Please indicate whether each of the following statements is either True or False. The results of this test will definitely appear on your permanent record. 

1. Writing is usually best taught by skilled English teachers, who have a background in the formal study of language and literature. 

2. With practice and motivation, any normal person can learn to be a successful professional writer. You don't have to be born with a gift for language or creativity. 

3. Good writers learn the rules of writing—grammar, punctuation, mechanics, document formatting—and apply these rules consistently for the sake of the reader. 

4. Although following a strict writing process is an excellent suggestion and a good place to start, good writers don't follow a strict linear sequence of prewriting, drafting, revising, proofing. 

5. To break in with the big-name magazines, you don't need a big name as a writer. 

6. Professional writers pretty much get it right the first time and rarely have to go through multiple drafts before a piece gets published. 

7. Learning grammar improves the quality of your writing. 

8. To be a successful writer, read the great writers. 

9. The primary purpose of writing is to communicate. 

10. Writing is a silent, solitary activity. 

ANSWER KEY 

1. False. There are some great teachers of writing who are English teachers. There are some toxic teachers of writing who are English teachers. Point: The best teachers of writing are those who write regularly themselves, love to write and find joy in it. These teachers, regardless of their subject matter background, will convey positive attitudes about writing and inspire enthusiasm for it. If you're looking for a writing coach, find one with those characteristics. 

2. True. This question arises from the "Born to Write" myth. Reality check: Writers are made, not born. With practice and desire, any normal person can acquire the skills needed to become a professional writer and make a decent living at it. You don't have to be born with a "gift" for writing or language. Developing writing skills requires no less effort than developing any other complex skill. And constant practice is needed to maintain those skills. 

3. False. As you've probably noted sometime in the past, published writers—especially fiction writers—often seem exempt from the same rules that you get embarrassed for violating. What's going on? In the real world, writing does not consist of a system of rules that should never be broken, lest the Grammar Police kick in your door. Writing is indeed based on an organized system of rules. But creativity often means pushing the boundaries, whether it's the boundaries of painting, photography or music. Writers do the same. Your vision is unique and you must sometimes break the rules in order to achieve your vision. 

In my experience, rules of writing get successfully bent when all three of the following conditions are met: (1) the writer had a mastery of the rule in the first place. That knowledge is necessary in order to break the rule in such a way that comes off as effective, not haphazard. (2) the breaking clearly enhances the impact on the reader. (3) the breaking is done sparingly. 

4. True. In reality, writing is usually done in bits and pieces, fits and starts. Rarely do we begin with prewriting and move straight through the stages in a linear fashion. Knowledge of the "writing process" has been mostly a good thing for us. But when mastering a process becomes an end in itself, your writing will suffer. Just get it done and let the "stages" fall where they may. 

5. True. Editors are looking for fresh, well-written stories that fit in with their publication's style and format and which provide clear and compelling benefit for their readers. Write a story that does those things and you won't have any problem breaking into whatever magazine you want. 

6. False. First, good writing is rewriting. For professionals, the only thing that usually halts the rewriting is exhaustion or deadlines—sometimes both. Second, before a piece sees publication in a reputable source, it must wind its way through a phalanx of editors: assignment editor, content editor, copy editor, fact checker, proofreader. 

Belief in this myth—that polished prose can flow effortlessly from a skilled writer's fingertips—is responsible for the most common writing disease: head writing. Instead of head writing, we need to learn to write in the moment. Remember as a child spending hours doing something, so absorbed that you would lose track of time as you built the sandcastle on the beach or flew a kite in a quick autumn breeze? You were absorbed, lost in the moment. Nothing else mattered except the joy of doing. We need to relearn this ability to live in the moment when writing and to write with abandon. 

7. False. Learning grammar improves the quality of your grammar, not writing. Although good writing and good grammar are always found in the same place, writing is much more than grammar, just as basketball is much more than dribbling. Continual focus on this mechanical aspect can impede the development of true writing skills: constructing effective paragraphs, formatting well-slanted, cohesive articles, finding good material. 

8. False. By all means, read the greats for their profound insights into the human condition, to acquire the context of your literary heritage, to understand their historical significance. But if you want to be a great newspaper columnist, you had better study Ellen Goodman, Mike Royko, Dave Berry, and ilk. Ditto for any other kind of writer you want to be. 

9. False. This is the "information processing" model of writing, where the purpose of writing is to serve the reader. But writing can also serve the writer. It helps us experience the world and explore ideas without communicating them to anyone else. Writing is an important tool for discovery and self-learning, and thus can be an end in itself. 

10. False. Writing can—and often should be—a noisy, social act. I know of no professional writer who has published something without first getting feedback from someone. But this myth often cuts off writers from one of the most crucial stages: getting feedback.

