
(c) Grace Hughbanks
The Most Vital Academic Subject:  
Writing—Why It’s So Important & Tips for Teaching It 

Writing is about thinking well—and if  you can think well, you are building virtue.  

I. HOW WRITING HELPS YOU THINK WELL & ULTIMATELY BUILDS VIRTUE 

A. 5 Types of  Formal Writing that Improve Thought and Build Virtue 
1. Narration (Retelling events in order) 

• Helps you think well: Begin at the beginning, observe order 
• Develops virtue: Principle of  order; God created order	  

2. Description (Telling about the appearance of  something) 
• Helps you think well: Observe carefully 
• Develops virtue: Principle of  care, not slovenliness; principle of  detail, not vagueness 

3. Exposition (Examining parts of  an idea/event/person, explaining how they are related) 
• Helps you think well: Studying parts and how they affect one another 
• Develops virtue: Principle of  relationship, nothing is isolated 

4. Persuasion (Attempting to change your audience’s mind about your topic) 
• Helps you think well: Studying motives of  decision-makers, right or wrong use of  persuasion 
• Develops virtue: Principle of  moral responsibility  

5. Formal Verse/Poetry (Writing with fixed meter (patterns of  stressed/unstressed syllables), often rhyme) 
• Helps you think well: Choosing exactly the right words	 	 	 	 	  
• Develops virtue: Principle of  precision, appreciation of  beauty  

B. 3 Aspects of  Communicating in writing 
1. Author 

• Questions to consider: Who is the author? Can we trust the author? How do we know we can?  
• Helps you think well: The writer must ask questions about his writing task and his own moral character 
• Develops virtue: Moral character affects your ability to communicate => See That Hideous Strength  

2. Message 
• Questions to consider: What is being said? Is it true? How do we know it is true? Will it be morally-right? 
• Helps you think well: How do I know that what I want to say is true, consider credibility of  other writers 

(motives, funding sources, affiliations) 
• Develops virtue: The writer is encouraged to pursue truth, even though it is very difficult 

3. Audience  
• Questions to consider: Who is reading? What are his motives, assumptions, biases, emotions, doubts? 
• Helps you think well: Considering those who may agree or disagree with your point 
• Develops virtue: People will not always agree with you, so stay humble about your side of  the question and your 

view of  the story; Learn to consider others ahead of  yourself   

C. 3 Aspects of  a Piece of  Writing  
1. Message/Subject/Content => Truth—Same as message above 
2. Skill => Beauty  

• Questions to consider: Has the author conveyed his message clearly? Does the audience have questions because 
the message has not been conveyed clearly? (or are the audience’s questions coming from the fact that they fully 
understood the message and want to know more?); Does the author convey his message—not only with clarity
—but also with beauty?  

• Helps you think well: Distinguish between clarity and vagueness; Distinguish between the author’s ideas that are 
not clearly expressed and the opinions I may be likely to read into the piece because the piece is not clear  
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• Develops virtue: Do not jump to conclusions just because something sounds good; as Jane Austen frequently 

says, it’s easy to approve ideas you already approve of ! => In considering a piece of  writing, it’s easy to assume 
that an idea you agree with is expressed well, even if  it is not expressed well, simply because you agree with the idea 
itself; Appreciation of  beauty   

3. Purpose => Goodness 
• Questions to consider: What is the author’s motive in writing? Was this motive good or evil? 
• Helps you think well: Consider motive in addition to content, because motive can shape content 
• Develops virtue: Reminder that ideas can be expressed for good or evil purposes  

D. 3 Parts of  the Writing Process  
1. Invention (Coming up with something to say) 

• Questions to consider: What subjects are worthy of  going to the trouble of  studying and writing about? What 
exactly are you writing about? How does it relate to other things? What do people say about that topic? Where 
can I find this information in a trustworthy source? What if  people don’t like my topic? Will I give up or do a 
bad job because my topic is unpopular? What if  I disagree with opinions expressed about this topic? What if  I 
find false information about my topic?  

• Helps you think well: Connect this topic to other topics; Locate trustworthy sources and know why they are 
trustworthy; Consider opposing opinions and evaluate whether information is true or false 

• Develops virtue: Pursuit of  truth is a virtue; Pursuit of  truth in the face of  opposition takes courage and endurance; 
Pursuit of  truth when false information may be discovered requires humility to be able to say, “We don’t know” 

2. Arrangement (Organizing your ideas) 
• Questions to consider: Which of  the five types of  writing will this piece be? How should the ideas be ordered? 

Which ideas are most important? Which ideas must be understood before the others? Which ideas should be 
left out? Are these ideas expressed in a logical way? Have I contradicted myself  or developed fallacies in my 
reasoning? Will people be persuaded by what I’m going to say? How might they act on what I’m going to say?  

• Helps you think well: Addressing hierarchy, order, logic, and the limits of  persuasion  
• Develops virtue: Recognition of  hierarchy and order; Distinction between ideas that are coherent, incoherent, 

and absurd; Consideration of  the limits of  persuasion keeps the writer humble by forcing him to consider 
whether his ideas may have unintended consequences were the audience to act on them, and by reminding him 
that even if  he were able to make a convincing case for his position, not everyone will listen to or take action 
based on what he says—he is not able to ensure change simply through his words => See Edmund’s experience 
in Mansfield Park  

3. Style	(How your ideas are expressed) 
• Questions to consider: Have I taken a break to allow my mind to look at my work with new eyes? Have I revised 

my ideas to ensure they remained in good order as I wrote? Have I edited my work carefully? Have I phrased 
these ideas clearly? Have I phrased these ideas creatively? Will my expressions help the reader see old concepts 
in a fresh light? Do my words add beauty? Are my expressions winsome? 

• Helps you think well: Distance yourself  from your own ideas so that you can evaluate your own ideas; You may 
realize that you’ve learned something new or connected information in a different way that changes your other 
ideas; Beauty makes ideas memorable, but your creative twists may not sound as good after you’ve taken a 
break than they originally sounded 

• Develops virtue: Discipline of  resting instead of  cramming work together “just to finish”; the humility of  
critiquing your own ideas; the pursuit of  excellence; the pursuit of  beauty 

E. 2 Unexpected Civilization-Wide Outcomes of  Writing  
1. Writing preserves ideas so that people even thousands of  years later with almost nothing in common except being 
human can still understand what was written 

• Questions to consider: Am I writing something important enough to preserve? Should I remember this piece of  
information? When should I memorize things?  

• Helps you think well: Writing is the only way specific communication of  abstract thought can last without 
significant change; By writing, you are preserving your ideas 

"2



(c) Grace Hughbanks
• Develops virtue:  Morally-good writings that are preserved can serve future people by directing them toward 

what is right; Concept of  preservation; Consideration of  what is valuable 
2. Writing promotes liberty, the ability to exercise your God-given rights as long as you do not trample on the God-
given rights of  other people 

• Questions to consider: How do people choose to do or believe things voluntarily?  
• Helps you think well: Writing, speaking, and debate are vital for life in free societies because they allow 

persuasion without force, or rather, with the intangible force of  words as opposed to the physical force of  
tyranny; A good writer thinks about the ideas that genuinely persuade the mind and heart, not about the 
physical force that can press the outer body into compliance 

• Develops virtue: Good writing winsomely respects the mind and soul of  the audience  

II. TIPS FOR TEACHING WRITING  
A. Writing tasks by age 

• Youngest: sentences => “Somebody or something does or is something” (see Rex Barks grammar book)  
• Upper elementary/Early middle: paragraph, series of  paragraphs; be able to identify a main point and 

supporting details  
• Middle school: Basic reports and arguments, using reliable sources; Main point with a paragraph on each of  the 

ideas supporting it  
• High school: advanced essays, research papers, persuasive pieces, discerning bias in sources 

B. How to evaluate a piece of  writing—If  you can read a blog post or a magazine article and identify the 
things that make it good or bad writing, you can certainly evaluate your own student’s writing! Focus on: 

• Clarity—If  you cannot understand a piece of  writing, the author has failed to communicate! You should never 
have to guess what it being said; if  writing is unclear, require a re-write 

• Truth—Factually-incorrect information must be corrected 
• Main point and supporting points—The student’s main point should be clear; points made to support the main 

point should clearly connect with the main point; there should also be enough supporting points to be persuasive  
• No plagiarism (Particularly if  a piece using outside sources): Sources must be cited, reliable, and any information 

must either be correctly quoted or completely rephrased into the student’s own words  => Tip: When teaching 
citation, require students to show you hard copies of  their sources with the information they used highlighted. 
Compare the student’s paper with the highlights in the sources. The information in the paper should come from 
one of  the highlighted portions, but none of  the student’s paper should sound like any of  the highlighted portions. 
The student must be able to take the information from a source and restate it completely in his own words, 
phrases, and sentence structures. (That is very hard, so students need a lot of  practice!) 

• Clear style: The paper should be easy to read; language should flow smoothly and understandably. Many style problems 
cause lack of  clarity. You as the teacher should never have to guess at the meaning in a student composition. If  you do 
have to guess what a passage means, circle the passage and have the student re-write it to clarify it.   

C. General tips for all levels   
• Read good books aloud to students, listen to audio books of  well-written books—allow their minds to hear the 

flow of  good writing 
• Encourage students to browse informally through the dictionary and thesaurus to find new vocabulary; students 

can keep notebooks of  the most interesting words they find 
• Assign writing about every subject (but not all need to be highly polished) 
• Have students write something every day (or most days) 
• For major writing projects, teach students to build in time to revise and improve their writing—help younger students 

with scheduling, but older students should be given the responsibility of  scheduling their writing themselves 
• Do not allow students to draft their work until they have completed an outline; they must show you the 

framework of  the ideas before they start writing all the details in an essay 
• Do not allow students to write about their feelings—academic writing must focus on facts, evidence, and logic 
• Older students should write longer pieces, but remind them that longer essays are not better than short essays 

(nor are shorter essays better than long essays): good essays clearly express carefully-considered content 
• Older students can be assigned to evaluate their own essays and explain to you why they evaluated their work as 

good or bad 
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