
analytically, you will begin to understand the subject at a much deeper level than if 
you had simply read the book. 

The Writing Process 
The three canons of classical composition are Invention, Arrangement, and 

Elocution. 

• Invention, also called Discovery, is the process of coming up with ideas; 

• Arrangement, otherwise known as Disposition, is the process of placing ideas 
in logical order; 

• Elocution, sometimes referred to as Style, is the process of appropriately ex-
pressing ideas. 

Essentially, every writer must gather ideas, put them in order, and write them in 
a way that is understandable and appealing. To do this, I recommend the following 
writing process: 

1. Invention 

• Read/Research 

• Think on Paper 

2 . Arrangement 

• Organize Ideas 

3. Elocution 

• Write 

• Revise 

Read and Research 
To begin an essay assignment, gather information through reading and research. 

For Excellence in Literature assignments, this means you will read the focus text and 
assigned context resources, plus any other resources that seem relevant. Be sure to 
choose research materials from reliable sources such as published encyclopedias and 
reference books, college websites, and original source documents. 

Think on Paper with a Mind Map 
To Think on Paper, the second step of the writing process, you will begin to con-

nect reading and research with the essay prompt. I use the process of mind mapping 
as a tool for thinking on paper. This allows ideas and supporting points to be quickly 
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recorded in an organic form that encourages the flow of ideas. Here is an example 
of a simple mind map. 

by women of the household 

pitche r and bowl 

served afte r handwashing 

stories at end 

_, , odd nn k 

provide nee d w.a ter bf wHhi l"KJ r 01 l bran01r.cting 
welcome ~trang;'·s + _ ~!i., t i,f honor 

..., determ me latt'.> r ,r friend or l'oc 

pour a libat ion (make an offering) 

with mu sic 

Home & Hospitality in the Odyssey 

frulttrees 

re gold/silv e r crattsman!ohip 
e.g., Phaialdan'S 

immortals can use it dece ptively e.g., Calypso's island 

How to Think on Paper 
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• At the center of your paper, write a few words that summarize the topic or 
question you are supposed to answer. 

• Draw a line radiating from the center idea for each relevant fact, possible argu-
ment, proof point, or supporting detail that comes to mind. 

• Branch off these ideas as additional details emerge. 

• Write qown everyth ing that comes to mind, even if you are not sure it fits. 
Generating ideas is like turning on a faucet for hot water. What comes out at 
fi rst is not hot, but it has to come out before what you really want can emerge. 
Your best ideas usually begin to flow after your mind has warmed up and settled 
into thinking about a topic. 

• Record each idea on the mind map as a word or phrase rather than a complete 
sentence, and feel free to use symbols and abbreviations to briefly capture your 
idea. 
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Additional Mind Mapping Ideas 
• You may use color in your mind maps, but it is best not to create an elaborate 

color coding scheme, as this can impede the flow of ideas. 
• Some people prefer to use quick sketches rather than words to capture some or 

all of their ideas. If this is the way your mind works, and it does not slow you 
down too much, you may do this. 

• Mind maps are usually made with pen or pencil on paper, but the sample above 
was created with a free web app called Coggle.it. Do what works for you. 

• You can see many examples of mind maps at http://www.tonybuzan.com/ 
gallery/mind-maps/ 

Organize Ideas 
Once you have generated several ideas, you must decide which ideas best fit the 

essay assignment, and how they might logically flow. Begin by dividing ideas into 
three categories: Affirmative, Negative, and Interesting (sometimes known as Pro, 
Con, and Interesting). Once you have categorized ideas, you will probably have more 
than you need, so select the most compelling points, and either number them on 
your mind map, or list them in a logical sequence. 

Look at the ordered ideas, and determine whether your thesis will be an Affirma-
tive or Negative answer to the essay prompt, or whether you will take an equivocal 
position in which you provide evidence for and against both sides of the question. 

Thesis Statement 
Draft a thesis statement that outlines your position and describes how you will 

support your argument. In its most elementary form, the thesis can be as simple as 
a transformation of the essay prompt into a thesis ~tatement. Here is an example of 
what this looks like: 

Quest ion (adapted from a portion of the essay prompt in American Literature 
Module 2): 

• How did the courtship strategies of Irving's characters compare to those of 
Longfellow's characters? 

Question transformed into a thesis statement: 

• Although Bram Bones and John Alden were successful in their respective court-
ships, their courtship strategies differed from one another in several specific 
ways, including [insert three ways here]. 
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The thesis statement would usually appear near the end of the introductory 
paragraph, completing the job of orienting the reader to the topic and your position. 

Topic Sentence Outline 
Transform your list of supporting points into an essay framework by writing a 

topic sentence (TS) outline. Topic sentences introduce each supporting paragraph 
in the body of the essay and announce the proof you will be presenting in that 
paragraph. 

Following the topic sentence will be two or more sentences supporting the argu-
ment or providing the information found in the topic sentence. Here is an example 
of a topic sentence outline: 

Sample Outline For a Short Essay on Homer 

General Subject: Homer's Odyssey 

Focus 1: The importance of the home and hospitality 

Focus 2 : Home and hospitality in The Odyssey: the significance of food 

Thesis: In The Odyssey, the frequent and detailed attention to food and the rituals 
surrounding it serve constantly to reinforce a central concern of the poem, the 
vital civilizing importance of the home. 

TS 1: Throughout The Odyssey, we witness the way in which food taken communally 
can act as a way of reenergizing human beings, enabling them to cope with their 
distress. This, in fact, emerges as one of the most important human values in 
the poem. (Paragraph argues for the restorative values of food as brought out 
repeatedly in the poem.) 

TS 2 : The rituals surrounding food, especially the importance of welcoming guests to 
the feast and making sure everyone has enough, stress the warmth and central 
importance of open human interaction. (The paragraph argues the importance 
of hospitality as it is brought out by the references to food and feasting.) 

TS 3: The occasions in which food is consumed are also moments in which the partic-
ipants celebrate the artistic richness of their culture. No where else in the poem 
is there so much attention paid to the significance of beauty in various forms. 

'This sample excerpted from the Excellence in Literature Handbook for Writers by Ian Johnston 

and Janice Campbell. 

38 Excellence in Literature: Reading and Writing through the Classics 



(Paragraph X argues that all the things associated with the food-the serving 
dishes, the entertainment, and so on-reflect important values in the culture.) 

Conclusion: There is, of course, much more to the poem than the description of 
feasting, but we need to recognize these moments as especially important. (Para-
graph restates and summarizes the central point of the argument.) 

Note: Remain flexible as you write, because it is quite possible to discover another 
angle or better idea as you are writing. If this happens, do not worry about sticking 
exactly to your outline. The outline is simply a tool for organization, so you, as the 
author, are still in charge. Do what works. 

Write the Essay 
Once you have organized your ideas into an outline, it is time to begin writing. 

At this stage, you have thoroughly thought through the question and your ideas, 
and have a sturdy framework to build on. Begin writing your first draft, ~ollowing 
the outline you have created. 

Type your paper on the computer, following the formatting instructions con-
tained in "Making Your Essay Look Good: The Basics of MLA Format," the last 
example in the Formats and Models chapter. At this stage, your primary concerns 
will be to successfully answer the essay prompt and to support your argument with 
relevant examples from the text. Look at the rubric in the back of the book to remind 
yourself of standards goals in the content, style, and mechanics of the paper. 

Revise 
When the draft is completed, read it aloud to yourself. This will help you pinpoint 

areas that seem unclear or poorly expressed. Do not skip this step! As you find things 
that need to be fixed, mark them and keep reading, so you do not lose the flow of the 
text. When you are fin ished, go through and fix the things you have marked. When 
it is as good as you can make it, turn it in. 

When you receive the paper back from your writing mentor, read it aloud once 
again. You may be surprised to notice additional ways in which you can improve it. 
Refer to the evaluation rubric that you receive along with the essay, and make any 
improvements recommended there or in your teacher's marginal comments. Focus 
on fine tuning the style of the paper, including word choice, sentence fluency, and 
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voice. You will find basic standards for these areas listed on the rubric, but your 
writer's handbook will help you learn even more. 

Finally, when you have completed the edits recommended by your teacher, and 
you feel your essay meets the standards listed on the rubric, read it aloud once more. 
Change anything that does not sound right, check the mechanics, and when you are 
satisfied, turn it in. 

As you follow this simple, orderly process in assignment after assignment, it will 
become automatic for you, and writing will become easier. By the time you reach 
college, you will be able to confidently tackle any writing assignment you encounter. 
I wish you joy in the rigorous study of the craft of writing. 

Resources You May Find Helpful 
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The Elegant Essay Writing Lessons by Lesha Myers 

Excellence in Literature Handbook for Writers 

The Lost Tools of Writing from the Circe Institute 

The Mind Map Book by Tony Buzan 

Teaching Writing: Structure and Style from Institute for Excellence in Writing 

Writing to Learn by William Zinsser 
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Discerning Worldview through 
Literary Periods 

Do you ever wonder why it is that many of history's titanic intellects managed to come to radically 
different conclusions? The answer is simple: If you begin your system of thought by refusing to acknowl-
edge what you know to be true-if you start with a lie-the more brilliant and consistent you are in 

following that premise, the further from truth you will go. 
-Tim Challies 

When you are studying literature in context, literary periods can help you 
understand the ideas of the underlying worldview of each era. Each 
literary period is characterized by specific philosophical movements 

and historical events that affected the art, literature, and music of the day. If you 
have a good grasp of the assumptions that shaped each period, you will understand 
something of the author's worldview before you even read the book. 

There are six major periods or movements in English language literature, and 
each is described below with its approximate time frame. Each period has sub-pe-
riods within it, as well as overlapping characteristics. I have chosen to adapt and 
use the system of categories used by Adam Andrews in Teaching the Classics with 
Worldview Supplement, as I think it is an excellent, simple introduction to the sub-
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ject. The literary period descriptions have been adapted, with permission, from the 
Worldview Supplement. 

Medieval (AD 500-1500) 

Neoclassical (1660-1800) 

Realist (1840-1914) 

Medieval (AD 500- 1500) 

Renaissance (1500-1660) 

Romantic (1800-1865) 

Modernist (1900-1945) 

The Medieval period includes the Anglo-Saxon period in the time before the 
1066 Norman conquest of England, and the Middle English period after the con-
quest. Anglo-Saxon literature, which is based on oral storytelling, focuses on the 
heroic ideal which involved responsibility, leadership, loyalty, generosity, and skill in 
battle. After Christianity reached Britain in the seventh century, literature became 
overwhelmingly Christian in its themes, while still retaining its concern for the he-
roic ideal. The epic poem Beowulf is a characteristic work from this period. 

The Middle English period was marked by a change in the purpose and audience 
for written literature. Anglo-Saxon works had, been written by and for the aristocra-
cy, but Middle English literature was by and for people of the lower classes. Rather 
than the idealized king-heros of the Anglo-Saxon period, Middle English heros were 
everyday people living in everyday situations. Christianity remained central to the 
medieval world, and most literature reflected this priority. The best-known work of 
this period is The Canterbury Tales by Geoffrey Chaucer. 

Renaissance (1500-1660) 
The Renaissance period was a flamboyant, fervent era of exploration and ex-

pansion, characterized by several movements, including Renaissance humanism, 
the Protestant Reformation, and English Nationalism. Renaissance writers were 
concerned with classical learning, the study of the humanities (language, literature, 
history, art, and government), the function of true religion in the world, and interest 
in the form and structure of human government. 

Authors you will recognize from this period include William Shakespeare, Ed-
mund Spenser, John Donne, and Anne Bradstreet. 
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Neoclassical (1660- 1800) 
Writers in the Neoclassical period favored simplicity, clarity, restraint, regularity, 

and good sense, as opposed to the intricacy and boldness of the Renaissance period. 
Neoclassical writers sought to discover meaning in the order of things, placed so-
ciety before the individual, and valued human reason over natural passions. Many 
of these writers were influenced by the rise of experimental science and the desire 
for peace and stability. Many sought to imitate the style of Roman writers such as 
Virgil and Ovid. 

Writers of this period include Benjamin Franklin, Daniel Defoe, and Jonathan 
Swift. 

Romantic (1800-1865) 
Following the French Revolution there was general movement away from the 

formal literature of the Neoclassical period. Romantic writers believed strongly in 
mankind's innate goodness, equality, and potential for achievement, and strongly 
rejected the Neoclassical view of man as a limited being in a strictly hierarchical 
society. Nature was prominently featured as a symbol of freedom of the human soul, 
and scenic beauty as a model for harmony. Emotion, imagination, and intuition were 
valued above reason and restraint. This period includes Early and Mid-Victorian 
literature. 

Authors in this tradition include Jane Austen, Sir Walter Scott, James Fenimore 
Cooper, and Henry David Thoreau. 

Realist (1840-1914) 
Just as the Romantic writers had rejected Neoclassical ideas, Realist authors re-

jected Romantic notions. Realists sought to portray the world and man realistically, 
so their works dealt with issues such as industrialization, poverty, and inequality, 
and they were interested in the relationship between traditional religion and new 
philosophies such as Darwinism. In England, the Realist period takes place largely 
during the reign of Queen Victoria (1837-1901), so it includes Mid- and Late Victorian 
literature. 

Realist writers you will know include Charles Dickens, the Bronte sisters, and 
Mark Twain. 
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One form of realism that lasted until World War I was known as Naturalism. 
Naturalist writers believed that chance, rather than Providence or Fate, determined 
man's destiny, and they often wrote about those on the fringe of society. If Romantics 
saw the individual as god and Realists saw him as a common man, Naturalists saw 
him as a helpless animal for whom free will was only an illusion. 

Naturalist writers include Jack London and Stephen Crane. Edith Wharton is 
sometimes included in this list as well. 

Modernist (1900- 1945) 
The dramatic changes wrought by the Industrial Revolution, Marxism, and 

modern scientific theories and political developments rocked the faith of twenti-
eth-century writers. At the heart of Modernist literature is a reflection of their con-
viction that all the traditional structures of human life-religious, social, political, 
economic, and artistic-had either been destroyed or proven false. The writers' 
disorientation and uncertainty is often seen in the fragmented form of their fiction, 
and their protagonists are often aimless and frustrated rather than heroic. 

Modernist authors include F. Scott Fitzgerald, Gertrude Stein, T.S. Eliot, Ernest 
Hemingway, Ezra Pound, and Willa Cather. 

After World War II, the Modernist movement split into fragments such as 
Post-Modernism, Imagism, the Harlem Renaissance, Surrealism, Beat poets, Post-
colonialists, and others. It is not clear which, if any, of these will prove dominant 
in historic hindsight. What is certain is that each of the literary periods explored 
here will help you understand the literature you read, in the context in which it was 
created. 

This summary of literary periods is adapted from Teaching the Classics, and is 
used courtesy of Adam Andrews. For a comprehensive introduction to literary analysis, 
and more complete descriptions of the literary periods, pleas~ see Teaching the Classics 
with Worldview Supplement by Adam and Missy Andrews of The Center for Literary 
Education at www.CenterForLit.com. 
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