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THE MULTIPART CHART: A NON-NARRATIVE 

PREWRITING STRATEGY IN 

ENGLISH COMPOSITION 

THOMAS WORDEN 

On my way to work one morning during the second US

led invasion oflraq, an NPR report on the war caught my atten

tion. We were in the early days of the campaign. Coalition forces 

were moving so quickly toward Baghdad that logistics proved 

difficult. Jessica Lynch had just been captured by hostile forces 

when her convoy took a wrong turn and was ambushed. One 

of the problems, the analyst observed, was that those in charge 

of the operation were trying to do too much at once. Even as 

they worked out what they were doing, he noted, commanders 

were figuring out how they were doing what they were doing. 

The distinction resonated with me as a teacher of English 

composition who, at that point in my career, was pondering 

over my students' struggles with the writing process. Hav

ing come from teaching college a few years before, where I 
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32 The Multipart Chart 

commented almost exclusively on drafts and final drafts, pre
writing was still very much a new frontier for me. Listening to 

that report, I began to wonder if my high school students faced 

something of the dilemma our commanders found themselves 
up against in Iraq. When assigned to complete even the rough

est of drafts, were not they too being asked to do too much, 

attempting to organize and develop their ideas all at once, 

predictably completing neither task adequately? 

The conflation of the tasks of developing and organizing 

ideas, to which the writing of essays is susceptible, is part of a 

broader, systemic issue. The essay format itself is a narrative 

against which my students and I routine! y battle, particularly in 

the early stages of the writing process. When teaching middle 
school students, I avoid the words "thesis" and "essay" early 

in the process in order to preempt the anxiety that runs inter

ference on the ability to think. Further complicating matters 

is the fact that, replete with a beginning, middle, and end, the 
essay as a form has a strange way of concretizing and finaliz

ing thought. Even when encouraged to view a draft as a work 
in progress, students often feel they are done writing when 
finished. Resisting any effort to revise or, in some cases, even 

edit, students window-dress or, worse, simply reprint when it 

comes time to submit a final draft. And it is not easy to outrun 
the protocols of formal essays, as their reach extends into the 
very prewriting exercises that promise safe haven.' 

Suspending formal essays for as long as possible in the 
writing process using non-narrative formats, I have discovered, 

allows students the breathing room they need to take full ad

vantage of writing as a thinking tool. While sometimes effec

tive in helping students express themselves in more informal 

situations, more loosely structured formats such as freewriting 

do not offer enough structure to help students navigate differ

ent levels of meaning. The multipart chart I along with other 
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members of my department have worked to develop offers 
students a structured and yet open space in which they may 
discover ideas free of the inhibiting script of a formal essay. 

In its simplest form, the chart we use to facilitate discov
ery consists of three columns, each of which serves a distinct 
function. The template for the character chart our seventh 
graders compose marking the beginning of their first essay 
of the year on The Miracle Worker looks something like this 
(see Figure 1 on page 37). Simple though this format may 
appear to be, it is a structured environment with rules. Itself 
an interpretive act, the selection of passages alone must be 
handled with care. Students choose three passages from act 1 
that exemplify the most memorable moments of their favorite 
character. In acts 2 and 3, students are asked to gather two and 
then one passage respectively in order to encourage them to 
hone their focus. Provision of adequate context proves chal
lenging. Passages that are too long often indicate the need for 
a more discerning selection criteria. Lack of adequate context 
can cause particularly younger students, who tend to go in 

for one-liners, to miss key contextual details. General rule of 
thumb: take the entire paragraph in which an important sen
tence appears, or the "beat" (five to ten exchanges that make 

up a topic of conversation) in a dramatic dialogue. Ellipses 
are strictly forbidden as they open the door for cherry picking. 

The strategy in the "Meaning" column is to isolate and 

comment on the key details that open onto those levels of mean
ing. Ideally, focus is on key words and phrases. The larger the 

excerpt copied from the passage and pasted into the meaning 

column, the more general commentary tends to be. The most 
successful commentaries do not relegate themselves to details 

central to the area of interest but treat any and everything of 

note, as one never knows when what at first appears to be an 

inconsequential detail will suddenly open onto a big idea. 
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Students work from denotation and literal levels of meaning 
to deeper meaning. Definitions of words with which students 

are familiar often open the way for a richer discussion of more 
abstract, figurative or suggested meaning-connotation. As the 
most tangible area of inquiry is of character development in 
that it offers an ideal confluence of the abstract and concrete, 
we urge students to look into the subtexts of the characters in 
whom they find themselves interested. Not only what charac
ters say but also how they say what they say can often lead to 
interesting ideas about what they want, desire, etc.; why they 
want what they want, desire, etc.; and, ultimately, who they are. 

The "Meaning" column serves not only as a space in 
which students may explore layers of meaning at work in 
the language of the text, but also as a staging area for com
mentary in the "Significance" column. When the time comes 
to move to this column-we encourage students to work from 
meaning to significance-it is important students understand 

it is not the significance of the passage overall on which they 
are to comment, or that of all of the points that come up in 
the "Meaning" column, but rather the significance of the best 
points there. Often, younger students tend to enter into deeper 
areas of inquiry in this column unknowingly. With proper 
direction, they begin consciously to make the key distinction 
between meaning and significance and to think about their 
own thinking in new and exciting ways. 

The achievement we see in student work in the three
part chart has proven noteworthy in ways we could not have 
anticipated. Even when missing pieces prevent younger 
writers from fully exploring the inferences that might lead 
to deeper insights regarding characters, themes, etc., truly 
wonderful teachable moments emerge from their work. As 

when, writing about a passage chosen from the first scene 
of The Miracle Worker, one student makes the following set 
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of observations (see Figure 2 on page 38). Commentary on 
Keller's choice of the colorful noun "goat" does so much of 
what we hope to see in the chart. Particularly impressive is 
the use of qualitative language found in the definition cop
ied and pasted into the chart. Variations in the denotative 
register- "lively and frisky ... hardy" -offer tantalizing 
clues as to the deeper meaning of the line. Certainly more 
could be done with that subtext. Shorthand phrases such as 
"His relationship with Helen is 50/ 50" do not do justice to 
the idea beginning to take shape here. This is the beginning 
of a nuanced reading of Keller as well as of his relationship 
with Helen at this point in the play, one that may well open 

new possibilities, particularly in the way we understand how 
he views himself in relation to his daughter. But again, so 
much goes well. Crucially, an analytic rather than a narrative 
mode dictates the course of the discussion as it moves from 
the denotative to the connotative interpretive possibilities of 
an isolated literary element. What is so delightful about this 

particular example is the seventh-grade voice coming tlu·ough 
loud and clear: "I think it's funny that a man could possibly 
compare their [sic] child to a GOAT!" This student is having 
fun exploring how the language of the play works. 

And there is so much more to discover. In another ex
ample, we can see how adept students often are in exploring 
not only the words characters utter, but also the language 
of the body that, particularly in a dramatic text such as The 
Miracle Worker, is an essential part of the meaning of the 
work under investigation (see Figure 3 on page 39). Several 
promising points emerge here. The point that Keller "likes to 

take the easy way out and dictate" offers a suggestive glimpse 
into his personality, as does the last point about how "dinner 
is his war." Most interesting is the commentary on Keller's 

gestures constructed in the stage directions. The care with 
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which the student associates violence with the "thrusting" is 
notable. It is a "sharp" and "some what [sic] violent" action. 

The door opens for a rather sophisticated understanding of 
how Keller may have some awareness that his sharp move

ments, which may well be the product of a military training 
that has stayed with him, are not appropriate in this setting, 
and yet he cannot help himself. If the discussion were to start 
with the details and work out from there, it might deepen near 
the end of the note so as to provide the springboard needed 
for an even deeper exploration in the "Significance" column. 
Still, the achievement is clear, all accomplished outside the 
realm of conventional narrative. 

From these brief glimpses into the content and structure 
of the multipart chart, its potential as part of the machinery 
of scaffolding is clear (Benko). Once the areas in the chart 
that support a focused topic area are identified, material 
from the "Meaning" and "Significance" columns can serve 
as the meat of the paragraphs that will form the body of the 
essay. Students start building their first drafts by copying and 
pasting notes based on relevant evidence from both columns 
into a new document as a way of getting started. Taking the 
middle as their starting point, students then write out to 
their conclusion and finally their introduction, their ideas 
developing all the while they do this work. 

Essay format is integral to the critical writing process. It is, 
after all, the culmination of all of the thinking and writing that 
goes into the making of an informed argument. The essay is 
just that, however, a culmination, a finished product. The more 
time young writers have to develop their ideas before concern
ing themselves with organizing them, the greater the chance 
they have to succeed in fulfilling both tasks. Isolate these tasks, 
provide spaces in which young student writers can realistically 
accomplish them, and doorways for achievement open. 



Passages 

Copy and paste 
t/zrcc (3) passages 
from act one that 
feature your 
character in this 
column. 

Each passage you 
choose ... 

• must be a mo
ment you arc tru
ly interested in. 

• must appear 
in the order in 
which it appears 
in the play 

• has its own row 
(go to last col
umn and press 
tab to create a 
new row). 

• is unchanged 
from what ap
pears in the 
book. 

Meaning 

Copy key lines from your 
passages and paste them 
into this column, placing 
quotation marks around 
them. 

In your analysis of 
these key words and/ or 
phrases, 

• comment on literal 
meaning. Go to diction
ary.com and copy and 
paste definitions for 
words you don't know 
(denotations). Put quo
tation marks around the 
definitions. 

• explore suggested mean
ings (connotations) 

• comment on stage direc
tions as well as charac
ters' lines. 

• begin to comment on 
what characters' words, 
gestures, tones of voice 
tell us about their 
thoughts and feelings. 
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Significance 

Herc you arc to figure out 
what makes your character 
tick, exploring in greater 
depth the most promising 
observations you make 
about his/her language/ 
gestures/ tones of voice in 
the "Meaning" column. 

Each note on "Significance" 
must 

• explore the deeper, big
picture meaning of one or 
more of the best points you 
touch on in the "Meaning" 
column. Get inside your 
character's head-what 
arc your character's issues, 
conflicts (internal and/ or 
external), thoughts, feel

ings, wants, needs, objcc
ti vcs, dreams, etc. OR, 
explore a major theme you 
touch on in one or more of 
your notes. 

• be 4-6 sentences in length. 

Write at least one 4-6 

Write on key details in at sentence note on "Signifi-
least three (3) lines from cance" for each passage. 
each passage. 

Figure 1: Topic (=character+ issue) 
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Passages Meaning Significance 

DOCTOR: You're 
a pair of lucky 
parents. I can 
tell you now, 
I thought she 
wouldn't. 

KELLER: Non-
sense, the child's "the child's a Keller; she has the What does this 

a Keller; she has constitution of a goat. She'll outlive insulting compli-

the constitution us all." ment tell us about 

of a goat. She'll 
I think it's funny that a man could 

Keller's view of 

outlive us all. 
possibly compare their child to a 

Helen at this early 

DOCTOR [AMI- GOAT! 
point in the play? 

ABLY]:Yes, 
His relationship 

Goat-a hardy domesticated rumi- with Helen is 
especially if some 

nant ma~mal that has backward 50/50. He's dif-
of you Keller's 

curving horns and (in the male) ferent. How many 
don't get a night's 

a beard. It is kept for its milk and average people 
sleep. I mean 

meat and is noted for its lively and would compare 
you, Mrs. Keller. 

frisky behavior. • Capra liircus, their daughter 
KELLER:You 
hear Katie? 

family Bovidae, descended from to a wild, even if 

the wild bezoar. • a wild mammal average people 

KATE: I hear related to this, such as the ibex, would compare 

KELLER: [IN-
markhor, and tur. See also moun- their daughter 

DULGENT]: I've 
tain goat. • (the Goat) the zodiacal to a wild, even 

brought up two 
sign Capricorn or the constellation if domesticated, 

of them, but this 
Capricornus. 2: a person likened to animal. Keller 

is my wife's first, 
a goat, in particular • a lecherous says she's a Keller 

she isn't battle 
man; a scapegoat. so that means to 

scarred yet. pg. 1 Given this definition, is Keller pay-
be a Keller is to be 

ing his daughter a compliment? It 
like a goat. This is 

is like an insulting compliment. He 
a Ii ttle shocking 

is calling her goat, and that doesn't 
that Keller admits 

seem like a positive thing. But he is 
all of his weak-

also saying that Helen is "lively and 
ness 

frisky." Sheis also "hardy" = tough. 
These are good things. 

Figure 2. 
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Passages Meaning Significance 

... KELLER: Jim-
mie, do as I say! 
Go upstairs at 
once and tell Miss 
Sullivan supper is 
getting cold-

This shows Keller's 
JAMES: She's temper. Keller was 
locked in her very angry when he 
room. heard that Annie (his 
KELLER: Locked least favorite per-
in her- "(He goes serenely 011/ and across 

son) was locked in 
KATE: What on 

lite yard, wllistli11g. KELLER 
her room, and Helen 

earth are you-
tlm1sli11g up from his cltair makes 

who locked her in. 

JAMES: Helen 
for lite stairs.)" Keller was angry 

Keller isalready short 
in this quote because his dinner 

locked her in and was being even further post-
tempered, but when 

made off with the poned and ontop of that, An-
it involves Helen and 

key. nie, who he isn't crazy about to 
Annie, his temper was 

KATE [RISING]: begin with, is locked up in her 
even shorter. 

And you sit here room. Also, Keller was ready Keller is very rooted to 
and say nothing? to eat and didn't want to get his high position in the 
JAMES: Well, up. Keller really likes to take army. Keller has had a 
everyone's been the easy way out, and dictate. grudge on everyone in . 
telling me not to This might be from his army the North since Vicks-
say anything. experience. When the stage berg, and Annie from 

(He goes serenely direction says, "Keller thrusting the North was already 

out and across the up from his chai1~" it indicates on his bad side. Annie 

yard, wltistli11g. anger. When Keller got up, he is on Keller's bad side 

KELLER tlm1sti11g got up sharply, and somewhat because she was from 

11p from his c/111ir violently. Keller's reaction the North and he was 

makes for lite stairs.) to something he doesn't like not accepting of her 

KATE: Viney, might also be violent because values. Annie's first 

look out in back he was a commander in the impression on Keller 

for Helen. See if army, and when something bad wasn't great, and when 

she has that key. happened, he had to think fast Keller was hungry, An-

VINEY: Yes, Miss and violently. Keller is used to nie being locked in her 

Kate .... (35-6) war and in this case dinner is room was not going to 
his war. help any. 

Figure 3. 
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Notes 

1 Sundeen characterizes graphic organizers as a means by 
which students may "visualize" as well as" conceptualize" 
the writing process (31). A look at the examples of organiz
ers he provides reveals the extent to which students are 
expected to multitask in the earliest stage of the writing 
process. The "Prewriting Planner" requires knowledge of a 
topic area and involves listing the content of subtopic areas 
a., b., c. (34). Moreover, the space allocated for "Brainstorm
ing" is also limited, allowing only for a list of terms and 
phrases. 
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