C is …


Cumulative Writing Projects

Teachers regularly fuss about the fact that students are reluctant to make substantive revisions to their work. The writer Nora Ephron suggests that the capacity to revise is a capacity that can only be realized by a person who has left behind different phases of youth and has acquired some “older, but wiser” personality.

Instead of expecting students to revisit a piece of writing and make significant changes, teachers can think of designing a sequence of tasks that lead the writer along a process of re-visioning her topic. Each of these tasks is considered a discrete piece of writing, but, in effect, they culminate in producing a piece of writing that benefits from diverse perspectives and elaborate, layered thinking—the qualities we find in a much revised piece of writing. 

The cynic might say that this approach tricks a student into revising. The Zen master might say that that this approach asks the student to revise before she begins writing. In truth, this sequence of assignments resembles the creative process used by many professional writers who rehearse a topic in many different settings before choosing a particular setting for a final performance.


Cumulative sequence of writing tasks for memoir project:





Timeline of school career (including schools; teachers; best friends; strongest memory)


Scrapbook (including “snapshot writing” consisting of six brief “word pictures”)


Character Sketch of Memorable Adult


Episode Sketch (written as dramatic dialogue)


Monologue From the Past


“My Life as a Young Student” Memoir


First Draft


Revised Draft


Published Memoir











