[image: image1]
Writing Assessment Services

Progymnasmata Fable Examples

www.writingassessment.com

My live "cottage school" classroom provides the first two samples below, and my online students the second two. 

In the live class we began by listing titles or concepts of familiar fables and retelling a few orally, then I set the group to independent work for fifteen or twenty minutes, retelling a familiar fable in writing.



Seven- to Nine-year-olds
These students, depending on their writing skills, can "compose" through narration, with the instructor taking dictation either on a board at the front of a classroom or in a notebook (or at a computer keyboard) by the child's side. The student may then be required to copy out the result or perhaps key words from it. Most students in this age group should not be expected to complete progymnasmata beyond the proverb.

An early-reader seven-year-old in my live class group was allowed to draw a picture of a familiar fable and encouraged to write words on her picture to help identify what was going on. She adapted the "dog in the manger" fable to include two stork-like birds that needed the hay to build a nest. On her own, she included conversation bubbles for each character--the dog, two birds, and a token cow.

A better reader/writer, eight, cleverly conflated THREE fables and had a flattered crow dropping cheese to a barnyard full of animals who fought over it while the clever fox escaped with the prize. A nine-year-old fluent writer was unable to finish his fable about a "boat of enormous size, bad manners, and a loud-talking bell" that would not veer from its plotted course "from Scotland to Pearl Harbor." He had to narrate orally the unfinished part, about how the ship captain cut free an obstructing secured buoy, to the destruction of countless ships afterwards.



Ten- to Twelve-year-olds
Students in this age group can do more independent expansion of lists (details from a picture study, for instance) to sentences, sentences to paragraphs, and style and dialogue features to simple narratives. Most will be unable to go beyond the anecdote level of the progymnasmata.

This is the effort of fifteen minutes on the part of an eleven-year-old, with another ten minutes of spelling and capitalization and punctuation correction at another time:
Once upon a time there was a sheik, and he kept Arabian mares, but he was forever troubled with a wild mare that was called Banet er Rah. She kept returning to get more of his prize mares. One night he crept outside to watch for her. Suddenly she dashed up to the fence with all her band behind her. The sheik threw his rope and it landed on her neck. He had her!!! Suddenly he saw his best mare in the band. Immediately he dropped the rope and started after her, but too late! Banet er Rah was free once more and she streaked away with her band right behind her. Moral: a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.



Thirteen- to Fifteen-year-olds
Depending on their training, these students should be required to do independent research for material, more sophisticated development of the exercises, and more independent revision. They are the best target group for the full progymnasmata program.

I cannot give a precise age for the following student, but I believe he is about fourteen or fifteen. His assignment was to rewrite a familiar fable (in this case, "The Fox and the Grapes"], expanding it with details for a more contemporary effect.
Phil and the Chocolate Easter Bunny: A contemporary interpretation of Aesop's Fable

Phil hunted feverishly through the chocolate-laden bushes of the large city park. The Easter egg hunt had begun! Myriad voices of frantic children pierced through the sunlit trees, their thin boughs weaving slowly moving shadows on the nettle-covered ground. Half stumbling, Phil surveyed the landscape for a possible clue. The boy knew that he was almost too far out in the woods to find any fructose, but he would try anyway. Suddenly, Phil saw the sparkle of shrink-wrap in an old pine tree. Far above him it drifted, tauntingly. He began to climb the tree. Contorting his body to maneuver around branches and sharp twigs, never looking down at the ground hundreds of feet below, the boy at last came in reach of the package. It glistened in the sunlight - amid those pointless unnecessary green shavings that appear in all Easter egg baskets - a chocolate bunny 6 inches in diameter, smothered with chocolate frosting and boasting surely of a caramel filling…just sitting there. Phil felt survival instinct overwhelm him and lunged at the delicious prize. The branch snapped. Phil lost his balance and plummeted down to the next branch and finally made his way to the bottom of the tree, hitting the ground with a pitiable sigh. He lay just staring up at a small, hollow, melting chocolate bunny that no one had bothered to collect. The crinkly paper looked as if it had lain in a muddy pool for a few hours. How in the world could anybody it? Phil got up painfully, and retreated to find better Easter loot.



Sixteen-year-olds and Up
Although we think of students in this group as being in the rhetoric stage, the truth is that many of them have not had the preparation to be capable of full-blown rhetoric by late high school. Even if they do no more than the progymnasmata before graduation, they will be worlds ahead of their peers in college composition classes, where watery versions of the narrative, description, comparison, and thesis are common fare. But even for those blessed with true rhetoric study in these years, the progymnasmata can be valuable warm-ups or opportunities for polishing smaller rhetorical techniques. These students may also be challenged to branch out from a progymnasma to place it in a larger rhetorical whole, and thereby they may be instructed in the various uses of the progymnasmata in deliberative, ceremonial, and judicial rhetoric. (See D'Angelo's introductory chapter for a fuller explanation.)

This sample was produced by an adult, but it is certainly not too difficult for high school students to do something similar. The assignment called for students to study Aristotle's Rhetoric on the use of a fable in a larger rhetorical purpose. (http://eserver.org/philosophy/aristotle/rhetoric.txt) They were to embed a fable into an essay or essay portion. (I restricted the word count to about 300)
A Letter to my Son

Peter, several times this past year you have given me a special joy. One sunny winter morning the house was quiet and peaceful - Daddy must have taken the children out for errands - and I was busy upstairs, when I heard you playing the piano with such obvious enjoyment. Another spring evening the girls were in bed early, and you serenaded us with Bach's Prelude in C major. What joy to hear my son bringing us God's gift of music! I remembered my girlhood years, the long hours of practicing, the summer evenings of playing a polished Chopin Nocturne in the twilight, and Grandma and Grandpa's voicing of their pleasure. I didn't quite understand their depth of feeling that I now share when I hear you play. 

Many times you are frustrated when the practicing is hard and the desired results don't come easily. Many times you give up in despair and stomp out of the room. I can remember those feelings too, but I can also remember the satisfaction that comes from persevering to the end. You have experienced the thrill of success after painstaking work - how I wish that you would not forget that lesson and would push through diligently when you are tempted to throw up your hands. 

Think of the story of the crow and the pitcher. The thirsty crow desperately tried to reach the water at the bottom of the pitcher but was obliged to give up the attempt. Suddenly he had an idea. Taking a single pebble in his beak, he dropped the stone into the pitcher. Then he took another, and another. At long last, the water rose to where he could take a drink and quench his great thirst. Peter, be encouraged and learn from the crow: "Little by little does the trick." 


©2000 Cindy Marsch, All Rights Reserved



Permission is hereby granted for duplication for classroom/workshop/support group use, as long as the author's name and website address are included. Please write cindymarsch@writingassessment.com  with inquiries regarding other use. 

