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Heightening attentiveness and avoiding distractions permits us  to see inventive possibilities in 

any situation. This challenge works with any audience. 
 

Challenge: Write one 100- to 300-word attention essay per day for one week. 
 
Objectives/Assessment Criteria:  

• To develop breadth and depth of awareness. What do you see, hear, smell--and feel? 
• To describe your observations in a cohesive and compelling way 
• To explore the distinctive qualities of each site you observe. 

 
Materials: pen and paper are likely to work best. Avoid digital distractions! 
 
Strategy: Start in a moderately active setting. Sit quietly for at least 4 minutes, just taking in every 
detail, from visual movements to conversations to sounds, smells colors and textures. Then, 
remaining in the same spot, write for at least six minutes, trying to capture every detail of your 
experience.  
 
Key Questions:  

• What do you notice when you slow down?  
• How many aspects of “attention” did you experience?  
• Was all of your attentiveness external (sounds, smells, etc.) or was most of it internal? 

 
EXAMPLES OF ATTENTION WRITING 

Attention writing is widely used in many fields. Examples from biology and journalism follow. 
 
“To stand at the edge of the sea, to sense the ebb and flow of the tides, to feel the breath of a mist 
moving over a great salt marsh, to watch the flight of shore birds that have swept up and down the 
surf lines of the continents for untold thousands of year, to see the running of the old eels and the 
young shad to the sea, is to have knowledge of things that are as nearly eternal as any earthly life can 
be.”                Rachel Carson, Under the Sea Wind 
    
 “The mockingbird took a single step into the air and dropped. His wings were still folded against his 
sides as though he were singing from a limb and not falling, accelerating thirty-two feet per second, 
through empty air. Just a breath before he would have been dashed to the ground, he unfurled his 
wings with exact, deliberate care, revealing the broad bars of white, spread his elegant, white-banded 
tail, and so floated onto the grass. I had just rounded a corner when his insouciant step caught my 
eye; there was no one else in sight. The fact of his free fall was like the old philosophical conundrum 
about the tree that falls in the forest. The answer must be, I think, that beauty and grace are 
performed whether or not we will or sense them. The least we can do is try to be there.”     
       Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker's Creek 
 
“The police attacked with tear gas, with Mace, and with clubs, they attacked like a chain saw cutting 
into wood, the teeth of the saw the edge of their clubs, they attacked like a scythe through grass, lines 
of twenty and thirty policemen striking out in an arc, their clubs beating, demonstrators fleeing. Seen 
from overhead, from the nineteenth floor, it was like a wind blowing dust, or the edge of waves riding 
foam on the shore.”      Norman Mailer, Miami & the Siege of Chicago 
 
 
 


