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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

Fable

Briefly, the fable is a traditional brief story with “flat” characters that is intended to teach a moral lesson.  Because many fables were developed in pagan cultures, their morals are not quite what a Judeo-Christian worldview would expect. They are often brutally practical—the foolish and weak meet with violent ends and the sly and strong prevail.  Authors throughout history have written their own fables or modified the ancient ones for stand-alone pieces of literature or wisdom. But in rhetoric fables were a tool to bring home a point or illustrate one.  You will no doubt argue with Langland’s royalist sentiments or Tolstoy’s socialism, but even as you consider the truth in each fable’s message, consider how skillfully the author uses the tool for his point!

Many fables are attributed to “Aesop,” a slave of probably the 4th century B.C. who no doubt lived, as there are reliable historical records of his court exploits reminiscent of Aristotle.  But the real Aesop probably borrowed from an oral and written tradition that began long before he popularized it in Greek society, and many have borrowed from Aesop long since, sometimes affixing his name to their own writing, to give it the authority they thought fitting for their work.  In the end, fables are the common property of all people.

In the three sections of this workbook you will have practice rewriting fables, analyzing their use in a larger context, and inventing your own. Feel free to complete only the first section with younger students, finding fables of your own to work with in the same way. The analytical section and the invention section are intended for more mature students, probably high schoolers. You might even find these sections work better once you have completed other portions of the progymnasmata:  for example, a well-crafted or well-chosen fable can “sew up” an argument for or against a law, or illustrate the folly of one against whom you are writing an invective.

If you have completed the narrative workbook, much of the first section will be familiar to you, since fables are, after all, narratives.  Having completed the work with fable, you will recognize that another of the progymnasmata, proverb, is really the moral at the end of a fable. Rather than fret at the bleeding over of these categories, welcome their interrelatedness. 

Pay careful attention to the sources of the fables in this workbook, and read often and widely from these or similar sources.  Good fables are part of our literary legacy and an essential part of our education.

So turn the page and learn how to work out with the fable. 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 presented here, 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!

Fable Sample from Part One

“The Ant and the Dove”

By Aesop, No Date

From Aesopfables.com, more particularly

http://www.pacificnet.net/~johnr/cgi/aesop1.cgi?1&TheAntandtheDove&&antdove.ram
This is one of the “nicer” of the fables attributed to Aesop.

     
     AN ANT went to the bank of a river to quench its thirst, and


being carried away by the rush of the stream, was on the point of


drowning.  A Dove sitting on a tree overhanging the water plucked


a leaf and let it fall into the stream close to her.  The Ant


climbed onto it and floated in safety to the bank.  Shortly


afterwards a birdcatcher came and stood under the tree, and laid


his lime-twigs for the Dove, which sat in the branches.  The Ant,


perceiving his design, stung him in the foot.  In pain the


birdcatcher threw down the twigs, and the noise made the Dove


take wing.

  One good turn deserves another







(Word count 116)

Warm-up

Jot down in just three words per sentence the basics of the fable: 

1—ant, rush, drowning

2—dove plucked leaf  (Note that I don’t use the commas for a phrase.)
3—ant floated safely
4—birdcatcher, lime-twigs, dove

5—ant stung hunter (No need to call him a birdcatcher again!)
6—man threw, dove flew (Yes, it’s four words, but I couldn’t help it!)
Moral—Good deserves good
Without looking at the original, use just your three-word notes for each sentence to rewrite the fable and its moral.  Make it a simple version about the same length as the original.

Write your version on other paper.

One day an ant went to drink at a stream, and, falling into the rushing water, began to drown.  A dove observing from a nearby tree plucked a leaf and dropped it to the ant.  Climbing aboard, the ant floated safely to shore. Soon a birdcatcher came to the dove’s tree to place lime-twigs to catch her with their stickiness.  The ant stung the hunter’s foot, so that the hunter cried out in pain and scattered his lime-twigs, making such noise that the dove flew away.

Moral:  One good turn deserves another.

Aerobic

Expand the fable with descriptive details, making the final version up to 250 words.  Think about how to use details—not just to pile up details but to enhance the reader’s experience of the fable, to put him on the scene, to reveal more of the characters’…character!  Use your warm-up version, not the original, as you work.  

Write your version on other paper.

One hot sunny day a thirsty ant made the long journey down to a stream to drink.  In his eagerness to quench his thirst, he ventured too far and fell in.  The rushing water tossed him to and fro, threatening to drown him.  A quiet dove saw the disaster from a nearby tree and felt her heart go out to the ant.  She quickly plucked a leaf and dropped it, spiraling, into the water beside him. . . .  (I won’t go on, but you get the idea.)

Anaerobic

When you use fables for particular rhetorical purposes, you need to make them agile and suited to your purpose.  Rewrite the expanded version or the original. Use about 150-200 words and choose one or more of these:

· Slant—Retell the fable in a way that exaggerates the goodness or badness of one of the characters.  For example, in this version the ant and dove are about equal in goodness—make one more virtuous or one more foolish or weak.  Or tell it from the point of view of the hunter, foiled by the pesky critters.  Change the moral if your resulting fable seems to need a new moral.

· Rework chronology—Pick a point in the middle or at the end of the fable and start your version there.  In general you’ll set a scene and then explain how things have come to this point, starting at the beginning. It might even work well to tell the story backwards altogether.

· Switch characters—Rework the fable with different characters and a different situation. It would be easiest to use different animals, being sure to choose well from the character qualities associated with certain animals. More challenging would be to create human or quasi-human characters (gods, Tolkien beings, etc.) in an appropriate situation.
· Moralize—See if you can improve on the original moral, especially if the changes you make call for it.
What do you intend to change?  I want to tell it backwards, showing more real friendship resulting between the ant and the dove. 

Write your version on other paper.  
After a long flight through the cool evening woods, two new friends, the ant and the dove, landed on the bough of their favorite tree, where she nested among the branches and he among the roots.  Their friendship was young, but nonetheless fast.


“Tell me again how you foiled the hunter,” she cooed.


“I merely bit him,” he answered modestly, “and the cur took off, scattering his sticky-sticks along the way.”

“And why did you do that for me?” she asked, billing her downy breast.  She’d never known of “sticky-sticks,” covered with bird-lime, the device of the birdcatcher. The ant was wiser in these things than she.


“Because you saved me earlier.”  The ant crawled along her wing to where it grazed the branch, and then he scuttled along in front of her, so that they could face one another.  “I’ve never thought of you as my friend, as you are so very large and loud, though loud in a soothing sort of way, I suppose…”


The dove bubbled: “I didn’t do much—just dropped a leaf. But I did so hope you would see it.”


“Indeed I did!” cried the ant. “And just in the nick of time!  That cataract was about to drown me, and all I wanted was a little drink.”


“Well, now I can fly you anywhere you like, to the calmest pools in the wood, for just the sort of drink you want,” she promised.


“And I will find you sweetmeats whenever I can,” he promised.

Moral:  Sometimes friendships are born in crisis.
(Note:  I detect the flavor of Oscar Wilde’s “The Happy Prince” in my version, though I didn’t intend it to begin with. I wanted to give the dove a character in keeping with the sweet doves in our yard, and the ant needed to be the practical type, as in Proverbs and A Bug’s Life. ( )
Cool Down

Find one great sentence (or sentence portion) of your choice in the original, and write an imitation of it below. Note that fables are necessarily spare, but their simplicity can be beautiful, too.

Original:  In pain the birdcatcher threw down the twigs, and the noise made the bird take wing.
Imitation:  With hope the boy threw his ball into the tree, and the blow disentangled his kite.
(Note:  I really liked the rhythm of the original, so I wanted to preserve that in my version.)

Choose your own one best sentence, worthy of imitation:

After a long flight through the cool evening woods, two new friends, the ant and the dove, landed on the bough of their favorite tree, where she nested among the branches and he among the roots.  
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