Writing from the Heart:  Using Freewriting in the Classroom
by Jane Parke

The ultimate confrontation is with that blank sheet of paper.  

  John McPhee
  I sit down in front of a computer staring at the screen. What on earth can I write about?  I ask myself. Impossible!  I have writer’s block.  How can a person get started writing, putting those elusive words on paper?  Writers can use several pre-writing activities---brainstorming, mapping, clustering, outlining—-but the one that I have found which may be most effective is free writing.


Free writing is the technique of writing for a certain amount of time without stopping, recording thoughts and feelings as they occur.  In literature, this style of writing is called stream of consciousness, a type of writing used by some modern writers.  When I was teaching high school English (I am now retired), I taught the story, “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” by Katherine Anne Porter. The author uses the stream of consciousness technique by following the chaotic thoughts of a dying woman.  My students had a difficult time understanding this story because there was little coherence in the main character’s thoughts.  However, I explained to them that the brain actually works this way. Thoughts that flow through our minds are not organized but often jump from one topic to another.  Then I assigned a freewriting activity asking students to write for ten minutes, spontaneously, without stopping, recording whatever thoughts came to their minds.   If they got stuck, they could repeat the last word they had written until they were unstuck. “Don’t worry about spelling, punctuation, or grammar,” I instructed them.  To my surprise, I found that my students created some of their best writing when I gave them this assignment.  They were free to express themselves and use their imagination without the burden of the “grammar police.”
  However, I have a confession.  I do not use this technique enough.  Whenever I write, that “inner critic,” the grammar police, interferes with my spontaneity so my writing is stiff and scholarly.  During the Mountain Writing Project, when I was assigned a personal piece, I decided to use the free writing technique which I very seldom, if ever, used.  What a revelation!  Words flowed easily and new ideas kept occurring to me.  Not thinking about my writing and not editing as I wrote was liberating.  As a result, I decided to change the demonstration that I had planned to do, a lesson plan teaching on-demand writing, and instead made a presentation on free-writing.  I am glad I did.


Research supports the idea of using free writing.  Peter Elbow, the author of Writing Without Teachers, maintains that it is hard for a person to break the habit of writing and editing at the same time.  When the writer thinks too much about his words, then he cannot get the “fragmentary, raw, unshaped thoughts onto paper” (Elbow).  Freewriting liberates the writer to put his feelings and emotions on paper.  He states that the “first and most basic step to improved writing is freewriting” (Elbow). According to Elbow, writing becomes difficult when the standards are too high at the beginning of the writing process.  Thoughts come first and later revising and editing can begin.


Bruce Ballenger and Barry Lane in their book, Discovering the Writer Within, supports the use of freewriting.  They recommend that the writer get rid of the “Watcher.”  They suggest: “Get your critic out of the room so your imagination can do its playful work without being hammered with discouraging thoughts.  Only later in the writing process, when distance and critical judgment are needed will your ‘Watcher’ be a helpful ally” (Ballenger and Lane).

How do you help your students overcome this phobia of the blank page and their struggle with self-doubt?  Their fear of writing may come not only from their apprehension about their ability to write but also the fear of opening their hearts and putting their emotions on paper.  When I teach my developmental writing students at the community college, I now encourage students to “write with their hearts, not with their heads.”   First, I introduce the subject by asking students to finish this statement, “As a writer, I…..” or “When I write, I….”  This provides a springboard to a discussion of their feelings about writing.  I suggest that one way to overcome writer’s block or their fear of the blank page is to use the pre-writing strategy of freewriting, and then I explain this technique.  Next, I use a heart template that I have filled in, color-coded with the  following topics:  people I love, places I have lived and visited, things I like to do, and favorite memories/defining moments.  Then I provide a model of a freewriting sample I have written about a memory I have had.  At this point I ask the students to fill in their heart, pick a memory, and freewrite for ten minutes, not censoring their feelings. After they finish, they highlight particular phrases or words from their freewriting and use these to write a poem or narrative. The results are phenomenal.  Volunteers read their pieces making comments such as, “I hadn’t thought of that in years,” or “This makes me cry.”   

From my own experience, as well as my use of this strategy in the classroom, I have found the practice of freewriting to be very effective.  No longer do I or my students  have to struggle as much with that inner critic, especially at the beginning of the writing process when it is so important to just get ideas down on paper.  I would recommend that teachers use this technique more often in their classrooms.  It has especially worked for me as a writer. Even though I am an English teacher, I still struggle with putting my thoughts down on paper.  Using stream of consciousness frees me of the “grammar police” and lets me release my imagination.  It will work for students too.
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