IMAGINATION,
WRITING, AND THE
INTEGRATION OF
KNOWLEDGE IN THE
MIDDLE GRADES

SANDRA STOTSKY

Although many children like to do informational writing, too
much of it seems to be little more than lifeless collections of
facts. It seldom suggests much imagination, creative think-
ing, or personal involvement. Moreover, few teachers see in-
formational writing as a kind of writing that could stimulate
creative or divergent thinking or the use of the imagination.
For many teachers, “creative” and “imaginative” are adjec-
tives that apply only to literary kinds of writing. Many elemen-
tary and junior high school writing programs (and language
arts texts for teachers) even divide writing into two categories,
one of which is usually labeled “creative,” while the one that
includes informational writing is labeled “practical,” “func-
tional,” or “expository.” One wonders if these attitudes and
descriptive terms have influenced the way in which teachers
have taught informational writing and whether they are them-
selves in any way responsible for the dull quality of so much of
it.

For the past several years, | have been collecting writing
assignments devised and used by imaginative teachers in the
elementary and junior high school (primarily social studies
teachers) to stimulate more interesting writing in the content
areas and to show how creative thinking can be part of infor-
mational writing. | have also been trying out similar kinds of
writing assignments in demonstration classes for elementary
and junior high school teachers. Most of the assignments |
have collected — or devised — involve role-playing, or the
taking on by the writer of an imagined point of view. In other
words, students are asked to pretend they are someone other
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than themselves and to incorporate content area material into
a piece of writing for an imagined audience or reader. How-
ever, the assignments seem to vary in the demands they place
upon students during the thinking and writing process. After
looking over many different examples of such assignments, |
have classified them into several different types. In this paper,
I will describe these different types and present some exam-
ples of writing assignments for each type, illustrated wher-
ever possible by samples of student writing that were rated
highly by the students’ own teachers. | will also suggest some
teaching tips for teachers who might wish to devise similar
kinds of assignments. | believe that teachers who use such
writing assignments help to transform what Luria calls the
“reproductive imagination” of the pre-school child into the
“true creative imagination” in the school-age child that is
based on verbal, logical thinking (135-136).

Types of Imaginative Informational Writing

| have arranged these types in a suggested order of in-
creasing complexity, based on a consideration of the follow-
ing features: whether the point of view is assigned or self-se-
lected; whether the imagined audience for the text is informal
or formal; whether the imagined point of view is that of a real
historical person or an anonymous historical person; whether
students are asked to assume only one or more than one point
of view about the topic; and whether or not they are asked to
reorganize information and ideas in a new way. Although |
offer reasons, not empirical evidence, to support my sugges-
tions about what types of assignments seem harder than oth-
ers, there is some relevant empirical evidence from McQuil-
lan’s research on children’s responses to several different
kinds of role-playing writing tasks. In his research with stu-
dents in Grades 7, 8, and 9, McQuillan found that informal
informational writing was much easier than formal informa-
tional writing and was just as easy for students as expressive
and persuasive writing.

TYPEI

The easiest kind of assignment seems to be the one in
which children are assigned a specific historical role and
asked to convey specific information in an informal piece of
writing. This kind of assignment appears to be relatively easy
because students have a clearly defined role to imagine, can
ignore many of the organizational issues that would have to
be worked out for a formal text, and can concentrate mainly
on the information to be conveyed. Sample 1* is an example of

*All samples appear at the end of the article, starting on p. 166.
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such an assignment. (On all samples, | have typed the name of
the teacher who devised the assignment and the school sys-
tem in which the writing was done.) As part of a unit on the
American Revolution, a Grade 7 teacher asked her students to
pretend they were Green Mountain Boys with Ethan Allen
during the capture of Fort Ticonderoga. They were to write a
~ letter to one of the Sons of Liberty in Boston informing them
of this capture. So far as the teacher was concerned, the stu-
dent’s letter contains almost all the essential information. At
the same time, it arouses the reader’s interest and suggests
the writer’s interest in the topic far more than an answer to an
essay question might have done.

TYPE I

A more difficult kind of assignment, | believe, is when
children are assigned a point of view for an anonymous histor-
ical person and have some choice in the information they will
convey in an informal piece of writing. In such assignments,
students must think carefully about the adequacy of the infor-
mation they embed in their writing in order to create a specific
person at one moment in time. If the writing lacks enough
historical details to convey the imagined context, the first
draft will seem like a contemporary document. Sample 2 is an
example of this kind of assignment and problem. A Grade 7
student was asked to pretend to be a Loyalist who had fled to
Canada at the time of the Revolution and to write a letter to a
cousin who was a Patriot to explain the choice he or she had
made. Sample 3 shows the revision of this piece of writing for
the student’s English teacher, who was working in a team-
teaching arrangement with his social studies teacher.
Through her response to the first draft, the English teacher
was able to help the student deal with the problem of insuffi-
cient information in the first draft and to produce a credible
imaginary primary source document in a revised draft.

Sample 4 is another example of this type of assignment.
A Grade 6 teacher asked his students to pretend they were
one of the first colonists in Plymouth and to write a letter to a
relative in England about the hardships of daily life. Thinking
about the activities of long-ago daily life from a personal point
of view may have stimulated a deeper appreciation of the Pil-
grims’ struggle for survival than writing an answer to a quiz
question would have done.

Another example of this type of assignment was given by
a Grade 4 teacher as part of a study unit on the westward mi-
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gration in America in the 1800s. Children were asked to pre-
tend they were part of a pioneer family moving westward and
to write a letter to a close friend in the eastern state they had
left. As a pre-writing activity, children were asked to brain-
storm facts for six major categories: clothing, housing, food,
transportation, work, and leisure-time activity. This was done
as a class. Then they were to brainstorm, individually, ideas
and details for the specific child they had decided to pretend
to be, drawing facts from each of the six categories. Peer eval-
uations after the first draft had been written were extremely
useful in helping the children to deal with the problem of in-
sufficient information in their first drafts.

Sample 5 shows the extension of this kind of assignment
to multiple roles related in time. In this homework assign-
ment, Grade 6 students were asked to pretend that they were,
first, a citizen of Athens writing a letter to a friend. In this
letter, they were to tell about their daily life and concerns and
work in as much historical information as they could from all
the references they had looked up. Then they were to do the
same as if they were a citizen of Sparta. Notice how this as-
signment can be a substitute for a comparison essay.

TYPE 111

More difficult are assignments that ask children to take a
point of view for a formal piece of writing, whether or not they
are given a clearly defined point of view with specific informa-
tion to convey. These kinds of assignments are difficult be-
cause students must meet all the organizational demands of a
formal piece of writing. As preparation for these kinds of as-
signments, it is helpful for students to read real examples of
the forms of writing they are being asked to write. Sample 6 is
an example of this kind of assignment when students are as-
signed the role of areal historical person at a specific moment
in time. A Grade 7 teacher asked her students to pretend that
they were Benjamin Franklin and that they had been sent to
France to talk the French king into giving the Americans aid
during the Revolution. They were to write a short speech con-
vincing the king that France should help the Americans, tell-
ing what would happen if he did and what might happen if he
didn’t. As Sample 6 shows, this student was able to craft a
coherent and effective argument.

Sample 7 is an example of such an assignment when the
writer is given more latitude about the information to be con-
veyed. Grade 5 children were asked to pretend they were obit-
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uary writers for a newspaper and to write an obituary for Mar-
tin Luther King for a contemporary newspaper at the time of
his assassination. This writing was part of a unit on black his-
tory during the month of January. The children’s obituaries
were judged by their teacher to be an excellent substitute for
the usual biography that students are often asked to do when
they are studying famous people in history. The headlines
they created, such as “Martin Luther King, A Peace Fighter is
Dead,” or “Martin Luther King, Negro Rights Leader Assassi-
nated,” suggest that writing an obituary helped the children
to focus on his historical significance.

Another example of this kind of assignment was given by
a Grade 7 teacher as part of a unit on pre-revolutionary Amer-
ica. Her students were assigned the role of a newspaper re-
porter and asked to write a news report about the Boston Mas-
sacre for a colonial newspaper. Sample 8 shows one child’s
news story. Again, this kind of assignment makes for far more
interesting reading than a straightforward answer to an essay
question would.

Sample 9 is a different example from another Grade 7
class. In this demonstration class, | asked students who had
just finished a study unit on the Soviet Union to pretend they
were travel agents and to write a travelogue encouraging tour-
ists to visit Russia. The students first brainstormed together
the kinds of things visitors might like to see or learn about in
several categories: cultural attractions, geographical fea-
tures, structure of government, and historical highlights.
Their writing was personal and lively yet clearly contained the
important information their teacher wanted them to remem-
ber.

TYPEIV

A more challenging type of assignment asks students to
approach the same event or topic from more than one per-
spective. As one example, a Grade 7 teacher had students
write two newspaper reports on the Boston Massacre. In one,
they took the side of the British; in the other, the side of the
colonists. This teacher wanted his students to gain an under-
standing of perspective in news reporting and of the need to
“read between the lines.”

Much more difficult than two assigned points of view
about the same topic or event is the assignment in which the
student must decide upon the two points of view. The student
must think creatively about what could be two points of view
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about a particular subject. As one example of this type of as-
signment, | asked Grade 6 students in a demonstration class
to decide upon two points of view to express in two imaginary
primary source documents of their choice after they had done
library research on a topic of their choice from material on
Ancient Egypt, Greece, or Rome. Class discussions and indi-
vidual conferences helped the students to work out their two
points of view. One student who chose to study daily life in
ancient Greece decided upon an entry in a child’s journal de-
scribing a typical day (Sample 10) for her first point of view;
for her second point of view, she wrote an invitation by the
child’s parents to a group of friends for a symposium, or din-
ner party (Sample 11). Another student chose to do research
on King Tut. Her first point of view was an inspired final entry
in dying King Tut’s journal (Sample 12); the second, a letter
from his friend, Prince Hekenefer (Sample 13).

A third example of this assignment suggests another di-
mension to the use of dual points of view assignments. In-
stead of two perspectives on one subject in time, students can
create two perspectives about one subject over time, much
like what James Michener did in The Source. As one example
of this fictional technique, one student chose as her first point
of view a letter written by a young girl living on a hillside in
438 B.C., in which she describes to her sister the construction
of the Parthenon (Sample 14). Her second point of view is an
entry in a diary by a different young girl living on the same
hillside over 2000 years later. In this entry (Sample 15), she
describes her reaction to the destruction of the Parthenon
during the Venetian Wars with the Turks in 1687. Class dis-
cussions about possible examples drawn from the material
they are studying are important for the successful use of this
technique. Such writing assignments can help children to de-
velop a deep sensitivity to historical changes.

TYPEV

Assignments | would judge to be at the highest level of
thinking require the student to go beyond the information he
or she has acquired. They ask the student to think creatively
about the facts and ideas they are learning in order to develop
a new organization for them. Students may recombine what
they know for either contemporary, past, or future historical
contexts. As one example, a Grade 8 teacher as part of a unit
on different immigrant groups to this country asked her stu-
dents to pretend they were members of the British Parliament
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inthe 1840s and to devise a solution to the Irish Famine. Sam-
ple 16 is one student’s proposal. In the case of a solution to a
historical problem, students must devise a reasoned and rea-
sonable alternative to the actual historical solution.

Sample 17 .is an example of this type of assignment,
based on several science units, from a Grade 5 class. For this
assignment, students were asked to develop a one-floor
model or diagram of an imaginary museum of natural history
or science and to write an explanation/description of their
model or floor plan. They were to imagine themselves as ar-
chitects or museum curators proposing a new museum to an
imaginary Board of Trustees. This assignment drew upon the
students’ visits to a local museum of natural history and their
recent study of mammals, ecology, and the solar system. In
developing their model or floor plan, the children were asked
to devise a rationale for the particular exhibits they would pro-
pose and the layout of the rooms. In other words, they had to
offer reasons for their choice of exhibit rooms and the order in
which a visitor might go through them. Sample 17 is one stu-
dent’s explanation and Sample 18 is the floor plan he created
for his museum. This particular student’s writing displays a
very high level of original and logical thinking in the rationale
he devised as well as a remarkable integration of the knowl-
edge he had acquired in his science units. His classroom
teacher told me that a life chain of predators and their prey
had not been the focus of study in their science units. Sam-
ples 19 and 20 are the diagram and explanation by another
student in this class. Inspired by a visit to the Museum of Sci-
ence in Boston, his model used a human body as its basic
shape. It is worth noting that this particular assignment was
especially appealing to the boys in this class.

Other examples of this type of assignment may be found
in writing that describes scientific inventions, models of
imaginary parks and cities, or invented countries and peo-
ples. Interestingly, invented solutions, utopias, etc., need not
be expressed only in prose. Sample 21 shows what one stu-
dent wrote in response to an assignment in Grade 7 in which
students were asked to write a poem describing their model
society after reading about an experimental model society
that Robert Owen wished to create.

CONCLUSION
The different kinds of writing assignments | have de-
scribed in this article have many values. First, they allow chil-
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dren to write from a personal point of view about content area
material and encourage an integration of facts and ideas from
various perspectives. Thus, they permit considerable individ-
uality and may help children to acquire and integrate knowl-
edge more effectively than do “straight” assignments. Sec-
ond, they give children opportunities to write for different
purposes and different audiences in the content areas. Too
much writing in the content areas is shaped only for the teach-
er’s eyes and conveys nothing more than mastery of content.
Multiple points of view assignments, especially, encourage
children to experiment with different degrees of distance
from one subject or audience, depending on the point of
views that are assigned or selected. Third, these kinds of as-
signments allow historical and scientific information to be
used in non-expository forms of writing, such as letters, jour-
nals, and diaries, as well as in other real but less used forms of
informational writing in the schools, such as obituaries and
explanations of floor plans. Children begin to learn that im-
portant information can be found in non-expository kinds of
writing as they extend the range of writing they do in the lan-
guage arts class to the content areas. Fourth, they encourage
children to think about the feelings and attitudes of others.
Above all, they show children that informational writing can
be imaginative and creative as well as factual.

At a time when computer literacy is being hailed as the
wave of the future, it is crucial for children to learn at an early
age that the computer can never be a substitute for a well-
informed mind with an imagination. Our approach to infor-
mational writing badly needs to be modified. Children need to
learn that creative thinking is as much a part of good aca-
demic writing as it is of other kinds of writing and that the
imagination plays as much of a role in generating new in-
sights and ideas in every field of knowledge as it does in the
arts. Samuel Johnson (Engell) claims that the imagination is
nothing without knowledge. On the other hand, Albert Ein-
stein (Moore) maintains that the imagination is more impor-
tant than knowledge in scientific research. However, Jacob
Bronowski seems to weigh both factors equally in the devel-
opment of new knowledge.

In this paper, | have provided examples of a number of
different writing assignments drawing upon material studied
in eleven social studies classes and one science class that
show how creative thinking and the imagination can be
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tapped for informational writing. These assignments appear
to allow for considerable individuality and may help children
to acquire and integrate knowledge more effectively than do
“straight” assignments. Moreover, these writing assignments
suggest that the subject matter of the content areas can pro-
vide English teachers with an extraordinarily rich and almost
limitless source of information for their children’s writing in
the English or language arts class —.a source that ensures
that all children will have something intellectually substantial
to write about. Indeed, it is just as important for students to
learn how to compose with ideas and facts they are acquiring
in their other academic subjects as it is with ideas and facts
drawn from personal experience or literature. English/lan-
guage arts teachers, too, should be devising writing assign-
ments that ask their students to integrate knowledge from a
personal perspective and to manipulate that knowledge for
imaginative solutions to real situations or problems in the
past, present, or future. Developing writers should not be lim-
ited to writing about only their experience or their responses
to the literature they read. Instead, they should be asked to go
beyond their experiences and to use their imaginations for
seeing facts and ideas from different perspectives and in dif-
ferent ways. Indeed, all teachers in every area of the curricu-
lum need to use their own imaginations more often and de-
vise writing assignments that challenge their students’
in;aginations as well as encourage the integration of knowl-
edge.

Sandra Stotsky is a recipient of a Mina Shaughnessy Scholarship for
1984-85 and is a Research Associate at the Harvard Graduate School of
Education. Parts of this essay appeared in the September 1984 issue of
Learning, The Magazine for Creative Teaching as “No More Dull Reports” by
Sandra Stotsky. Permission to reprint granted by Pittman Learning, Inc.,
Belmont, California.
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Sample 9

Sandra Stotsky, teac
Grade 7

Rutherford County Sc
North Carolina

U.S.S.R.

An interesting country to see.

How would you like to spend two luxurious weeks in intri-
guing Soviet union? Climb the Ural mountains. See large wheat
fields., If you want to learn more read on.

The Description of the Soviet Union

It is on the continent of Eurasia. The capital of the Soviet
is Moscow. The country is much larger than the United States.
But there is much more to see, You'll visit the 15 republics of
the Soviet. You'll see Museums in Moscow with old and new arti-
facts. You'll visit Kiev the Soviet's first kingdom. Read on
and be more intrigued.

The Farms of the Soviet

Here you'll see large wheat fields blowing in the wind.
You'll see State farms and collective farms. You'll see large
Soviet crops which are rye, potatoes, wheat and barley. You'll
eat borsht and black bread Soviet farmers favorite food. on your
trip you'll have the time of your life. So read on and find out
more.

The Soviet Government

The Soviet people have a presidium instead of a president.
They are run by the communist party. That took over in 1917.
Lenin was the first father of communism., Learn how this kind
of government works. Go on the U.S.S.R. tour. Read on and find
out more.

Soviet Histery

The history of the Soviet union is very interesting. Just
like the country itself., Heres a little information on it.
Czars ruled till 1917 and before ther czars. Mongols ruled for
100 years. You'll have a great time on the U.S.S.R. tour. Sign

up now you'll be glad you did.
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Sandra Stotsky, teacher
Grade 6

New York City Public Schools
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Sample 14

Sandra Stotsky, teacher

Grade 6
New York City Pub

FIRST DRAFT

2/20/83
(the equivalent of 438 B.C.)

My dear sister,

A very important event has occurred. Right near where our
home is a new temple for worshipping has been built on the Acro~
polis. It is for worshipping the patron goddess of Athens Athema
We are so glad it has been built, because we feel worshipping
Athena, the of the arts of peace and prudent intelligence is so
important for our well-being. It is a terrible sin not to pray
to and womhip the gods, isn't it? You did tell me there was a
temple near you, didn't you? Oh, I didn't tell you what our new
temple is called., It is called the Parthenon. It is a beautiful
structure. I like to think that generations upon generations of
people will worship in the Parthenon in all its beauty. There ar
sculptures on the outside created by a man called Pheidias. The
sculptures are so lovely! The Parthenon is made out of beautiful
white marble. There are many beautiful, tall columns surrounding
it. It is lovely to look at, so lovely that there are no words
in the Greek language to describe it fully and accurately. You
must come see it., You will love the Parthenon.

I haven't seen you for many years, and I miss you very, very
much, Since I miss you so much and I want you to see the Parthe-
non so much, why don't you come to visit? You could bring your
husband and your children and you could stay with us. We have
plenty of room. You must have a chance to worship in the Parthen

Also, you have never seen the Acropolis. I beg of you, please co

Love always,

Your sister

lic
Schools

on,

me !
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Sample 15
Sandra Stotsky, teacher
Grade 6, New York City

FIRST DRAFT

2/20/83

1687
Dear Diary,

Something really awful has happened. That bulding that is
just outside my door and up the hill from our house is in ruinms.
It was bombed by the Venetians. It was bombed by a Venetian shell.
My father said that the Ottoman Turks, who, as you know, are occu-
pying Greece, chose to store ammunition in the Parthenon. This
was outragous to begin with, yet since it had been used for every-
thing from religious purposes to living accomodations, I don't
suppose we should be too surprised that ammunition was stored
there. Still it was a horrible shock to see it completely blown
up. War is so stupid. They've completely blown the roof off my
beloved Parthenon. I hope one day some good people will search
through the pieces of marble scattered all over the Acropolis hill
and try, just try, to put together this beautiful building again.

Somehow I feel its spirit will last forever.
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- Sample 17, Page 1

. Sandra Stotsky, teacher
1 Grade 5
+ - -New-York Gity -Public -Schools
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Sample 18

Gxade

5
New York City Public Schools

Sandra Stotsky, teacher
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New York City Public Schools
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