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This table of contents covers—briefly—some twenty-plus years of my writing history.  I have searched for artifacts that I feel show the progression from a person who had difficulty learning how to write as a very young student to someone who is now a confident and experienced writer.  This trajectory has taken me over the standard “school assignments” that we’ve all written and into a realm of creative, nuanced, and voice-heavy academic writing.  I’ve arranged the list in three sections: the first covers my earliest writing, ending at eighth grade, the second small has a few miscellaneous items, and the third is college writing.  You may notice that many of these artifacts come from my college writing experiences.  This is no mistake, this time in my writing career has been very prolific, and I believe that I have grown very quickly in my college years into a mature writer.  
Section 1 — the Early Years

1. Jeff’s Holiday Diary — 1985

This is the earliest piece of writing I could find.  The assignment must have been to write something over our holiday vacation, and there are only two entries in this “diary.”  The reason that I’ve included this item is because it clearly shows the trouble that I had with language development.  By this time I would have been seven, and the spelling and grammar are probably closer to that of an average five-year old.  You can see how self-conscious I was about writing, there are words that have been erased and re-written several times, and some letters are written on top of others.  It was written on training paper, and underneath each word someone (either my mother or the teacher, I’m not sure) wrote the correct spelling of the word.  When I look at a piece of writing like this, I am amazed that I am preparing to earn a degree in Secondary English Education.  I hated writing when I was this young, and my mother has told me stories about how she would cry when she read a piece like this because she couldn’t understand it.  I’ve come a long way.
2. Stoy of the Warld (sic) — date unknown


This artifact is from around the same time period as the first one, but this is a creative writing piece in a narrative format.  I chose this piece because it shows that I had some good ideas in my head even if I had trouble getting them onto paper.  The spelling and grammar are still pretty bad, but I can tell that the writing was a lot more free and spontaneous.  There are also illustrations along the top of the pages, which is something that I can clearly remember doing a lot of when I was young.  For all of my trouble with language, I have always had an artistic streak.  The basic storyline involves a normal day being interrupted by a giant monster attack and subsequent police action.  I’m not sure how that relates to it being a “Stoy of the Warld.”

3. Dragon on a Pedestal — date unknown


This is a book report on a Piers Anthony novel of the same name.  The spelling and grammar are basically correct, and the novel that I’m reviewing is probably actually above grade level.  My mother places this piece somewhere around the 6th grade. This artifact indicates my progression and relatively quick rate of language acquisition at this period of my school career.  There is some language that still seems a bit awkward, but it seems well within the bounds of what one might expect from this age and grade level.   
4. Salem Witch Trials/Witchcraft — 1991 


This research paper is a thick report that was part of an eighth-grade project for graduation.  The first two parts are an overview of Salem and the witch trials.  This was based on some research, mostly in an encyclopedia.  The third section is a bit of research into the history of witchcraft (in retrospect, I should qualify that this pertains to Western/European concepts of witchcraft) and some of the rituals and folklore associated with them.  This is the oldest artifact that I could find that was typed, and I know that I followed a format because one of the comments at the end mentions it.  Therefore, this must be the oldest example of truly academic writing that I can find.  Interestingly, I remember thinking that this was very subversive at the time, and I imagined that I might get in trouble when I turned it in, because I was in a Catholic school.  It’s clear that it didn’t make any waves, and reading it now I can see that it really isn’t controversial at all.  

Section 2 — Miscellany

1. My Brother and I (2 pieces) — 1993


These two papers were for a contrast paper in a high school English class.  The first draft has quite a few comments and corrections added by the teacher, and the second draft incorporates many of the changes.  I’ve included both to show the reader how I began to be more aware of revision and some of the finer points of writing.  This has to be one of the first times that I even had a draft process in a writing project; I was a procrastinator all throughout my high school career, and I never wrote something twice if I could help it.  It showed.  

2. Simple — 2004


This is an email that I sent to a friend on mine who lives out-of-state.  It’s an unedited and free-form poem that I wrote at one in the morning after working a late shift at the movie theatre.  I remember that night, I had a very vivid day-dream experience that I couldn’t get out of my head, and I felt that dashing out this pseudo-poem would clear my thoughts.  Reading over it now, I still like it quite a bit.  The philosophical stance bridges compassion for humanity with respect for the natural geography that Iowa was built upon.  The writing itself is, as I mentioned, unedited.  I wrote it in one sitting, hit the “send” button, and was done with it.  This is maybe the only good example I have of writing purely for pleasure and for a peer; but it is still “conscious” writing, intended to be aesthetically pleasing.  

Section 3 — College Writing

1. Architecture: Frank Lloyd Wright — 2004

This is a formal lesson plan that I wrote up for an Introduction to Teaching course at Kirkwood.  It follows a very deliberate format, which included Gronlund’s and Bloom’s taxonomic information.  The lesson plan was intended for a high school humanities class, and it covers the basics of Frank Lloyd Wright’s history, influences, and architectural style.  It is also set up to work in an untracked or integrated classroom, with different levels for students with intense physical needs, students with learning disability, and gifted or advanced students.  I included this artifact primarily because this is from a period in my college career when I had decided to teach, but hadn’t yet settled on English as my focus of specialization.  

2. A Gentle Seduction — 2005

This is a critical analysis of Anton Chekhov’s short story, “The Lady with the Little Dog.”  This is the first artifact in my portfolio form the University of Iowa’s English program, and you can see how the quality and depth of my writing has really reached a new level in this paper.  It has examples of close reading, careful use of the text to back up a stated thesis, and a creative and critical reading of the story itself.  This is what I think of when I imagine college writing.  It was fun to write, and I was very excited about the reading and its ingenuity.  I remember feeling very invigorated, and reading over it now is still pleasurable and rewarding for me.  After writing just a few of these papers, I knew that college writing on this level was something that I was good at and that I enjoyed writing it.  
3. Response: “The Bishop Orders His Tomb at Saint Praxed’s Church” — 2005

In a similar vein to the last paper, this is a response to a Robert Browning poem.  I included this paper for two reasons: firstly, I didn’t appreciate poetry at all before coming to U of I, so this paper marks a specific time and phase of my thinking process; secondly, I remember when I was coming up with a paper thesis I had an “a-hah!” moment, and this was a writing milestone for me.  I always labor over topics and theses, and this is the first time I can remember having a totally original and interesting topic just come to me as I was reading the poem.  The writing style and quality are even further refined compared to my earlier writing, and I really enjoy looking over this paper now.
4. What We Don’t Mention When We Discuss School — 2005

This weighty paper was the final project in a college essay writing course that literally changed the way I think about teaching and our school system.  This is some of my best writing, but I really included it because it made me appreciate research and it is written in a clear and personal voice.  For this paper, I interviewed a couple of students and several educators at Jefferson High School in Cedar Rapids.  One was a teacher and the director of the “Academic Decathlon” team at the school, another was a guidance counselor, and the third was an assistant principle.  I had originally planned on talking about at-risk youth in the school, and what the school system can do to accommodate them or work with them.  After my interviews, it struck me that the school seemed utterly unconcerned with the amount of actual learning that occurs on their campus.  In the face of test-oriented legislation, more challenging roles for teachers-as-social-workers, and a changing demographic and the tensions that it produces it seems that learning has taken a back seat to simply holding things together.  That concerned me, and this paper was written with both research in mind and a personal conviction to state my case.  I felt very emotionally invested in this piece of writing, and it was also refined and re-written numerous times with peer-editing in order to polish it and make it as reader-friendly as possible.
