Something that Happened
One of my clearest memories of writing was when I was in the seventh grade, the first year we were being taught to write formal essays.  We were given the choice to write on either a subject given by our teacher or to enter a contest put on by the Daughters of the American Revolution group in which we would write about Benjamin Franklin’s life.  Always competitive, I chose the latter.
	I recall sitting at the back table of Ms. Patch’s classroom.  She was giving those of us who decided to enter the contest feedback on our essays.  She was incredibly adamant about the format of our writing:  concrete detail, commentary, commentary.  Fill in the blanks and create a paragraph.  Jane Schaffer’s method was the right way—the only way.  Ms. Patch was reading my essay and constantly telling me it was missing something, even though I was satisfied with what I had.  I wasn’t used to having to follow a design; my method was to write until it felt right, and my essay felt right.  “You need commentary,” she told me.  I was so frustrated that, in a manner quite unlike my usual behavior, I spat back to the teacher, “It’s right there.”  I started crying in frustration.  It was the first real essay I had ever written and I felt like I was being attacked over it.
	This is my worst memory when it comes to writing.  Perhaps this event in my life is what caused me to hate writing essays so much, or maybe I am just not a natural-born non-fiction writer and that made the frustration of the situation escalate.  All I know is that essay writing has never been something I enjoyed doing.  From the beginning, I dreaded coming to the end of a unit, when an essay would prove to be the natural culmination.  Don’t get me wrong, I can write an essay pretty well—or so say my essay grades in high school and even through what college education I have had so far.  When I begin to write, the words usually come easily to me and quickly transform into an essay, but I have always hated the process of sitting down and starting to write.  I hate the fundamental idea of essay writing.
	Fiction is an entirely different story, though.  I think it goes back to the days of my childhood when I would lie in bed as my dad read Harry Potter to me as I fell asleep.  Fiction was always something fun and imaginative.  Non-fiction was something boring and obligatory.  Fiction introduced another possible world, new characters that did not otherwise exist.  That was not the case with non-fiction.  Non-fiction was just normal, everyday life.  
	I don’t remember when I learned to physically write, nor do I remember the first time I decided that I wanted to write a story.  I do, however, remember my childhood being scattered with the idea that ‘maybe I could be a writer.’  I loved the idea of teaching, though, so writing was in my mind as something that would be done on the side.  I can be a teacher who also writes books, I would think.  
	Writing was always something I did.  The first coherent memory I have of writing a ‘book’ was when I was somewhere around nine years-old.  I decided I wanted to write a story and ‘publish’ it to give to my mom for her birthday.  If I remember the story correctly, it was called “Mary’s New Sport,” and was about a young girl who wanted to play soccer, but her town did not have a soccer field.  Mary set out to pull people together to fund and build a soccer field so other kids like her could play.  I constructed this story secretly.  This was partially because it was a birthday surprise, but I was so protective of my unfinished work that my dad did not know about it either.  I continue to be protective of my pieces to this day—criticism terrifies me; I am afraid my work is being attacked and I will go to the end of the earth to defend it.   In the end, “Mary’s New Sport” was short, but I printed it out on approximately 5 inch by 7 inch pieces of paper because I was under the impression that a novel, as I saw my piece, had to look a certain way.  My novel could not be printed on an 8 ½ by 11 sheet, and it had to be bound like a real, published book.
	Thinking back on this experience, I realize how similar it was to that of the theme of my book club book About the Authors by Katie Wood Ray and Lisa B. Cleaveland.  The basis of that entire book is letting the students create freely and become independent, published authors.  It is also said “No matter what, just let them write every day.  Even if you’re not sure what to teach, just let them write.”  This is exactly how I felt both as a child and even to this day.  I have never liked being bound by requirements.  My best writing—my most enjoyable writing—comes when I am not told what to write, but rather just given an opportunity to write in some way.
	Creating books and writing stories was fun for me, and it continues to be fun.  The words for “Mary’s New Sport” did not necessarily come easily.  It was not written in a quick hour or two.  A person does not learn baseball in a day; he must work continuously, learning each aspect of the sport, before he can truly play it.  Writing my book was hard work but it was writing that I enjoyed because, in the end, I felt like I had created something.  The challenge drove me.  I had constructed a story with a beginning and an end.  I had written something that, to me, was meaningful.  I think this is one of the reasons I have always disliked writing essays.  They have always been something that I did because I had to, not because I wanted to.  In the end, I would have created a piece of writing that met all the outlined requirements and had the suitable length, but the writing did not feel like mine.  The essay, though it had my name on it, actually belonged to the teacher I was writing it for.  She was the one who provided me with essay, I just found the words.  As I write this, I realize that I have very clearly experienced one of the “givens” that Mark Hall mentioned in his piece:  “writing is meaningful when it is like the writing that people do outside of school. […] When writing is meaningful, students find it engaging.  When writing is engaging, students learn.”  Essay writing is nothing like what I do outside of school.  That’s why it does not feel engaging to me.  It is not meaningful so it is not engaging.  
	I have written a lot of fiction over the years.  From “Mary’s New Sport” at age nine to opening an account on fanfiction.net at thirteen and building my repertoire of stories since, the majority of my years have been filled with writing fiction.  I have also done my fair share of non-fiction writing, all for the purpose of academics.  My writing abilities and my style have changed, as is bound to happen over a person’s life.  Have I learned a lot about writing from school?  Of course.  Is that the only way I have learned about writing?  Of course not.  Once again I find myself coming back to one of Hall’s givens, one that I had not looked at until I realized the words forming in my head were nearly identical to his:  “students learn to write by writing.” Of course they do.  A lesson on grammar or mechanics or even essay formats might tell a person how to shape an essay, but that alone can’t tell them how to write one.  You cannot teach a child how to play baseball just by telling him the rules, but never letting him pick up a bat or a glove.  This, along with anything a person will be taught in her lifetime, is the same for writing.  In any situation, a person learns by doing, not by being told.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Writing isn’t the only way to learn about writing, though.  Seeing, in combination with doing, is significantly more effective than just being told.  Reading is absolutely key in becoming a successful writer.  Reading is like when your dad tells you to look at Sammy Sosa’s swing and says, “do you see the way he does it?  Why don’t you try it that way?”  So you study his swing and try it out.  It may not be a way that works for you, but it might be worth a shot.  I have used reading in so many different ways to shape the way that I write.  In my experience as a writer of fiction, I have experimented with different styles:  first person, third person, past tense, present tense, and any combination thereof.  I once read a book called Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson, which was written entirely in present tense.  This was a format I had not encountered before, at least not in a full-length novel.  I was so intrigued by the use of present tense that I decided I wanted to experiment with using it in my own writing.  I have used a simple combination of words to shape an entire story.  In my junior year of high school, I learned that John Steinbeck had originally titled Grapes of Wrath “Something That Happened.”  I was captivated by the simplicity of the words and ended up writing a five thousand word short story completely around the idea of ending it using the words “something that happened.”  On top of that, I used this story to try out a new potential writing style.  I have been inspired in so many different ways through other people’s writing.  Using other people’s writing is a fabulous way to open your mind to all of the possibilities that are out there.  I’m always being faced with new potential for my writing.  There continue to be methods that I have witnessed but have not tried, such as the incredibly rare second person.  When I read this second person story, it made me think, ‘I wonder if I could use second person for anything?’  One day I will implement this particular piece of inspiration.  There is a clear progression of understanding the dynamic of writing when assessing my past work.  So much of this growth has come from being exposed to other people’s writing; I wouldn’t have been able to make as much progress as I have in writing without also reading.
Here is where I really see how writing has helped me to be a better writer.  As I have experimented, I have come to realize that there are different styles of writing for different purposes, even within the fiction genre.  As I mentioned before, I have tried many different combinations of styles, and each one of them puts the emphasis on different parts of the story.  I have grown as a writer through learning this, and I sometimes look back at my old writing and notice the changes I have made that have made me a better writer.  
You can never teach someone all the ins and outs of writing; those are things they have to learn on their own.  Most importantly, writing is something that is cultivated through actually writing.  It is incredibly important when teaching writing to expose a person to variety in techniques, because that helps the growth of a writer.  The process of learning to write is not linear; it does not have a true start or finish.  
My writing, like anyone else’s, is something that happened over time.  A variety of experiences have shaped the way I am as a writer today, and experiences will continue to shape my writing over the course of my lifetime.  These same experiences will help shape the way that I teach writing.
