for the most part greatly exaggerated, most of them were taken from fantastic images of prowess and expertise by famous warriors on distant shores, men and women of far greater ability and talent than my own. 

     My own attempts at creating heroic images of warfare have been half-hearted at best, for I do not like the whiz of arrows past my royal ear, or the stench of rotting flesh when the battle comes to a close as all battles eventually must. 

     No, I would much rather stay at home where I am comfortable, where meals are served at decent hours and I can rest in bed without fear of some intruder breaking in to steal my life away, than to be in the midst of any fiery war. There was only one time when the stories equaled the truth of the situation, but it's almost not worth mentioning when you consider that the whole thing was an accident over which I had no control whatsoever. 

     We were fighting Essur, that haughty king of the Klopfen-steins, when suddenly, from out of nowhere, a whole herd of human pigs descended upon me. Rather than running as I was tempted to do, I turned to fight them off, and when it was all over and I chanced to open my eyes to look around, the bodies of six, no, seven men lay dead at my feet.

     Even I couldn't recall how they'd gotten there, but those who write stories for silly young girls to read seemed to know exactly how they'd gotten there and what to do about my "bravery." If one could call it that.  Whether or not it was true, they painted me as the killer of thousands and the victorious ruler over many battles. And foolish readers believed them. (316 words)

Cool Down

Imitate the style of one great sentence of your choice in the original.

Original: But to hear the common rumour you would think I had planned every war and every battle and killed more enemies than all the rest of our army put together.
Imitation:  And to play the best of music I will have to practice every piece and every line and master more composers than the sweet few I know already.

(Note that this imitation echoes the rhythm and grammar of the original as well as the sense of big to little in “every war and every battle” changed to “every piece and every line.” You may want to focus on just one aspect of imitation—the grammar, the sense of the sentence, the images, etc.)

Choose your own one best sentence, worthy of imitation:

My own attempts at creating heroic images of warfare have been half-hearted at best, for I do not like the whiz of arrows past my royal ear, or the stench of rotting flesh when the battle comes to a close, as all battles eventually must.
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