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Writing with Purpose 

 

If I had to give young writers advice, I would say don’t listen to writers talking about writing or 

themselves. – American playwright Lillian Hellman (1905-1984) 

 

The American novelist Sinclair Lewis (Elmer Gantry, Arrowsmith, Mainstreet) was said to have 

been invited to address a conference of amateur writers eager to be published. When Lewis (said 

to have been a bit tipsy) walked onto the stage, he asked the audience who among them were 

writers. Hands went up. “Then why aren’t you at home writing?” he asked as he (was said to 

have) stumbled off the stage.  

 Anyone who has read to a toddler knows that young children love to hear stories. Children 

don’t have to be bribed or threatened; they take to stories naturally with delight and fascination, 

whether read from a book or told from memory. Before long they begin making up their own 

stories, eventually writing them down. At seven, my youngest son, imitating his newspaper 

reporter father, composed this gem on our old Royal typewriter: “There was a crash on clover 

street. a car bloowup. There was lots of damigee.” (When shown this ancient piece of work, his 

son, eight at the time of this writing, thought this was pretty funny.) 

 Now, what this story lacks in detail it makes up for in clarity. We don’t know when this 

calamity took place or who might have been hurt, or anything about the weather or other 

contributing factors, but readers will not disagree about the facts given. And that is the first rule 

of writing: Without clarity, writing is ineffective.  

 Most children carry this love of reading and of writing through elementary school and 

perhaps into middle school. The teacher may craft a rudimentary, homemade class newspaper for 

students to see their creations in print for the first time. This simple event in Geraldine Black’s 

sixth grade class at Collett School had as much to do with my becoming a writer as anything else 

I can think of. There we are in print, published!  

 We get to high school and the stories grow more complex. We learn about foreshadowing in 

Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery,” about shared sacrifice and communications in Guy de 

Maupassant’s “The Necklace,” about symbolism in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman 

Brown.” This is our introduction to finding meaning below the surface, and many of us retain 

this love of literature  – until we have to write about it under the Rules of English in Mrs. 

Browbeat’s 9
th

 Grade English Class.  

 Can you imagine signing up for youth baseball or gymnastics, and going to the first practice 

bursting with enthusiasm and energy, only to learn that before taking the field or the floor you 

have to endure three weeks of reading a textbook, filling out worksheets and taking tests? Yet 

that is how writing is taught (probably not the correct term) in many high schools today. The air 

rushes from this balloon before the party ever starts. They should have a sign on the door: Class 

in session. Please leave your enthusiasm at home.  

 If Sinclair Lewis were the teacher, students would be writing.  

 In school, before you get to write, you have to read about how to write. If this doesn’t kill 

enthusiasm, I don’t know what does. Prewriting. The “writing process” (whatever that is. Is that 

like “the eating process” or “the bricklaying process”?) Organization and sentence structure. 

Unity of thought. Outlining. Topic sentences. Thesis statements. Grading rubrics. The dirty little 

secret is that writing teachers can lecture endlessly on how to write, but they can’t really teach 
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someone how to write. They can help with mechanics and share tricks and shortcuts. They can 

talk about unity of purpose, or organization of paragraph structure and the like. They can guide 

and coach and make suggestions. Teachers who are writers can show what works for them. The 

problem is that what works for them may not work for you.  

In the end, you are the writer. You have to figure this out pretty much by yourself. A 

surgeon can show a resident how to remove an appendix. A master electrician can teach an 

apprentice how to wire a house. A math professor can explain quadratic equations. But we 

writing teachers can’t teach you how to write any more than an art instructor can teach you how 

to paint. 

And yet, school boards and administrators ponder endlessly over the textbooks to 

approve for their schools. Because they seek to offend nobody, they default to the bland. It’s 

almost as if a textbook author said to himself, “Well, here’s an interesting subject. Let’s see if we 

can bore them into lunacy with this one.” 

It doesn’t have to be this way. We keep the “textbook” part of this book short because 

writers become good writers in the following ways, which do not include long sessions in 

textbook purgatory.  

‒ They read good writing. Good writing does not include most textbook writing. Good 

writing includes the essays of Stanley Fish and E.B. White, the novels of Edith Wharton and 

Willa Cather, of William Faulkner and John Steinbeck, the histories of Walter Lord and William 

Shirer, the biographies of William Manchester, the economics of Thomas Sowell and Walter E. 

Williams, of Peter F. Drucker and Milton Friedman, of George Gilder, the warnings of F.A. 

Hayek, of Ayn Rand, of George Orwell, of Aldous Huxley, of Franz Kafka, the humor of Edwin 

O’Connor, the Biblical history of Harry Emerson Fosdick, the poetry of Shakespeare and Carl 

Sandburg and Emily Dickinson, the dialog of Tennessee Williams and Lorraine Hansberry. 

Even the contemporary commercial fiction of John Grisham, of Stephen King, Glenn 

Close, Danielle Steele and J.K. Rowling hold lessons for writers.  

‒ They write. They write and they write and they write. They edit. They rewrite. They 

revise and start over and write some more and edit some more and revise some more.  

‒ They observe. They can’t do this with their heads buried in cell phones. They sit on 

park benches and watch life unfold before them. They capture images. They make note of 

dialects of people having conversations; of facial expression, of body language, of nuances. They 

look at hair styles, at eye makeup, at clothing, of hope, of despair. They park these images in 

their subconscious to stay until, and if, needed for a story someday, maybe not for thirty years.    

 

The girl, nineteen maybe, tall and thin, in jeans that were torn not because they were $75 

designers but because they were old and probably once the property of a previous owner, was 

hanging on the boy as they walked down the city street, her hand on his right arm, her eyes fixed 

on his. “If we get some money,” she said in a little girl’s sing-song voice, part hopeful and part 

forlorn. . . and then the student observing them, the college student assigned to sit here and make 

these observations, the student lurched forward but could not get the final words of the girl’s 

plea. . . . 

 

Few would argue that skill doesn’t come by osmosis or divine intervention but from countless 

hours of often tedious and occasionally excruciating practice. So too with the potter, the painter, 

the photographer, the surgeon, the seamstress, the guitarist, the athlete. A person need not aspire 

to writing greatness to recognize the practical need for basic writing competence, acquired by 
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adopting work habits of the highly accomplished. Professional musicians and comedians make it 

look easy when it is anything but. What we don’t see are the many years of preparation – on 

technique, on timing, on presentation – behind the act. Why do freshman comp students think 

they can wait until the night before an essay is due to begin writing it and expect the professor to 

take it seriously? Some of the excuses are lack of interest, laziness, feelings of inferiority and 

preoccupation with more pressing matters. But a good reason I have yet to hear.  

 

Let us start at – the beginning.  

 In the really old days before writing, knowledge passed orally from generation to generation.  

The oral tradition explains why stories like “The Elephant in the Village of the Blind” and “The 

Ant and the Grasshopper” have so many versions. The oral tradition thrives today, especially 

where the words are spoken – on the stage, in poetry, in ghost stories told around the campfire, 

and in children’s bedtime stories. Someone wrote these words. It all begins with the sentence. 

Understanding the sentence, its component parts and how they work together is fundamental to 

good writing.  

 Sounds simple, doesn’t it? John Maquire, a writing professor at the Burklee College of 

Music, accidentally stumbled upon the solution to a problem he (and the rest of us) had battled 

for years. Finding himself unprepared for a class one day, he launched an impromptu discussion 

of the sentence and how to write good ones. This was near the end of the semester, after he had 

suffered through more than a hundred essays by students who had all kinds of opinions on how 

to save the world but didn’t know how to put three words together into a coherent sentence. 

 After suffering through a 14-line essay with 13 errors, he had, he explained, “an epiphany.” 

Here is how he describes it: 

 These kids don’t know what a good sentence is. They attempt to write papers with 

bizarre strings of words that are not sentences, and they don’t know what the problem is. 

Their high school teachers let them write fragments, and now they think of a fragment as a 

kind of sentence. They have been trained to accept fragments, and I can’t get them 

untrained. Papers cannot be made from terrible sentences. 

 “Papers made from incompetent sentences cannot succeed,” Maguire explains. His students, 

he writes, were suffering from “fully established habits of sentence-rot.” 

 

And so, we begin at the beginning, in the footings of all good writing, the lowly, humble 

sentence.  

  

   


