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Introduction

HOW TO TEACH WITH THIS BOOK

Even practical, day-to-day writing is both an art and a craft. It’s an art because its driving
force is the inspiration of the writer. It’s a craft because it demands skill, patience, and practice
to do well. This book is designed to help you and your students explore the basic aspects of
writing. We divide the long, complex writing process into more manageable pieces: planning,
drafting, and editing. We further divide planning into two parts: deciding what to write about
(Chapter 1) and more-detailed planning (Chapter 2). We also use a three-step editing process
(Chapter 6): revision, polishing, and presentation. The book is organized according to the
writing process, so that you can easily find activities on whatever piece of the writing process
you would like to explore with your students.

We wrote this book by collecting ideas from adults who write professionally and then
adapting them for use as activities in the middle school classroom. Of course, a great idea on
paper does not necessarily turn out so well in a real classroom, so we field-tested the
activities. Beth uses them in her writing workshops with sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-grade
students, and Lindy and her fellow teachers have been using them at Mrachek Middle School
in Aurora, Colorado, for the past six years. From these experiences we feel confident that
these strategies, lessons, and activities are easy for teachers to use and engaging for students.
Each activity has a brief introduction, with an appropriate epigraph, and a bit of history or
some idea you might want to present to students. This is followed by the instructions we give
to students and the handouts we use.

At the end of each chapter, except for chapters four and five, we have included a section
called the “Teacher’s Notebook,” which has ideas on teaching writing generally or on
teaching the activities in that chapter. The professional writers we interviewed or studied
gave us all sorts of ideas about writing that can help teachers and students. We have included
some of the best in the “Notes from the Pros” section at the end of each chapter, following
the “Teacher’s Notebook.”

Three of the “Teacher’s Notebooks” are of special interest when you are organizing your
class. We have our students keep two notebooks and a folder: one notebook is for collecting
writing ideas and a second larger notebook for writing practice paragraphs and rough drafts.
The folder for final copies we call the portfolio. All of our students have a writing group that
they work with on drafting and editing. We start younger students in pairs until they have
some practice working with others in the groups. In any case, the groups are limited to four
students. In student instructions we may say “get out your practice notebook” or “work with
your writing group.” You can substitute your particular organizational methods for ours. If
you want more details on ours, see “Teacher’s Notebook: On Keeping a Writing Ideas
Notebook” and “On Personal, Practice, and Portfolio Assignments” in chapter one and
“Teacher’s Notebook: On Writing Groups and Writing Conferences” in Chapter 2.

xi
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COPING WITH THE TIME PROBLEM

You will never have enough time for writing. No one ever does, but you can use the
writing process itself to help you get the most out of the writing time you have. We don't
take every piece of student writing all the way through the writing process. We suggest that
you guide students all the way through the process using some very short pieces first. Once
they understand the stages of the process, you can isolate particular aspects of it for more
practice or in-depth attention. For example, first sentences require lots of practice—much
more than students will ever get from writing one good first sentence for a few complete
pieces. We turn the process around. First, we use “Hooks and Leaders” (Chapter 3, Activity
6) to help students write as many as twenty first sentences. Then we might choose one of
those sentences to begin the drafting of a full-length piece. If we want to emphasize research
and planning, we might spend a lot of time on the research, then recycle it by using one piece
of research as the basis for a variety of writing pieces. Because recopying or retyping and
then “publishing” takes as much time as the rest of the writing process put together, we limit
the number of pieces each year that go all the way through the final polishing “publication.”
(See “Teacher’s Notebook: On Personal, Practice, and Portfolio Assignments,” Chapter 1.) If
you have enough computers, word processing can sometimes save time on the final printing.
You might also time-share with other teachers; for example, a social studies teacher might
guide students through the research and planning, and then a language arts teacher might
direct the drafting and editing. Be ever vigilant for ways to save time for writing—you will
need them.

FICTION OR NONFICTION?

Both! Students learn more vocabulary, problem solving, and punctuation with fiction.
They learn about audience, structure, clarity, and paragraphing with nonfiction. Be sure to
use the full range of nonfiction as well. Academic nonfiction teaches students the dispassion-
ate voice, clarity, and factual accuracy. No middle school teachers worth their salt wants to
send students off to high school who do not know how to write a decent school paper.
However, writing movie reviews or articles for a school magazine is often more useful than
expository or academic nonfiction, and beginning writers will learn just as much about
structuring nonfiction and more about audience from nonacademic nonfiction. Sometimes,
so little time is set aside for writing that students only do school papers. This is a big problem
because, in our experience, students’ ability to learn certain kinds of writing varies with age.
Seventh-graders are natural novelists. Once they have written something—anything—that
they can call a chapter, they are unstoppable. Sixth-graders prefer short stories and how-to
pieces. Eighth-graders are best at nonfiction magazine-style articles and opinion pieces, such
as book, movie, and music reviews. You should take advantage of their natural inclinations.
When students are enthusiastic about the subject, they are more interested in learning
technique. In general, if we are trying to teach them something about writing, we let them
choose the subjects. If the purpose of the paper is to help them increase their knowledge of
a subject by writing about it, we try to let them choose the type of writing. The most important
goal is an overall balance, so that they have ample opportunities to practice, to try several
different genres, to write fiction and nonfiction, and to take a few trips through the entire
writing process, including “publishing” some of their best work.
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GETTING STARTED

If you have not used this book before, try a few activities from Chapter 3 first. “Brain-
dancing and Downhilling” (Activity 3) and “Zoom Lens” (Activity 5) are good places to
begin; then use “Follow the Leader” to show students models of good writing. Use “Zoom
Lens” again to help them focus on the details they will need to write their pieces. This will
give you a taste of the activities in the book and show you how you can combine them or use
them alone. You can pick activities, like recipes, to work into the writing you are already
doing, or you can pick one or two activities from each chapter and construct a complete trip
through the writing process around them. (Remember to use very short pieces to start.)
Chapter 4, “Nonfiction Workshop,” shows you how you can combine activities from through-
out the book to teach nonfiction writing. Alternatively, you could use the activity “Weaving
Scenes” and the elements of fiction in Chapter 5 to create an in-class fiction workshop.

We do have favorite activities that seem to work well, either in small writing workshops,
or classes of forty squirming bodies trapped two to a desk, with sixth-graders to college
students. They are our classics. You may find your own favorites as you become familiar with
the book, but this selection should get you started.

Chapter 1: Deciding What to Write About

The most important concept in this chapter is the Writing Idea Triangle (covered in more
detail at the beginning of Chapter 2). It helps you design your assignments, and it helps students
begin to understand the large number of choices they make—consciously or unconsciously—
each time they write. Our favorite activity is “Stop, Look, and Listen” (Activity 1). If we only
have a few students in a writing workshop, we send them around the school. For a big group,
we put posters on the wall to enrich the environment. You might also borrow two minutes
from the beginning of any field trip to have students make a “stop, look, and listen” list. On
a slow day, or one of those days when the students are bouncing off the walls, we make “Stop,
Look, and Listen” lists, then do five-minute fastwrites until the bell finally rings.

Chapter 2: Planning

We recommend “Prewriting Choices for Nonfiction” (Activity 1), “Prewriting Choices
for Fiction” (Activity 2), and “Research Strategy” (Activity 4) for the seventh and eighth
grades; and “The Knowledge Chart” (Activity 3) and “Making a Pictionary” (Activity 7) for
the sixth grade. Most of the activities in this chapter are also good study and research
techniques.

Chapter 3: Getting the Words to Flow on Paper

We usually combine either “Creative Concentration” (Activity 2) or “Zoom Lens”
(Activity 5) with “Follow the Leader” (Activity 8) for starters. You can use this combination
with any other activities to introduce students to writing concepts, to give them practice, and
to build their confidence. You can find samples for “Follow the Leader” in books the students
are reading or in almost any piece of good writing. Don’t worry about finding examples that
are at your students’ writing level. Choose things well above their reading level—you’ll be
surprised at what they can do.
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Chapter 4: Nonfiction Workshop

In middle school, students receive their first taste of nonfiction writing, and an introduc-
tion to academic nonfiction or expository writing. Teaching this is not an easy task because
students this age haven’t yet fully developed an ability to connect cause and effect, and they
don’t yet have many facts to command. They also haven’t read much nonfiction, so they don’t
have an intuitive sense of nonfiction the way they do with stories. In this chapter, we present
two activities, “Topics and Sluglines” (Activity 1) and “The Paragraph Puzzle” (Activity 2),
that can be used again and again with many nonfiction assignments to help with these
difficulties. Add a little patience, and you’ll see improvements in students’ nonfiction
writing.

Chapter 5: Fiction Workshop

When we are trying to push students to write longer pieces, we like to begin with fiction.
Use the activity in this chapter to help students “weave scenes” using action and dialogue.
Add description and introspection. Then try all four. Once students are familiar with weaving
together the basic elements, introduce some of the more detailed ideas, such as foreshadow-
ing and flashback. When they have several scenes to connect, they can tackle transition
writing.

Chapter 6: Editing with Enthusiasm

The most important thing that students should learn from this chapter is that editing has
three distinct parts: revision, polishing, and presentation. Presentation is one of the most
time-consuming parts of the process, so we tend to revise and polish the pieces, then put
them in a folder. Later, we'll select pieces from the folder to type and illustrate for the portfolio
or “publication.” Papers written for other classes provide opportunities for revision, polish-
ing, and presentation. The key activity in Chapter 6 is “The Revision Loop” (Activity 3).
“Teacher’s Notebook: On Grading Papers” is worth special consideration: It presents a
grading system that allows you to push students to do their very best work, but in a positive,
helpful way that doesn’t produce unnecessary writing anxiety.

Teaching writing to a classroom of bouncing thirteen-year-olds or bored fourteen-year-
olds is not easy, but what they learn in middle school and high school about the art and craft
of writing will affect their opportunities for schooling, jobs, and self-expression for the rest
of their lives. We salute every teacher who undertakes the task, and we hope that every one
of you finds something in this book that helps.
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‘%"Waiting for inspiration is like waiting for
friends. If you sit around the house and don’t
go out and meet them, they will never come.
You have to make things happen. Writing is
an active occupation, not a passive one.

—]Judy Delton

INTRODUCTION

Like many adults, children often think that their lives are too dull to write about, that
writers must be special people—minor gods who drop books into the library by magic. “Did
your hair freeze off when you were in the Arctic?” one of our students seriously asked an
author, apparently surprised that a writer, like a parent or a teacher, could be bald.

Ask published writers where their ideas came from and, time and again, they will point
to some small incident in everyday life that they enlarged, or something they read in a
newspaper or book. Marcel Proust conceived the ideas for the Swann stories while placing
a teacup inits saucer. Agatha Christie claimed that her best ideas came while doing the dishes.
They discovered writing when they discovered that they did not need to lead a special kind
of life to write.

Students need to know that the stories and books they see in the library are the creations
of ordinary people like themselves. Even the simplest life is rich with starting points for
writing. The details that make fiction sing and nonfiction concrete come from the common-
place world that surrounds each of us. Because no two people lead the same life or see life
the same way, each person’s writing is indeed special. The writing club is open to everyone.
To join, all one needs are a few ideas.

The Writing Idea Triangle

The first task of the writer is to decide what to write about, that is, to develop a specific
writing idea. The Writing Triangle helps students understand the elements that come together
to make a good writing idea (see fig. 1.1).

Subject
Type or plan Other elements of the writing
(e.g., fiction, nonfiction or (e.g., mood, purpose, setting,
a genre, an outline, etc.) characters, audience, etc.) -

The Writing Idea Triangle.
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Any point of the triangle can serve as a starting point, but two points, and usually all three,
are needed to make a writing idea. For example, any subject can serve as a starting point for
an infinite number of writing ideas. The subject may be horses, but the writing idea needs
something more:

a character: Horse named Looney Tune
a setting: Horse ranch

an explanation: How to groom a horse

an opinion: Why I don’t like horses

a question: What was the economic importance of horses in the
nineteenth century?

a design: Descriptions of horse breeds arranged alphabetically
by name

The writing idea may come from the type of writing. When we asked a group of students
who were studying the ancient Egyptians to develop writing ideas about the pyramids, they
suggested the following:

story: A day in the life of an Egyptian pyramid builder

how-to: How to build a pyramid

explanation: Why the Egyptians built pyramids

tips: Five problems with building a pyramid in your backyard

Even a narrowly defined topic can be a starting point for writing ideas. For example:
Why did Hannibal fail as a military leader?

Hannibal failed because he ran out of money.
Hannibal failed because he was too far from home.

Hannibal failed because his men didn’t like him.
Who can forget Will Cuppy’s wonderful idea:!

Hannibal failed because he refused to admit that elephants always run backwards
in the face of enemy fire.

We explain to students that they need to develop a writing idea before they write
anything (except for a personal journal entry) because a story or a nonfiction piece is more
than a collection of paragraphs—it is a collection of paragraphs unified by one idea. This
central idea distinguishes a scrawl from a story, and one story from another.

1. The Decline and Fall of Practically Everybody (Lincoln, MA: Godine, 1984).
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Our rule is that a teacher or a publisher may assign the starting point, but developing
the writing idea is always the responsibility of the writer. This rule helps students narrow
their topics, and it gives them a stake in their writing. Enthusiasm is an indispensable tool
of the writer; a sense of choice and a sense of responsibility are essential to enthusiasm. We
have another, equally important rule we tell our students: Don’t sit around waiting for ideas
to come to you. Go out and find them!

The activities in this chapter are divided into two parts. The activities in part 1 are
designed to help students find starting points for writing—principally subjects—in the world
around them. The activities in part 2 are designed to help students develop starting points
into writing ideas by adding other writing elements or by choosing a type of writing.

PART 1:
FINDING YOUR OWN STARTING POINT

Even a small room containing only a table and a bed is full of writing subjects: the
bedframe, mattress, table legs, table drawer, wall, floors, and windows. It would be possible
to write an entire, interesting book on the history of mattresses from the cave man to the
present or a short story about the person living in that room. The activities in part 1 are
designed to help students notice those subjects around them and to write them down. They
can later choose subjects from theirs lists to develop into writing ideas.

Activity 1:
Stop, Look, and Listen

“<’There is only one trait that marks the writer.
He is always watching. It’s a kind of trick of
mind he is born with.

—Morley Callaghan

The beauty of “Stop, Look, and Listen” is its simplicity. Anyone can do it in a minute or
two. Students can use it at school, at home, on field trips, or on vacation.

Instructions to Students

In your “Starting Points and Writing Ideas Notebook,” write down ten things you see
and ten things you hear. Don’t be picky—anything will do—and work quickly. It won’t take
you more than a minute or two.

After you have finished the list, pick a few items. Do they suggest any writing ideas or
questions that might become writing ideas? Note the writing ideas at the bottom of the page;
mark them clearly, so you can find them later.
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EXAMPLE

Starting Point
(A list made while sitting in a classroom after school.)

See Hear

1. desk 1. lawn mower

2. tennis shoes 2. freeway noise

3. picture of an Amazonian frog 3. ruffling pages

4. grass 4. siren

5. pencil 5. computer printer

6. sink 6. “Who put the coffee grounds
in the sink?”

7. computer 7. “This school is a mess.”

8. glasses 8. giggling girls

9. hand 9. whack, whack of library cart

Writing Ideas

Desk: Why do they make those little half-desks instead of full-size desks? Is it to
cram more Kids into a classroom like passengers on a no-frills airline? Who thought
up the idea? The answers to these questions might make an interesting research
piece or a good, funny piece speculating on crazy reasons or uses for half-desks.

“This school is a mess”: Interview the school janitors about their problems with
keeping the school clean, and write a list of ways students and teachers could help
janitors. Write a science paper about the chemicals used in cleaning products.

Glasses: Visit a local optometrist to learn how glasses are made, how optometrists
are trained, or why people decide to become optometrists. Write a funny poem
explaining why glasses get sat on. Write a paper for health class explaining how
glasses help people see.

Additional Notes to Teachers

There are many ways to use “Stop, Look, and Listen” lists. Try some of these variations
on the theme:

¢ Make the lists in specific places, such as a museum, an airport, a train, a plane, a
classroom decorated to reflect a subject, a field trip location, or a favorite place.

¢ Make the lists at specific times, such as during a film or television show, during a
classroom activity or laboratory, during a school assembly, before sleeping or after
waking, during vacation, or every day at (for example) 4:35 p.m.

* Make the lists in response to an interesting piece of art, music, dance, or photography.
¢ Add “ten things you think” to the list of things seen and heard.

* If cameras and cassette recorders are available, take pictures and make audio record-
ings of the items in the lists. Use the pictures and cassettes to inspire writing or to
present or illustrate the final written products.
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+ Limit the list to specific types of starting points. Art teachers might limit the list to
things of a certain size or color. Science teachers might limit the list to things that
express certain principles of physics, chemistry, or math. Music teachers might limit
the list to things heard—soft sounds, rhythmic sounds, or sounds expressing a par-
ticular mood.

Activity 2:
This Is Your Life

<’ Writing comes more easily if you have
something to say.

—Sholem Asch

There is an old rule among writers: “When you are learning to write, first write about
yourself, the things you know, and your own experiences.” It is still a good rule. We use
starting points from “This Is Your Life” for assignments focused on practicing technique
rather than content.

Students enjoy this activity and often want to keep writing. Although the purpose of this
activity is to collect writing ideas, allow enough time for students to write while the
inspiration is hot. They can return to collecting starting points and writing ideas after the
desire to write cools.

Instructions to Students

Write your answers to the questions from the “This Is Your Life” handout (p. 8). This is
not a test. We ask your opinions about many things. Answer honestly. We also ask you to
remember events in your life. If you can’t remember, close your eyes and think for a minute,
then write down the first answer that comes to you. If you still can’t remember anything,
make up an imaginary answer. When you have finished, review your answers and find at
least three starting points. Note any writing ideas as well. Select any answer and write about
it for a few minutes.
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This Is Your Life

Student Handout

1. What event or experience in your life would you like to write about?
2. What is your favorite food?
3. What food do you hate the most?
4. Name three things you like to do. Why do you like doing them?
5. Name three things you hate doing. Why do you hate doing them?
6. Name two places you especially like to be. Why do you like being there?
7. Name two places you dislike being. Why do you dislike being there?
8. If you could do anything you wanted, what would you do?
9. Name two things you have never done but would like to try.

10. What is the best thing you have ever done?

11. What is the worst thing you have ever done?

12. What is the funniest thing you have ever done?

13. Do you own a pet? If so, list some of the things your pet does.

14. List the names of your brothers and sisters. List some of the best, worst, and funniest
things they have ever done.

15. Name two things that scare you.

16. Name two things that make you happy.

17. List three changes you would make if you were in charge of the world.
18. What is your earliest memory?

19. List any five things you know.

20. List any five things you don’t know.

21. What is your favorite book? What is the best part?

22. Answer question 1 again.

23. (Write a question to yourself about your life and answer it.)

From Teaching Writing in Middle School. © 1998 Beth Means and Lindy Lindner. Teacher Ideas Press. (800) 237-6124.
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Activity 3:
Borrowing Lists

<’Research is to see what everybody else has seen,
and to think what nobody else has thought.

—Albert Szen-Gyorgyi

This activity is an excellent way to introduce students to the reference section of the
library—a good thing in itself as well as a good source of starting points.

Instructions to Students

Choose a book from the library. Let any book fall open to a page and write down five
words, facts, or opinions from that page. Or, let the book fall open to five different pages and
write something from each page. Some books are especially interesting: Try using a dictio-
nary, encyclopedia, book of lists, or book of quotations. If you can’t find them, ask the school
library media specialist for help.

Dictionaries: Any word in a dictionary can be a starting point. Special dictionaries are
particularly intriguing: Morris Dictionary of Word and Phrase Origins (three volumes)
by William Morris and Mary Morris is full of fascinating information. For example,
the word motel was invented by an architect in San Luis Obispo, California, in 1925.
Although kid means “a young goat,” it has been used as an affectionate name for
children since Shakespeare’s time. According to H. L. Mencken’s The American
Language, another useful reference, kid is used in American English for “co-pilot.”

Try subject dictionaries. Science, art, music, law, computers, writing, and pub-
lishing dictionaries can be found in most libraries. The People’s Chronology: A Year-
by-Year Record of Human Events from Prehistory to the Present, edited by James Trager,
is wonderful for finding historical starting points. Try What’s What: A Visual Glossary
of the Physical World by Reginald Bregonier and David Fisher, a dictionary with
pictures and correct names for things such as venetian blinds.

Encyclopedias: Try short encyclopedias, such as The New American Desk Encyclopedia
(1984) from Signet's New American Library, or books of lists, such as Irving Wal-
lace’s The Book of Lists #2, Isaac Asimov’s The Book of Facts, and The Teacher’s Book of
Lists by Sheila Madsen and Bette Gould.

Books of Quotations: Quotations provide good starting points for writing. Most people
think of Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations, but Bartlett’s is arranged by author. Quotation
books arranged by subject are often more interesting. Good examples are Dictionary
of Quotations by Bergen Evans, The International Thesaurus of Quotations by Rhoda
Thomas Tripp, and Peter’s Quotations: Ideas for Our Time by Laurence J. Peter. Books
of quotations on particular subjects are also available.
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PART 2:
DEVELOPING STARTING POINTS
INTO WRITING IDEAS

The trick to developing a good writing idea is to develop several ideas and then choose
the best. The activities in Part 2 help students develop many writing ideas from any one
starting point. The activities should be played like games. The object is to think of several
writing ideas, no matter how dull or silly they may seem. One can usually find a good writing
idea in any list of four or five ideas. Most of the activities can be done individually, in small
groups, or as a class.

Activity 4:
The Three-Minute Fastwrite

’Just as appetite comes by eating, so work
brings inspiration, if inspiration is not
discernible at the beginning.

—Igor Stravinsky

Three minutes of concentrated writing is a substantial amount of time to a writer. A
person’s first thoughts about a starting point are often the most original and powerful. Simply
writing down first thoughts for three minutes is one of the easiest ways to generate the best
writing ideas. The first time you introduce fastwriting, choose the simplest of starting points:
We suggest “breakfast,” “the best time of the day,” and “school.”

Instructions to Students

In your practice journal or on a sheet of paper, write as fast as you can for three minutes
about a starting point. When you fastwrite, always use a pen that flows freely and feels
comfortable in your hand.

Don’t try to write well. Write the first things that come to mind. Don’t cross out anything.
If you change your mind, make the change in the margin or at the bottom of the page. We
will be using “The Three-Minute Fastwrite” often during the year; this first time is practice.
We'll assign a starting point, start a three-minute timer, and say “Go.” After three minutes,
we'll assign another starting point. Ready? The first starting point is “breakfast.” Go.

Review your fastwrite and note any writing ideas you have at the bottom of the page.

Additional Notes to Teachers

The three-minute fastwrite has many classroom uses (time can be found to do a fastwrite
every few days even during the busiest of weeks). A fastwrite can be used as

* adaily fluency exercise,

¢ a way to help students begin a new assignment,
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* a way to consolidate students’ understanding of a lesson,

* a “sponge” activity to introduce or conclude a lesson and help students absorb more
of the lesson,

¢ apauseduring a social studies or science class to help students understand the subject.

Activity 5:
Fiction, Nonfiction, or Poetry?

“<’Nonfiction is saying, “I caught a 12-inch fish.”
Fiction is saying, “I caught the biggest trout I
ever saw before.” In a lot of ways, fiction is
more true than nonfiction.

—Gary Paulsen

Unlike botanists, writers have never organized their terminology into consistent classes,
families, and species. But three principle types of writing can be defined simply: fiction,
nonfiction, and poetry:

Fiction: Fiction is a written work based on the writer’s imagination. Fiction includes
short stories, novels, plays, radio and television scripts, and other writing, except
poetry, in which the people, places, and events of the story are created from the
writer’s imagination. The imaginary people in fiction are called characters, the
imaginary places are called settings, and the imaginary events of a story are called
the plot.

Nonfiction: Nonfiction is a written work based on either fact or opinion. Nonfiction is
the largest category of writing. Nonfiction includes essays, opinion pieces, magazine
and newspaper articles of all kinds, letters, diaries, histories, biographies, and even
cookbooks and dictionaries. Almost everything that is neither fiction nor poetry is
nonfiction.

Poetry: Poetry is the most personal of all writing. Poet A. E. Housman said, “I could no
more define poetry than a terrier can define a rat.” Still, a terrier knows a rat when
it sees one, and most people recognize a poem when they see one. A piece is a poem
because the writer says it is a poem. Poetry is not necessanly writing that rhymes,
although some poems do use rhyme. Poetry also includes writing to be sung—
ballads, hymns, musical comedy, and opera.

Instructions to Students

Choose any starting point and write down a fiction idea, a nonfiction idea, and a poetry
idea. Writing ideas often come to mind in the form of fiction or nonfiction. Choosing one of
the three categories is an easy way to develop a starting point into a writing idea.
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EXAMPLE

Starting Point
(A paragraph about a blind dog named Alice, from a “This Is Your Life” activity.)

Alice is blind. She carries her bow! around in her mouth when she wants food. She
comes to work with me. Sometimes she waits in the shower or stands on my shoes
in the morning when she wants me to hurry. She also snores. She can find her way
out of any yard or building. The worst thing she ever did was dump a gallon bottle of
cooking oil on the living room rug.

Writing Ideas
Fiction: “My Dog Wears Purple Tennis Shoes,” a story about Alice getting ready for work
Nonfiction: How to care for a blind dog

Poetry: A poem based on my feelings when Alice went blind

Activity 6:
The Genre Game

<’ An idea is a feat of association.
—Robert Frost

“The Genre Game” is popular with students. The word genre comes from the French
language, meaning “type.” It refers to similar pieces of writing. It is most often used for types
of fiction, but it applies to nonfiction as well.

There are hundreds of genres in fiction and nonfiction. New genres and subgenres develop
continually. Explain to students that genres are not precise types. Genres develop because
writers like a particular author’s work and then use similar ideas in their work. For example,
the mystery genre was inspired by Wilkie Collins’s novel The Moonstone, stories by Edgar
Allen Poe, and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories. So many writers have used
this genre since then that subgenres (e.g., the detective mystery, the English mystery, the
adventure-mystery, etc.) have developed. For nonfiction, the essay genre was invented by
Michel de Montaigne, a seventeenth-century lawyer and crank who retired to a real ivy
covered tower to write his Essaies.? The French verb essayer means “to try.” Montaigne’s
notion was to use each essay to try to examine one idea or theme. Since then, the formal essay,
the informal essay, the personal essay, the general academic essay, and specialized academic
essays have developed as subgenres.

Instructions to Students

Review the handout “Starter List of Genres.” Write down one writing idea for each genre.
Don’t worry about how good the ideas are, just try to think of something. If you don’t know
much about the genre, it helps to write down what you do know before playing the game.
After you have finished, check off the ideas you like most.

2. Currently available from Penguin Classics.
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Starter List of Genres

Student Handout

Popular Fiction Genres
Adventure: Stories in which characters must overcome danger

Choose Your Own Ending: Stories in which the reader is the main character in the story
and can choose their actions

Fantasy: Stories set in imaginary kingdoms, or stories about mythical beasts or charac-
ters with special powers

Historical Fiction: Stories set in the real historical past but with imaginary characters
or plots

Horror: Scary stories

Mystery: Stories about solving a mystery

Nostalgia: Stories based on memories of a character’s past

Romance: Stories about falling into or out of love

Science Fiction: Stories set on imaginary planets, in imaginary societies, or in the future

Tall Tale: Exaggerated accounts of a real or imagined event

Popular Nonfiction Genres
Autobiography: The life story of the writer

Biography: Life stories of interesting people

Collection: Collections of a specific type of information (e.g., a dictionary is a collection
of word definitions and spellings; a cookbook is a collection of recipes)

Consumer: Tips on buying, selling, or repairing

Essay: Pieces presenting, explaining, or arguing for one idea or theme (subgenres are
informal, which is often humorous; formal; personal; and academic)

History: Pieces that explain the history of people, places, things, or ideas

How-To: Explanations of how to make or do something

Information: Straightforward presentations of facts

Nostalgia: Pieces based on memories of the writer

Opinion: Pieces in which the writer expresses an opinion and makes a case for it
Personal Experience: Pieces based on an event or problem in the lives of real people
Profile: Pieces about an interesting person or group of people

Reporting: Newspaper-style explanations of current events

Self-Help: Pieces discussing how to help yourself overcome personal problems, such
as getting bad grades or not having friends (self-help pieces are similar to how-to
pieces, but with less emphasis on step-by-step instruction).

Note to poetry fans: this activity, in the authors’ opinion, does not lend itself to poetry, even though
there are many genres of poetry. That is why it is not included in the genre game.

From Teaching Writing in Middle School. © 1998 Beth Means and Lindy Lindner. Teacher Ideas Press. (800) 237-6124.
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To play the genre game, write the names of the fiction and nonfiction genres down the
left-hand side of the page, followed by a list of the things that inspire poetry. Write your
writing ideas down the right-hand side of the page. (Note to teachers: the younger the
students, the shorter the list of genres they should use to play the game. Start with five or six
with sixth graders, especially the first time they play.)

EXAMPLE
Starting Point

Amazonian frog (from a “Stop, Look, and Listen” list)

Writing Ideas

Fiction Genres

Adventure: A story of a fishing trip to Brazil that goes awry when one of the party
tries to catch a frog

Choose Your Own Ending: Your spaceship has crashed on the Frog Planet (oops)—
What do you do next?

Fantasy: A story about a little boy whose pet frog can tell him the future

Historical Fiction: A story set in Brazil at the turn of the century

Horror: A story where weird, scary things happen every time the frogs start croaking
Mystery: A story in which an Amazonian frog skin is used as a murder weapon

Nostalgia: “Summer of the Amazon,” a story of a boy's summer in the Amazon River
Basin

Romance: A story of a frog biologist who falls in love with a reporter who is writing
an article about his work

Science Fiction: A story of life on a jungle planet

Tall Tale: “The Great Frog Leg Rebellion,” a story of a dinner during which the guests
are served frog legs, to their distress

Nonfiction Genres

Autobiography: An autobiography that explains why | have never been interested in
frogs

Biography: A biography of the first anthropologist to work among the Amazonian
Indians

Collection: A collection of class frog stories and articles

Consumer: Ten tips to help consumers avoid buying endangered species of frogs
that have been imported illegally

Essay: A comparison of Amazonian frogs to North American frogs
History: A history of the discovery of a rare species of frog in the Amazon

How-To: How to study frog anatomy
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Information: How the Indians of the Amazon live

Nostalgia: Memories of my father reading stories about the Amazon and my dreams
of going there

Opinion: Why we should protect rare species
Personal Experience: “Frogs in the Basement,” a true tale

Profile: “The Man Who Loves Frogs,” a story of a biologist who studies Amazonian
frogs

Reporting: A report of the biology class project about Amazonian frogs

Self-Help: “Overcome Your Fear of Frogs”

Activity 7:
Who, What, Why, When,
Where, and How

<; keep six honest serving men
(They taught me all I knew);
Their names are What and Why and When
And How and Where and Who.

—Rudyard Kipling

Following a simple, structured procedure can bring ideas to mind by giving one’s
imagination a little push. This exercise is especially useful for nonfiction ideas. We often use
it on Friday afternoons when the class is too tired to feel imaginative.

Instructions to Students

In your “Starting Points and Writing Ideas Notebook,” write down your starting point
at the top of the page. Write down a question about your starting point beginning with who,
what, why, when, where, or how. Reread the question and write down two related questions or
comments.

Return to your starting point and repeat the process. If you used what to write your first
question, use who, why, when, where, or how for your next question. Work away until you have
at least one question beginning with who, one beginning with what, and so forth. Note any
writing ideas at the bottom of the page. Silly questions are allowed—even encouraged.
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EXAMPLE
Starting Point

freeway noise (from a “Stop, Look, and Listen” list)

Questions

Where does the noise come from? The wheels or the car engines? Bumps on the
surface of the road?

What have people been doing to reduce noise from freeways? Building fences?
Planting trees? Tearing up old roads?

How does noise affect people? Does it make them sick? Can too much noise ruin
your hearing? How much is too much?

When is it noisiest? At night? Rush hour? Last day of school?
Who studies noise? Engineers? Doctors? Who else?

Why does noise exist? What makes sound? What stops sound? Is there any sound
in space?

Writing Ildeas
A factual nonfiction article or story about whether or not there is sound in space

An article on the effect of noise on people and animals

EXAMPLE
Starting Point

pencil (from a “Stop, Look, and Listen” list)

Questions

How do they get the lead into the middle of the pencil? It’s such a tight fit, you would
think it grew that way. Do they have special machines to drill the holes?

When you plant a used pencil in the ground, will a new pencil grow? Do the pencil
makers plant pencil seeds to grow new pencils?

Where are the pencil forests? Do they use leftover trees or big, newly cut trees to
make pencils? Maybe they glue scraps of wood together.

What kind of trees make the best pencils? Fir trees? Pine trees? Hardwoods?

Why do pencils always break or disappear just before you begin a test or write a
phone message? Does somebody train them to disappear, or is it “pencil instinct”?
You never throw away pencils, but they never seem to be around when you need
them. Where do they go?

Who invented the pencil? What was the inspiration? Did the same person invent the
pen, too?
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Writing ldeas
The history of the lowly pencil
A humorous essay titled “The Truth About Pencils”

An information piece explaining how pencils are made

Activity 8:
People, Places, and Problems

«<’Whatever pulls you to it like a secret magnet
may be your story meat. Your imagination is a
mysterious and somewhat holy place.

—TPaul Darcy Boles

This activity is the fiction equivalent of “Who, What, Why, When, Where, and How.” It
is based on arbitrarily inventing a character, a setting, and a problem for the character to
solve.

Instructions to Students

Divide a sheet of paper into four columns, using the headings “Starting Point,” “Person”
(character), “Place” (setting), and “Problem” (central conflict). To play this game, think of a
starting point, a person, a place, and a problem for the person to solve. Use the starting point
to suggest the person, place, and problem, or create these details independent of the starting
point. Give the person a name, if you haven’t done so. Write, “This is a story about a
, hamed ,
who “ and fill in the blanks.

EXAMPLES

(From a “Stop, Look, and Listen” list.)

Starting Point
desk
Person Place Problem
boy sitting at desk fost homework

This is a story about a boy named Jim, who is always losing his assignments and
has just discovered that he has lost his social studies homework for the third time in
a row.
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Starting Point
siren
Person Place Problem

elderly lady house near hospital hates sirens

This is a story about an elderly lady named Florence, who lived in London during the
Blitz and can't stand sirens.

Starting Point
ruffling pages

Person Place Problem
librarian sailboat bored

This is a story about a librarian named Jack, who is bored with his job and wants
adventure. One day on his way to work, he is attracted by an advertisement seeking
a cook for a sailboat going on a race around the world.

Starting Point
This school is a mess.

Person Place Problem

girl Xenon, a messy planet a tidy person

This is a story about a student named Jeso, who goes away to schoo! on the planet
Xenon and is disgusted that the school—and everything else—is a mess because
Xenonites don’t care about litter. So she goes on a crusade to change their ways.

Activity 9:
Wacko

¢=What happens to the hole when the cheese
is gone?

—Bertolt Brecht

“Wacko” is so named because the wackier your mood, the more fun you have. We play
“Wacko” with students even when they aren’t developing writing ideas. This is a fun group
game that calls for a certain amount of inspired lunacy.

Instructions to Students

From your “Starting Points and Writing Ideas Notebook,” choose a fact, an opinion, or
an observation from any of your lists. Make it “go wacko” by turning the idea upside down
or changing it around. Let your first wacky idea inspire other ideas, and keep going until you
run dry. One of your wacky ideas might develop into a good writing idea.
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EXAMPLE
Starting Point

| hate zucchini. (from a response to a “This Is Your Life"” question list)

Wacky Ideas

Suppose | liked zucchini. Suppose zucchini liked me! Could zucchinis be trying to get
my attention? Is that why they grow to forty pounds overnight if | fail to pick them
each evening? Is that why zucchinis appear on my doorstep or my desk when I'm not
looking?

Writing Idea

“The Zucchini Conspiracy,” a silly story about what zucchinis really do when peopie
aren’t looking

EXAMPLE
Starting Point

“From all levels of government, federal, state, and focal, Americans get 150,000 new
laws and two million new regulations every year.” (from [saac Asimov’s Book of Facts)

Wacky Ideas

Suppose a country could only pass one law each year. What law would people
choose? Most people would probably choose “love thy neighbor” as the best law.
Would it work? Maybe not.

Writing Idea
A fictional newspaper article from The National Snoop:

(Anywhere, U.S.A.) Mr. Jake Blunt, owner of the Flat Earth Deli and
Gas station, was hauled into Superior Court today and charged with
two counts of Not Loving Thy Neighbor. Blunt allegedly snarled at his
neighbor on two separate occasions for not returning Blunt’s borrowed
lawnmower. Biunt was found guilty on both counts and paid a $100.00
fine.

“There oughta be a law,” growled Blunt at reporters afterwards.
Reporters reminded him there was a law: “Love Thy Neighbor.”

“Yeah?” replied Blunt. “Well it's not all it's cracked up to be.”

Additional Notes to Teachers

¢ Remind students that sometimes ideas come to mind in entire paragraphs and stories.
Write it while the inspiration is hot! (It oughta be a law.)
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TEACHER’S NOTEBOOK

On Keeping a
Writing Ideas Notebook

Nothing is more reassuring than a pocketful of starting points and
writing ideas. We ask our students to keep a “Starting Points and Writing
Ideas Notebook” for writing assignments and personal journal entries.
The starting points and writing ideas resulting from the activities in this
chapter are written in the notebook. A 3-by-5-inch spiral-bound notebook
is ideal because students can carry it wherever they go. Some students
might enjoy using word-processing or database software to create an
online notebook, to exploit the cross-referencing power of the computer.

On Personal, Practice, and
Portfolio Assignments

One way to increase the amount of practice students receive without
increasing the paper storm that always accompanies writing assignments
is to have students keep all rough drafts in either a personal journal or a
practice journal, and all polished pieces in a portfolio. Students share their
personal journal drafts only when they wish; practice journals are turned
in for teacher review by a few students each week; polished pieces go in
a student’s portfolio. Portfolio pieces are fully polished and presentable
pieces ready for “publishing,” which we define as any way the piece is
presented in public. This system calms the paper storm and reduces
number of papers the teacher must read, and it encourages students to
keep their writing, even their unedited writing, over a long period of time.
P. G. Wodehouse observed that success in writing comes so gradually that
writers are always surprised at their progress when they look back. If
students toss out their assignments, they will never have the chance to
see their progress.

There are always a few students in every group who discover the joy
of writing through the personal journal. Some students have trouble
writing because they worry too much about the teacher’s expectations
and, as a result, write correct but dull pieces. Others are convinced that
they lack imagination and need the luxury of a personal journal before
they will attempt fiction or poetry. Those with poor self-esteem often gain
enthusiasm and confidence that might otherwise escape them. Knowing
that they need not show their perceived “failures” to anyone helps them
separate writing from editing—or the expectation of editing. This im-
proves their fluency and makes writing less painful.
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The practice journal is the most important—and overlooked—learning
tool for the novice writer. Curiously, people expect young violinists to
squeak away in practice and young golfers to muff shot after shot at the
driving range, but they forget that young writers also need the same kind
of small-scale, private practice and plenty of stray practice shots. Young
musicians are also taught to isolate small sections of a work and practice
the section again and again, whereas young writers are rarely told about
the importance of repeated practice of writing and rewriting an isolated
paragraph of dialogue, a description, or a conclusion. By keeping all their
rough drafts and their practice paragraphs in a journal, students learn to
practice writing properly, to expect a certain amount of failure, to keep
practicing, and to edit their work before they share it outside their writing
group. A quick scan through a practice journal gives the teacher a much
better sense of a student’s progress, attitude, and problems than reading
one paper in a pile.

Every novice writer must learn to revise and polish a draft into a
quality piece of which they are truly proud. In our experience, students
get more out of polishing one C piece into an A piece than by turning in
five unpolished C pieces, so we limit the number of portfolio assignments
and set fairly high standards for a piece before it can be put into the
portfolio. To encourage students to edit, we give them the chance to edit
and revise any piece until it meets portfolio standards, after which we
hold a brief class celebration to honor a student’s effort. Writing is hard
work; students deserve applause for success. This system reduces the
time students waste typing, and allows more time for practice or revision.

We recommend using a grading system based on personal, prac-
tice, and portfolio assignments (see “Teacher’s Notebook: On Grading
Papers,” Chapter 6).

NOTES
FROM THE PROS

On Falling in Love and Burning Out

Writing begins with passion—passion for the subject, passion for the
genre, passion for the ideas. Passion is the engine that drives writing.
Without it, writers cannot sustain the energy to finish. Writers who work
contractually in the same genres, writing about the same subjects again
and again, often burn out. Sir Author Conan Doyle killed Sherlock Holmes
to escape from the genre and the character. Other writers have stopped
writing altogether. Wise writers, if they feel themselves burning out, begin
anew, with a genre and a theme of their choosing, with passion.
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Students do not truly learn to write until they fall in love with a story,
a genre, a subject, or an idea and write about it with all their heart. It's a
great moment. Unfortunately, most students never experience this moment
because school curriculums often teach the process backwards. Students
are assigned “papers” on specified topics again, and again, and again.
They burn out before they ever fall in love.

If you want your students to enjoy writing, remember that passion
comes first. Let them choose what to write about and how to write it again
and again. Do not reserve creative writing for the “best” students. Crea-
tive writing is writing; students need to discover passion before they will
improve. Move forward with writing activities, so that students can try
new genres, new subjects, and new ideas. Teach them terms and tech-
niques one day; let them write without direction the next. Have them
write practice pieces; have them write complete pieces. Above all, avoid
the burnout assignment. Then wait patiently for them to fall in love.
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«<’Plans will get you into things but you got to
work your way out.
—Will Rogers

INTRODUCTION

When most people think of writing plans, they think of an outline. English teachers
faithfully teach the outline and usually ask students to turn it in with the finished piece. If
asked, students will admit that they often write their outlines after finishing the drafts. There
is nothing wrong with this. Outlines are excellent revision tools. The problem with outlines
is that they don’t necessarily help the novice get started writing.

Beginning a piece of writing feels like pinning clouds to a bulletin board. It’s hard to
know what to tack down first. Every student asks the same questions: How can I research
before I know what I am going to write? How do I know what to write until I outline? How
can [ outline until I know what I am going to write?

It’s difficult to advise students how to proceed. Nowhere are experienced writers less
consistent than in preparing to write. They talk about it; they refuse to talk about it. They
make outlines; they hate them. They write 70,000-word summaries; they try to find just one
word. They barely research; they collect volumes of information. They begin drafting from
the beginning and write to the end; they won’t begin drafting until they finish the last page.
They plan little by little between drafting sessions; they plan everything before they begin.
They call what they do before they write by a thousand different names: planning, outlining,
research, narrowing the topic, finding a slant, preliminary drafts, prewriting, and incubating.
Every writer and every piece is different—not a reassuring or helpful thought for a beginner
wondering what to do next with a handful of clouds.

Teachers often try to help students with story-starters or narrowly defined topics.
Usually, though, this doesn’t work. Only a few students in any group are inspired by the
story-starter or the topic, and none of them learn to think for themselves. In the long run, it
is better (and easier) to cover each point of the Writing Idea Triangle (see Chapter 1, p. 3) at
least once. After all, what all writers really want from planning is a crystal-clear writing idea.
Once you gently lead students all the way through the planning process, you can joyfully
toss the story-starters and narrowly defined topics out the window.

The Writing Idea Triangle
Revisited

Each piece of writing is a new adventure. No one can anticipate everything with
planning. Students, who have not had much writing experience, are even less likely to know
what to plan for. The three points of the Writing Idea Triangle give them an easy way to
organize their planning into steps. Covering all three points, at least briefly, ensures that
students cover the ground that they might come upon once they begin writing. (For intro-
ductory purposes we simplified in Chapter 1 the names of the points of the triangle. They
really are focus, background, and order.)

25
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BACKGROUND
Subject
ORDER FOCUS
Category, genre Nonfiction Fiction
outline or rough draft Ideal Reader  Characters
Purpose Setting
Mood Narrator
Key Idea Central Conflict

The Writing Idea Triangle Revisited.

Choosing important elements of the writing helps students find a focus for their piece.
Researching the subject gives students the background material and vocabulary needed to
write fluently. Because writing is sequential, the “order” point of the triangle includes
anything that gives the writer clues about what will come first and what will come next. It
can be as vague as a genre or as specific as a first rough draft. Outlines fall somewhere
between.

In theory, thoroughly tacking down each point of the Writing Idea Triangle would clarify
the idea to the point where drafting the piece would be secondary, and no revision would be
necessary. In practice, the plan may never be finished until the third or fourth revision.

The background of a piece is large and vague. Without guidelines, students flop around
in pools of information, never quite knowing what to do with it all. The prewriting choices,
however, are specific. They are easy to make. Choosing them early narrows the field of
research considerably, so we usually begin at the “focus” point of the triangle, then move to
researching for the background. We always tackle the “order” point of the triangle last—if at
all. It is the most difficult point for students and writers alike. Many people must begin by
writing and then organize while they edit. In theory, one could begin at any point of the
triangle; in practice, focus, background, then order usually works best.

The activities in this chapter are divided into three parts: “Finding a Focus,” “Back-
ground Research,” and “Finding an Order.” Each contains a potpourri of useful prewriting
activities and handouts. We consider Activities 1 and 2 absolutely necessary because they
introduce students to the prewriting choices.

We have found that leading students through the planning process the first time is much
easier if you begin with very short pieces about ideas of their choosing. Make sure nonfiction
students choose a simple subject with which they are familiar. If possible, steer them toward
genres with a strong sense of order, such as how-to, tips, question-and-answer, and so on.
Avoid biographies, reports, essays, and other complex genres. Steer fiction students toward
stories with one or two main characters in a familiar setting.
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PART 1:
FINDING A FOCUS

The prewriting choices have two things in common: They are crucial decisions all writers
must make, and accidentally changing even one of them in the middle of the draft will always
result in a major rewrite or a confusing disaster. Writing involves many decisions, but these
particular choices operate a little like the artist’s horizon line and perspective points. They
aren’t terribly difficult choices to make, but choosing them aligns the perspective for the rest
of the work. They make writing so much easier for students that we consider them the most
important contribution we make to a student’s writing. The prewriting choices are:

Nonfiction Fiction

Ideal Reader Characters
Purpose Setting

Mood Narrator

Key Idea Central Conflict

Activity 1:
Prewriting Choices for Nonfiction

«<"j can never think and write at the same time/
nobody can do two things at the same time/
and do them both well

—Don Marquis

There is an old saying among writers: “Nonfiction starts hard and ends easy; fiction starts
easy and ends hard.” It’s true for students, too. They have a terrible time beginning nonfiction
and an equally hard time finishing fiction. Teachers first give students long nonfiction
assignments in middle school, and it’s a hard start. More often than not, the results iook like
scrambled eggs with minced encyclopedia.

Stories can grow from what happens first and what happens next. That rarely happens
in nonfiction. Developing a clear focus is ninety percent of the nonfiction battle. Once
students get off to a little easier start, many of them prefer writing nonfiction, and their work
always improves. In this activity, we present a nonfiction prewriting choices worksheet and
an instructional handout to help students.

These handouts are long. If your budget is short for such things, you can use the
prewriting worksheet and give a verbal explanation. We like to send the handouts home with
students because few stories are finished without a little help from Mom and Dad. Parents
are often grateful for clues on how to help their children without writing the piece for them.
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Instructions to Students

When you write, you make many decisions. You make little decisions, such as what word
to use in a sentence, and big decisions, such as choosing a writing idea. There are certain
other decisions you should make before you begin writing. For this reason, we call these
decisions the prewriting choices. For nonfiction, you choose your ideal reader, purpose,
mood, and key idea. You don’t know it now, but you'll see later that making these decisions
early makes writing nonfiction much easier.

Sit with your writing group today. On the “Nonfiction Prewriting Choices” handout is
an explanation of each choice. As you make decisions for your piece, record them on the
worksheet and discuss them with your writing group. Write in pencil, so that you can change
your decisions if necessary.

(Text continues on p. 33.)
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Nonfiction Prewriting Choices Worksheet

Student Handout

My writing idea is:

Ideal Reader

My ideal reader is:

I chose this ideal reader because:

Purpose

The purpose of this piece is to:

My ideal reader would like to read this piece because:

Mood

The mood of this piece is:

Key Idea

My key idea is:

From Teaching Writing in Middle School. © 1998 Beth Means and Lindy Lindner. Teacher Ideas Press. (800) 237-6124.
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Nonfiction Prewriting Choices

Student Handout

Ideal Reader

Who is going to read your piece? Thinking of one particular person as you write helps
you decide what to write. Suppose your writing idea is “how to make a peanut butter and
jelly sandwich.” You would write one thing to a five-year-old, who has never made one, and
something completely different to a cafeteria worker, who has made hundreds.

When you choose an ideal reader, you can choose a real person or make up an imaginary
person. It is usually easier to choose someone who knows less about your subject than you;
for example, someone younger than you, someone who is learning about your subject for the
first time, or one of your fellow students who hasn’t read about it yet. Don’t choose your
teacher. You will keep wondering what to write that the teacher doesn’t already know. When

you choose your ideal reader, ask yourself, Why do I know more about this than my ideal
reader? It helps.

Purpose

Why are you writing this piece? Why would your ideal reader want to read it? Do you
want to entertain your reader? To show your reader how to do something? To persuade your
reader to do something? To describe something your reader hasn’t seen? Answer these
questions, and you will know your purpose.

Think of your writing as a gift. You give your gift to your ideal reader. Your purpose is
what you plan to give.

Examples

To entertain my ideal reader

To show my ideal reader how something works

To show my ideal reader how to do something

To persuade my ideal reader to do something

To report to my ideal reader something that happened

To give my opinion about something to my ideal reader

To explain to my ideal reader why | have a particular opinion
To describe something to my ideal reader

To trace the history of something for my ideal reader

To show my ideal reader why (or how) two things are the same

To show my ideal reader why (or how) two things are different

From Teaching Writing in Middle School. © 1998 Beth Means and Lindy Lindner. Teacher Ideas Iress. (800) 237-6124.
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You can have two purposes; for example, “to explain how to do something in an entertaining
way,” “to give my opinion and explain why,” or “to describe something and trace its history.”

Mood

A piece of writing is like a good conversation. It shares a mood as well as ideas. You can
be friendly and helpful. You can go on a crusade for your ideas. You can be detached and
logical. You can be funny and informal. Think of sitting down with your ideal reader over
lunch and talking with him or her about your writing idea. What kind of mood do you want
your conversation to have?

EXAMPLES
angry friendly leisurely
commanding helpful quick
critical humorous sad
crusading informative serious
detached ironic silly
Key Ildea

Your key idea is your writing idea. Any article, essay, or book should be about just one
key idea. Everything else in the piece is somehow related to that idea. To choose your key
idea, you can use your original writing idea as is or sharpen it using the decisions you've
made about the ideal reader, purpose, and mood. The sharper your idea, the easier it is to
write nonfiction.

EXAMPLES

Original Writing ldea

How to make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich

Key Ideas

How to make forty peanut butter and jelly sandwiches in no time flat
How to make your first peanut butter and jelly sandwich

How to make low-calorie peanut butter and jelly sandwiches

A day in the life of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich

From Teaching Writing in Middle School. © 1998 Beth Means and Lindy Lindner. Teacher Ideas Press. (800) 237-6124.
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Original Writing Idea

What freedom means to me

Key Ideas

Gives people rights and responsibilities
Must be practiced everyday

The little things in life

Having dreams of your own

A story of one person’s escape to freedom

Original Writing Idea
Getting good grades

Key Ideas

Why students should try to get good grades

A survey asking teachers why they give grades
Ten tips for getting better grades

What to do when you get a bad grade

A story of a person’s first A

Sharpening your key idea takes a little practice. Sometimes it helps to pretend that you
are holding a camera. Suppose your subject is trees. Are you going to write about the big,
wide-angle picture and trace the history of an entire forest? Or are you going to use a narrow
lens and focus on the history of just one tree in that forest? Perhaps you’ll write the history
of something in the middleground—one type of tree in that forest or all the trees along one
stream.

Think, too, about the period of time you will write about. If you will be writing about
one tree, are you going to cover its entire history, back to the Ice Age? Or are you going to
show what happens to and around that tree during spring, summer, fall, and winter? What
about just one day in the life of that tree?

It sometimes helps to think of several key ideas that might work, then choose the best
one. Remember to choose just one key idea. You should only write about one idea at a time.
Two key ideas will make your piece confusing and hard to write.

From Teaching Writing in Middle School. © 1998 Beth Means and Lindy Lindner. Teacher Ideas Press. (800) 237-6124,
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Activity 2:
Prewriting Choices for Fiction

r%"Why shouldn’t truth be stranger than fiction?
Fiction, after all, has to make sense.

—Mark Twain

To anyone who loves writing, teaching twelve- to fifteen-year-olds to write fiction is a
great joy. They never run out of ideas, their enthusiasm is infectious, and their capacity for
absorbing some of the technical aspects of writing fiction is astonishing. Seventh- and
eighth-graders may be a little shaky on nonfiction, but fiction is ice cream and candy to most
of them.

Better yet, writing fiction pressures them to develop their vocabularies and encourages
them to use more complex sentences. The logical demands of fiction stress connecting cause
and effect. Students may learn more about science from writing science fiction and more
about history from writing historical fiction than they will from writing reports or essays.
Fiction is an ideal vehicle for teaching middle school and early high school skills and
concepts. Teachers don’t use it enough, or use it creatively enough.

Students this age have no trouble creating plots. They’ll stuff every story with four or
five plots. “But I may never get to write another story,” one student complained when we
pointed out that he had enough characters and plots for ten stories. It’s really impossible to
plan stories too far ahead, so the principle purpose for the fiction prewriting choices is to
help students sort out just one story to write.

These handouts are long. If your budget is short, you can use the prewriting worksheet
with a verbal explanation of the choices. We like to send the handouts home with students
along with a note to parents to save them. Few writing assignments are complete without a
little help from parents and the handouts give them clues on how to help without doing the
writing.

Instructions to Students

Sit with your writing group. Today we're going to learn to make the prewriting choices
for fiction: characters, central conflict, setting, and narrator. On the “Fiction Prewriting
Choices” handout is an explanation of each choice. As you make decisions for your piece,
record them on the worksheet and discuss them with your writing group. Write in pencil, so
that you can change your decisions if necessary.

(Text continues on p. 38.)
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Fiction Prewriting Choices Worksheet

Student Handout

My writing idea is:

Characters

The full name of my main character is:
My main character wants:
The names of my secondary characters are:

Central Conflict

The central conflict of my story is:

The story ends when:

The crisis comes when:

The story begins when:

Setting(s)
My story is set in (the big setting or settings):

List possible little settings within the big setting(s):

The main setting is important/ secondary.

Narrator

My narrator (first person) is the character in my story named:
My narrator (third person) is a person outside my story who is retelling it, named:

Story Statement

This is a story about:

From Teaching Writing in Middle School. © 1998 Beth Means and Lindy Lindner. Teacher Ideas Press. (800) 237-6124.
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Fiction Prewriting Choices

Student Handout

Characters

Stories are about imaginary people. Even if your story is about animals or creatures from
another planet, the animals or creatures act like people. The imaginary people, animals, or
creatures in your story are called characters. The most important characters in your story are
your main character and your secondary characters.

The Main Character

The most important character in your story is called the main character. You can only
have one main character. The main character has a problem to solve, wants something, or
tries to do something. This is called the central conflict. In The Wizard of Oz, for example,
Dorothy wants to get home to Kansas. In E.T., E.T. wants to phone home. In the Sherlock
Holmes stories, Holmes wants to solve the mystery. Your first prewriting decision is to choose
your main character. What does your main character want? That’s your central conflict.

The Secondary Characters

The secondary characters are the other important characters besides the main character.
For example, the Tinman, the Scarecrow, and the Lion are secondary characters in The Wizard
of Oz. Elliot, the little boy who helps E.T., and Dr. Watson are also secondary characters. You
can choose just one or two secondary characters or a whole crowd of them.

The difference between the secondary characters and the main character is that the
central conflict belongs to the main character. The Tinman and Scarecrow help Dorothy get
back to Kansas. They just happen to solve some of their own problems along the way.

You don't need to have a secondary character, but be careful not to have too many. One
or two is usually more than enough to make a good story.

Minor Characters and Bit Players

There are two other types of characters that you should know about, although you don’t
need to make any decisions about them now. You can make them up as you write. These are
minor characters and bit players.

Minor characters usually have names. The reader learns a little bit about them, but not
much. For example, the Wizard and all the witches in The Wizard of Oz are minor characters.
Villains are often minor characters. In E.T., Elliot’s mother is a minor character. Sherlock’s
clients are minor characters.

Bit players, though, are hardly people at all. They do their little bit for the story and
disappear. They open the gates to Oz, drive taxis to the airports, answer questions at hotel
desks. They usually don’t even have names.

If you think of your main and secondary characters as being “round” (that is, the reader
knows all about them in detail), your minor characters and bit characters are “flat.” Your
reader never learns very much about them; they are just there to move the story forward in
some way.

From Teaching Writing in Middle School. © 1998 Beth Means and Lindy Lindner. Teacher Ideas Press. (800) 237-6124.
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Central Conflict

The central conflict is your main character’s biggest problem. It’s easiest to think of a
central conflict by asking yourself, What does my main character want? Does he or she want
to do something? To solve a problem? To get something? To make something? The answer is
your central conflict. When your main character gets what he or she wants, your story ends.
(Sometimes your main character doesn’t get what he or she wants. In this case, the story ends
once it’s clear that the main character will never get it.)

Beginners often make the mistake of creating several central conflicts. Stick to just one.
Just because you choose one central conflict doesn’t mean there won’t be plenty of other
problems for your characters to solve. Dorothy didn’t make it home to Kansas without
bumping up against witches and dark forests. Secondary characters have their problems, too.
The Tinman wanted a heart, and the Scarecrow wanted a brain. The central conflict, the
problem that started all these problems, was Dorothy’s desire to go home.

Think of your story as a series of stair steps building up to a high point. Each step forward
is another step to solving the main problem, but each step also has complications or setbacks
to overcome. The story builds up to a final, big setback—a crisis. All seems lost. Then the
main character overcomes the last setback, the central conflict is resolved, and the story
quickly ends.

Crisis

— Central Conflict
over

Beginning End

The Story Line.

Because you know that the story ends once the central conflict is resolved, it may help
you to first decide how the story will end. Then decide what the crisis will be and, last of all,
how to begin.

Setting(s)

Your characters are who your story is about. The central conflict is what your story is
about. The setting is where your story takes place.

Your story may have one setting or several settings. If you have more than one, it helps
to think of settings as big settings and little settings. The big setting might be a town. The
little settings might be the school, the local hardware store, or the town square. Your big
setting might be a country. The little settings might be a city in that country, a small town in
the mountains, or a roadside café on a main highway. If you are writing a science fiction story,

From Teaching Writing in Middle School. © 1998 Beth Means and Lindy Lindner. Teacher Ideas Press. (800) 237-6124.
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your big setting might be another planet. The little settings might be various places on that
planet.

You can have more than one big setting, but try not to use more than two or three. Once
you choose a big setting, think of two or three smaller settings within the big setting.

How important is the setting to your story? If your story is set in an unfamiliar place,
such as another planet or a far off country, your setting might be very important. If your
setting is uninteresting, such as a house that could be anywhere, the setting may not be
important at all. You decide.

Narrator

You have one more imaginary person to create before beginning your story—the narra-
tor. The narrator is the person who tells the story. Of course, in real life, you tell the story
because you made it up, but readers like to pretend that stories really happened. They want
to know how the person telling the story knows it. Is the narrator a character in the story who
knows about it because he or she was there? Or is the narrator someone who found out about
it who is retelling it.

If you pretend to be a character telling the story, your narrator will use I to tell the story.
This is called a first-person narrator. If you pretend to be someone who found out about the
story but wasn’t part of it, your narrator will tell the story using he or she, not I. This is called
a third-person narrator. (The third-person narrator is sometimes called the omniscient
narrator. Omniscient means “all-knowing.” The omniscient narrator knows what every char-
acter did and thought.) The next time you read a story, notice the narrator. Is it a first-person
narrator or a third-person narrator? (Do not worry about the second person narrator. Few
stories are written in second person.)

EXAMPLES

I walked the dog and then went to the store. (first-person narrator—a character in the
story named Mary)

Mary walked the dog, and then went to the store. (third-person narrator)

Here are two good rules to follow:

1. Create whatever narrator you like, but stick with the same narrator all the way
through the story.

2. Pretend that your narrator is telling the story after the story has ended (past tense).
Don’t pretend that your narrator is telling the story as it happens (present tense).
It’s hard to tell stories in present tense.

EXAMPLE
| walked the dog, and then went to the store. (past tense)

| walk the dog, and then go to the store. (present tense)

From Teaching Writing in Middle School. © 1998 Beth Means and Lindy Lindner. Teacher Ideas Press. (800) 237-6124.
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PART 2:
BACKGROUND RESEARCH

Young students are long on imagination but short on information and vocabulary. With
students between twelve and fifteen, the process of research is almost as important as the
product. It’s more than collecting information. Young students feel a great deal more pressure
when they write than do adults because the physical process of writing is so much more
painful for them. Research gives them a chance to talk through possible sentences without
having to write them down, a sort of rough draft without the draft. Talking about the
background helps them develop the vocabulary they will need to write the story.

All background research should include reading and as much talking about it as possible.
In general, the more students talk when they plan (and the less they talk when they draft),
the easier writing is. (See also “Notes from the Pros: On Talking About It,” Chapter 3.)

The first two activities in this part help students decide what to research. The third helps
them find readily available “experts” to interview. The fourth helps fiction students round
out their major characters. The last three help students develop their vocabulary.

Activity 3:
The Knowledge Chart

<’ As is our confidence, so is our capacity.
—William Hazlitt

Breaking the subject into bite-sized chunks is always the best first step to research. We use
this simple activity to help students chart what they know and what they don’t know about
a subject or a writing idea, so they can think about what information they need to gather.

Instructions to Students

Now that you’ve made your prewriting choices, you have a focus and you know what
you are going to write about, but what are you going write? Well, you might have some ideas,
but you don’t have all of them yet. Today, we're going to begin researching the background
for your stories and nonfiction pieces. Think of your key idea or your central conflict as the
foreground. To fill in all the details, you need to study the background. Nonfiction writers
research the subject; fiction writers research the setting or the details of the characters’ lives.
Research not only helps you think of things to write, it also gives you confidence. You know
what you are writing about because you read about it and thought about it before you began
writing.

Where do you begin your research? Make a list of the things you already know about
the subject. What about the things you don’t know? Make another list. Finally, make a list of
things you need to learn. It’s that simple. To make it even easier, use the “Knowledge Chart”
to help you record your lists in one place.

Those of you writing nonfiction should make lists about your subject: peanut butter
sandwiches, hot air balloons, turtles, and so forth. Fiction writers should make lists about
the setting, the history of the characters, or some event in the story.
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EXAMPLE

NAME: 9B Student
WRITING IDEA: Raising Turtles as a Webby
DATE:
WHAT I KNOW WHAT I DON'T KNOW NEED TO FIND OUT
- Regtiles ~how ey Er\n - ecolegical chain
- L'\\«t.wa}W, Mmud the e.c.o\w)ic“,\ chan — Coads v Aitbvent
- thave hovdshells [~ whod ey cat ypes of Turtles
- Seveval *ypes ~Vow o\d they ,323- —oldesy ruvile

‘B\r\avpcv

box - wWhidh Hypes make —why make qooc

pefs and why net
gVC‘»V\ aOOA P‘——h
Yovtoise - what makes a goaé
X
- Yaesy ave an old o
Species - Whave b \)uy the best
hypes
The Knowledge Chart.
Activity 4:

Research Strategy

“<’Time given to thought is the greatest time-
saver of all.

—Norman Cousins

Research is an art of its own. Without help, few students get much beyond copying the
encyclopedia at this age, yet to write, they need the information research yields. What
teachers need is a simple way to get students started. We use a research strategy. Like the
“Knowledge Chart” example (see Activity 3 above), it breaks the research into manageable
tasks, but it also introduces students to the idea of using different sources and encourages
them to interview people, make their own observations, and use books other than the
encyclopedia.
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Instructions to Students

Research is a fancy sounding word for collecting facts, ideas, and information. You can
research by reading books, talking to people, or observing something yourself. These books,
people, and observations are called sources.

You could just go to a library and read any book about your subject, but even the school
media center is a big place. You can’t read every book. You need to choose a few. Just talking
to anybody won’t do. You need to find an expert who knows what you want to know. What
you need is a strategy to help you decide what to read and who to consult. '

There are three parts to a research strategy: areas, pointers, and sources. Areas are broad
categories you want to study. Pointers are ideas of what to study within each category. Sources
are the books you read or the people you ask.

EXAMPLE

NAME: J B Studend
WRITING IDEA: Whot +o do when You get abad grade

DATE:
AREAS POINTERS POSSIBLE SOURCES
What 4o do What do teachers Yeachers
Sow student should ds) dood students
\»\\oc\' Ao 300& s’m:lm’(s . Qoov S\'udc.v\‘\'s
do?
what do poov students
ado?
Bap\ Srade. wWhek is o bad 3‘““1(_) Counselors
' | Yeochers
WU’ do Yeachers Jrve Surven ot student
badh qvodes? Piniow

Research Strategy.

(Text continues on p. 44.)
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How to Create a Research Strategy

Student Handout

There are four steps to creating your research strategy:

Step 1: Break your story statement or key idea into areas to study.
Step 2: Make a list of pointers.
Step 3: Make a list of possible sources.

Step 4: Make a notebook and choose priorities.

Step 1: Break your story statement or key idea into areas to study.

From your “Prewriting Choices Worksheet,” copy your story statement or your key
idea statement on a separate sheet of paper. Underline all the important words and
phrases in your story statement or key idea. Make a list using these words. If you
are not sure whether or not a word is important, underline it. You can always cross
it out later.

EXAMPLE
Nonfiction
Key Idea
What to do when you get a bad grade

what to do
bad grade

Fiction
Story Statement

This is a story about some people who crash their plane in the Amazon and fight their
way through the jungle back to a small town,

crash fight
plane jungle
Amazon small town

Now you have a list of the areas you want to study.

Step 2: Make a list of pointers.
(Note: If this is too difficult, use a “Knowledge Chart” first.)

Bad grades, crashes, and planes are big subjects. You won’t need to know everything
about them for your story. Pointers narrow the subject areas and point out the types
of things within that area you might want to learn. Write a few pointers for each
area.

From Teaching Writing in Middle School. © 1998 Beth Means and Lindy Lindner. Teacher Ideas Press. (800) 237-6124.
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EXAMPLE
Nonfiction

Areas
what to do

bad grade
Fiction

Areas
crash

plane

Amazon

fight

jungle

small town

Pointers

What do teachers say students should do?
What do good students do?

What do poor students do?

What is a bad grade?

Why do teachers give bad grades?

Pointers

What makes planes crash?

What would the pilot do in a crash?

What kind of plane would be a good one for the story?

How many passengers do various small planes hold?

What part of the Amazon has jungle near it and a small town?
What sort of people live in the Amazon? What language do they speak?
What's the weather like?

What sort of tools and supplies would be needed to survive,
say, ten days in the jungle?

What kind of food would the passengers be able to hunt or find?
How would they go about it?

What does it look like?

What are the names of some of the plants?

What are the dangers of the jungle?

What does it look like?

Would it have an airport? Boats?

Would the town people be different from the jungle people?

Step 3: Make a list of possible sources.

There are three types of sources:

Experts: An expert doesn’t need a Ph.D. An expert is just a person who might be able
to answer questions you have about the area you are researching. For example, you
could talk to a pilot about planes and airplane crashes. You might know someone
who visited the Amazon on vacation.

Personal Observation: You can make yourself into an expert by taking a look
yourself and making notes. If you will be writing about peanut butter and jelly
sandwiches, try making one for research. You could go to the Amazon, if you could
afford the trip, but you could also watch a television program about the Amazon
and take notes. You can also look at planes in a local museum or your local airport.
Observation also includes doing experiments and taking surveys.
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Books, Articles, and Films: Almost everything you need can be found in some
library somewhere. The school media center is a small library. Your local public
library is bigger. There are also some huge libraries, such as the Library of Congress.
Show your research strategy to the media center specialist, who can help you choose
the proper books, articles, and films to find the information you need.

Look at each area on the list and think about the kinds of questions you need to answer. Is
there an expert nearby you could interview? Can you personally observe something or take
your own survey? Are there books, articles, or films you could read or see? Next to each area,
write down the possible sources.

EXAMPLE
Nonfiction
Areas Possible Sources
what to do teachers

good students
poor students

bad grade counselors (What is a bad grade?)
teachers (What is a bad grade?)
survey of student opinion

Fiction
Areas Possible Sources
crash a pilot
plane a book about airplanes
Amazon a film-strip about the Amazon
fight book on survival
jungle a jungle exhibit at the zoo
small town map of Brazil

Step 4: Make a notebook and choose priorities.

Research takes time. You may run out of time for researching, so you will want to
cover the most important areas first and the least important areas last.

Make a little notebook with one page for each area. Write the area, your pointers,
and your sources at the top of the page. You can use the bottom of the page for taking
notes. Arrange your notebook pages in order of importance. You can staple your
pages together after you have them in order, or put them in a three-ring binder.

Now you are ready to research. Your notebook reminds you what to research, in what order,
and whom to ask or where to look. Be sure to make a note of which books you actually read
and which experts you actually consult. Sources don’t always work out like you might expect.
You’'ll need to adjust your sources depending on who or what you find while you are
researching.
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Activity 5:
Finding Expert Sources

(%’Everybody is ignorant, only on different
subjects.

—Will Rogers

Everyone is an “expert” to a writer. It’s just a matter of discovering the subject. Hang
around writers on their daily rounds and you'll find them asking the store clerk how the new
shoes are working out, debating menu changes with the owner of the local café, and
sympathizing with the bus driver over schedule changes. Bums will not get a quarter from
a writer without first explaining the best place to sleep on the streets. After all, writing after
library research is not the same as writing after discussing the subject with an expert source.

The students, families, and teachers of the average class form a vast pool of experts, who
have traveled to all corners of the globe, learned to speak several languages, built everything
from log canoes to high-rises, done every job from lumberjack to politician. They know how
to grade diamonds and make soda pop, and they have lived through wars, fires, tornadoes,
depressions, and floods.

For students, interviewing an expert source makes writing twice as much fun. We use
this class project to create a class file of homegrown experts who are willing to be interviewed
by students during the school year. Making the file gives students valuable experience with
interviewing and an entirely different view of the so-called average people around them.

Before you begin, prepare copies of the “Class Experts Questionnaire” and the “Outside
Experts Questionnaire” and warn your fellow teachers that they are about to be pestered by
writing students with a bunch of personal questions. (For younger students, you may also
want to type an explanatory letter that they can take with them.) Pair students together in
interview teams. It's much easier to overcome sudden attacks of shyness, to remember what
to ask, and to record the answers with two interviewers.

Choose a convenient method for filing and cross-referencing the written interviews by
name and area of expertise.

Instructions to Students

Experts are all around you. Consulting one may not be as hard as you think. The “Expert
Sources File” is a class project. What we need is a list of people who are willing to talk to
students. We also need to learn each person’s areas of expertise. Once we have the file,
members of the class can use it to locate expert sources when they write research strategies.

Everyone you know is an expert on something. Perhaps one of the teachers in this school
used to be a professional rodeo cowboy. Perhaps another works on an archeological dig in
England every summer. Another might collect precious stones. One of your parents might
run an ice cream factory, another might be a secretary for a big corporation, and still another
might work at city hall. These people are experts. Rodeos, archeology, precious stones, ice
cream, big corporations, and city hall are their areas of expertise. When you write stories,
you might want to research one of these areas by talking with an expert source.
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How do you find out what a person’s area of expertise is? You ask them questions; for
example, “What jobs have you held?” When one of them says “rodeo cowboy,” you know
that this person could be an expert for a student writing a story that has a rodeo scene. A
person might be an expert in more than one area. That’s what you are going to do for this
project: ask people questions and find out their areas of expertise.

To do this project, you will work with another student and interview at least two people
you know. Once you have completed an interview, you will fill in the blanks at the top of
your interview questionnaire with a list of the person’s areas of expertise.

In-Class Experts

The experts we know best are ourselves. How many of you have lived in another town?
Have gone to another school? Have a hobby outside school? Know about something that the
rest of the class might not know about? Fill out the “Class Experts Questionnaire” for our file
of expert sources.

Don’t think that you need a Ph.D. in an important field to be an expert. Your fellow
classmates may need to know about little things, too. If you collect stamps or raise ants, write
it down. Some mystery writers may need to know about stamps; some science fiction writers
may need to know about ants.

We've left space at the bottom of the questionnaire. If you think of a good question to
ask your fellow students, come write it on the chalkboard. Use the space at the bottom of
your questionnaires to answer any of the questions on the chalkboard. (Note: We always get
the chalkboard questions started by writing, “What'’s the hardest thing you’ve ever had to
do?”)

Outside Experts

You don’t need to go very far to find outside experts. Besides your fellow students, you
can also use teachers, parents, and neighbors as experts. Don’t forget grandparents, aunts,
and uncles who live nearby. When you first talk to an outside expert, explain what you are
doing. First, ask them if would be willing to be interviewed by students who are researching
stories. If they say “No,” thank them and choose another person. If your expert source says
“Yes,” explain that you are interviewing people who might have some special expertise that
they could share.

(Text continues on p. 48.)
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Class Experts Questionnaire

Student Handout
(Fill in areas of expertise after the interview.)

Areas of expertise:

Name (first and last):

Best day and time for interview:

Home room number and teacher:

1. Have you ever lived in another town? Where? How long ago did you live there? How
old were you when you lived there?

2. Do you know any languages other than English?
3. Is anyone in your family from another town? Another country?

4. What's your favorite subject in school? Have you ever done anything outside school
related to your favorite subject?

5. Name three of your hobbies outside school.
6. What are the most interesting places you’ve been on vacation?

7. Do you belong to any organizations outside school, such as the Scouts, a karate club, a
ham radio club, a “young astronauts” club, or a band? List them.

8. Have you written enough about a particular area that you think you could help others
in the class who don’t know about it?

9. If you were another student in the class trying to find an expert, what areas would you
ask yourself about?

Interviewed by: Date:

Use the space below for answering questions from the chalkboard:
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Outside Experts Questionnaire

Student Handout
(Fill in areas of expertise after the interview.)

Areas of expertise:

Name (first and last):

Best day and time for interview:

Address:

Telephone:

1. How do you spell your name?
2. When and where could a student contact you?

3. If students writing stories or magazine articles need to talk with an “expert,” what
subjects do you think you could help them with?

4. What is your job?

5. Have you held other jobs that students might want to ask you about?
Do you have any special hobbies?

Have you ever built anything?

Have you ever learned to fix anything; for example, cars or household appliances?

S

Have you ever lived anywhere besides here? Where?

(Note to interviewer: Be sure to say “Thank you.”)

Interviewed by: Date:
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Activity 6:
Giving Your Characters
a Background

¢“>’The characters have their own lives and their
own logic and you have to act accordingly.

—Isaac Bashevis Singer

Students often assume that the name makes the character, even though their main
characters are completely “flat.” This activity helps fiction students get to know some of the
things that make a character “round.” Students enjoy talking to their imaginary characters
and often want to keep writing, so allow plenty of time.

Instructions to Students

Whatever happens in your story happens because of a character. Your characters act or
react to something. They act or react because of their background: their previous experiences,
their opinions, and their personalities. Characters are just like real people. They have names,
live somewhere, hold jobs, go to school, own pets, and have pet peeves. They even get tired
and cranky.

Part of the fiction writer’s background research is getting to know the characters. It’s
easy to do—just ask your characters some questions. The “Interview with a Character”
handout provides a list of questions directed toward the character. Work with another student
in the class: One of you asks the questions while the other pretends to be a character from his
or her story and answers the questions. Don't forget to write down the answers. When you
have finished the interview, whoever was the interviewer pretends to be a character while
the other asks the questions.
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Interview with a Character

Student Handout

1.

i

10.
11.

12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.

Are you the main character in the story or a secondary character?

. What is your full name (first, middle, and last)?

2
3.
4

Do you have a nickname? What is it? How did you get that nickname?

. How does your name fit your personality? Do you like your name? Even your middle

name?
How old are you? What year were you born?

Where do you live? Do you live alone or with other people? Who lives with you? Are
the people you live with characters in the story?

Do you have a job? What is it? Where do you work? What are the hours? How long have
you done that job? What did you do before? Do you like your job?

Do you go to school? What grade? What’s your best subject? What’s your worst? Do you
like school?

How tall are you? What build (thin, medium, heavy, etc.)? How much do you weigh?
What color is your hair? Your eyes?

Are you rich, poor, or average? Does it matter to you whether or not you have money?

Which three of the following traits best describe you:

angry detached good-natured messy shy

artistic dreamer graceful neat snobbish
bold dull hard-working organized sympathetic
bubbly energetic imaginative outgoing tense
careful enthusiastic intellectual powerful thoughtful
cheerful frantic intelligent practical tight-fisted
clumsy frustrated lazy quiet timid
confused funny lonely realistic tough
critical fussy loud relaxed unhappy
curious generous loyal serious worried

What would you most like to have?

What is your biggest pet peeve?

What do other people always tell you about yourself?
What is the best thing about you? The worst?

When are you happiest?

Choose any three of your answers and write two or three paragraphs explaining those
answers.
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Activity 7:
Making a Pictionary

‘%"Thought itself needs words. It runs on them
like beads on a string.

—Ugo Betti

The old tradition of handing out a list of vocabulary words for students to use in their
stories doesn’t work when every student is writing a different piece. It’s just as well. The
vocabulary never helped that much anyway. It’s hard enough to think of a story without
having to use certain words to tell it.

Making a pictionary is fun, but more important, it helps students collect vocabulary
related to their pieces. It’s easy to do: Draw a picture of the subject, setting, characters, or
anything else related to the piece and label all the components of the picture with words.
Students can use a professional pictionary, such as a What’s What (try the one by Reginald
Bregonier and David Fisher) to look up more words for their pictures. For the inartistic,
“stick” pictures on notebook paper work as well as fancy drawings. For the artistic, this
activity may peak their interest in writing.

Instructions to Students

What's a pictionary? It’s a dictionary of pictures that includes all the words for every-
thing in the pictures. Making a pictionary helps you write because you learn words you need
for your story before you begin. Making a pictionary is simple. Draw a picture of something
in your story: the subject, your characters, or the setting. Label everything in the picture with
words. Make a list of all the words in the picture below your drawing.

There is a book on the reference shelf called What’s What. It’s a pictionary, too, about all
sorts of subjects. You can look in it for ideas of more words you might need for your story
and add them to your list. If you don’t know how to spell a word, look up the correct spelling
before you write it in your pictionary. This is a good place to use The Misspeller’s Dictionary,
which lists words by common misspellings.

EXAMPLE Cloud c \
" C:::)-— o or  glatier
Ll : cloud
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Mountain

Pictionary 1.
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Activity 8:
Making a Verbiary

«<=’Words should be an intense pleasure, just as
leather should be to a shoemaker.

—Evelyn Waugh

A good rule of style is: Never use an adverb when a good strong verb will do. Verbs are
the heart of the English sentence. The language makes up for its weak conjugation by a
flexible use of verbs and a big vocabulary of verbs. A good vocabulary of verbs is the most
important vocabulary for students to develop.

Making a verbiary helps students list verbs they can use, but more important, it imitates
what they must do to think of verbs when they are writing. Although it’s good practice,
making a verbiary is not an easy exercise. Show students how to do it before they begin, and
circulate from table to table to help fill in any missing vocabulary.

Depending on the sophistication of the class, this exercise may provide an opportunity
to discuss how English verbs work. For example, students may encounter verb phrases where
another word becomes an essential part of the verb. “Famine drove up the price of wheat”
and “The tour bus drove up the road” both use “up” as part of the verb, and the verb phrase
has two different meanings, just as a single verb may have. Even if you don’t discuss verbs
in this fine detail, have students list both the verb and the verb phrase on their lists. This will
become important later when they begin using the lists to look up synonyms for the verbs.

Instructions to Students

In case you've forgotten, nouns are the words for people, places, and things. Verbs are the
action of a sentence. They are what those people, places, and things do—even if they just sit
there. In the sentence “The dog jumped over the house,” dog is a noun and jumped is a verb.

Look at the list of words from your pictionary. Most of them are nouns, aren’t they? Today
we're going to make a verbiary to go with your pictionary, just to make sure you’ve got plenty
of verbs on hand for your story.

Sit with your writing groups today. We’ll show you how to do this once before you try
it on your own. The handout will help you remember the steps.
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Making a Verbiary

Student Handout

Step 1: Find some verbs.

Write a list of just the nouns in your pictionary down the left-hand side of a sheet of
paper. Next to each, write a simple sentence using that noun. Draw a line under the
verb in your sentences.

EXAMPLE

peak—The man climbed the peak.
mountain—The mountain turned purple.
cloud—The cloud rained.

forest—The forest swayed in the wind.
road—The family drove up the road.

car—The car broke down.

stream—The stream flowed down the mountain.

Step 2: Make a list of verbs.

You now have a list of sentences with the verbs underlined. On a separate sheet of
paper, make a list of just the verbs. Next to each verb, write one of the following
adverbs: quickly, slowly, angrily, suddenly, happily, sadly.

EXAMPLE
climbed quickly drove angrily
turned angrily broke slowly
rained happily flowed sadly

swayed quickly

Step 3: Brainstorm to find new verbs.

With your writing group, try to think of a verb for each verb-adverb pair that says
the same thing. List the new verbs. You may not be able to think of a verb for
everything. You can look up the verb in the thesaurus or synonym finder to see if
there is a word that means something close to “climbed quickly” or “turned angrily”
and so forth.

EXAMPLE
climbed quickly ran turned angrily glared

clambered scowled

dashed : frowned

floated up broke slowly disintegrated

shot up crumbled

danced fell apart
decomposed
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Activity 9:
Making a Word-Finder

«<’[Words] . .. can change their meanings right
in front of you. They pick up flavors and
odors like butter in a refrigerator.

—John Steinbeck

Students are fascinated with synonyms. Few things increase their vocabulary faster than
browsing through a thesaurus finding synonyms and antonyms for words they already know.
Making a word-finder based on words likely to appear in their writing provides them with
a ready reference they understand (because they made it themselves), and it gives them a
sense of power over the words in their story.

You’ll need ten or fifteen copies of dictionaries appropriate for students and about the
same number of paperback thesauri. If you can afford several copies of J. I. Rodale’s The
Synonym Finder (it's expensive), have them available, too. We prefer The Synonym Finder to a
thesaurus because it has many more synonyms and, unlike the thesaurus, it arranges
synonyms by definition.

Tell students that they will need a pencil, their pictionary and verbiary lists (or any other
vocabulary list), a package of 3-by-5-inch index cards, a rubber band, and a folder for
storing the cards. (We normally avoid using index cards, but they work well for making
word-finders.)

Students need help learning to use the reference works. Model the activity once for the
class, and use the “Making a Word-Finder” handout to help them remember the steps (or use
an overhead transparency or the chalkboard). As students make their word-finders, wander
around the classroom to offer help. This activity takes time, but per pound of vocabulary
learned, it’s a real time-saver.

Instructions to Students

There are about 600,000 words in the English language, and we want you to learn them
all by Friday. Just kidding. We do want to talk to you about words. The English language has
more words than any other language in the world. This makes it a wonderful language for
writing; there’s always a perfect word sitting out there—you just have to find it. The more
words you know, the easier it is to write. One of the things you should try to do before you
begin to write is expand your vocabulary.

Your vocabulary is all the words you know. You’ll be amazed to learn how many words
you already know—maybe 3,000 by the time you reach age twelve. You learn about 1,000
words a year without even trying, but you can speed the process by making word-finders
before you write. To make a word-finder, you begin with the list of words you know from
making your pictionaries and verbiaries. Then you look in a synonym-finder or a thesaurus
and gather more words.
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The words you will be gathering are called synonyms and antonyms. A synonym is a
word that means the same thing as another word. An antonym is a word that means the
opposite. You may wonder why we have synonyms. Well, synonyms mean the same thing,
but not exactly the same thing. For example, some synonyms for the word blue are turquoise,
azure, navy, baby-blue, sapphire, and agquamarine. They all mean “blue,” but different shades of
blue. Synonyms are words that mean the same thing, but they have different shades of
meaning.

There is another important feature of words. The same word can mean two things. Blue
can mean “the color blue” or it can mean “sad,” as in “I'm feeling blue today.” So other
synonyms for blue are glum, unhappy, morose, dismal, bleak, and depressed.

Antonyms are words that mean the opposite. There isn’t any “opposite” for the color
blue, but there are opposites for the “sad” kind of blue: happy, delighted, cheerful, cheery, sunny,
and positive.

Today you will be making word-finders—lists of synonyms and antonyms that you
might want to use in your stories. Sit with your writing groups. We’ve put a dictionary and
asynonym-finder or thesaurus on each table. You'll need your lists of pictionary and verbiary
words and 3-by-5-inch index cards.

Always make word-finders using a pencil, so you can erase. You can work alone or as a
group, taking turns. The handout has instructions and examples. When you have finished,
put your cards in alphabetical order, put a rubber band around them, and store them in a
folder so that you don’t lose them.

{Text continues on p. 57.)
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Making a Word-Finder

Student Handout

Reminders:

¢ Synonyms are words that have nearly the same meaning, but with slightly different
shades of meaning.

¢ Antonyms are words that have the opposite meaning.

¢ A dictionary lists words alphabetically and explains what they mean. Words often
have more than one meaning. Each new meaning of a word is numbered.

EXAMPLE

blue
1. acolor
2. sad or unhappy

¢ A synonym-finder lists words alphabetically, followed by synonyms for each word.

Each numbered group of synonyms represents synonyms for a particular meaning of
the word.

EXAMPLE

blue
1. turquoise, azure, navy, baby-blue, sapphire, aquamarine
2. glum, unhappy, morose, dismal, bleak, depressed

¢ A thesaurus is like a synonym-finder, but it lists synonyms and antonyms, and it
doesn’t divide them by meaning like the synonym-finder.

EXAMPLE

blue

syn.—turquoise, azure, navy, baby-blue, sapphire, aquamarine, glum, unhappy,
morose, dismal, bleak, depressed

ant.—happy, delighted, cheerful, cheery, sunny, positive

There are three steps to making a word-finder:

Step 1: Set up your index cards.

Choose a word from your pictionary or verbiary list. Write it in big letters at the top
of the index card. Make one card for each of the words from your pictionary and
verbiary.
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Step 2:

Step 3:

Check the spelling and meaning in the dictionary.

Look up each word in the dictionary. Check the spelling on your card. Correct the
spelling if necessary. Read the definitions, so that you know what other meanings
your word might have.

Find synonyms and antonyms.

Look up each word in the thesaurus or synonym-finder. Read the list of synonyms.
These will be listed next to the abbreviation syn. Choose at least four synonyms that
you like. (Don’t necessarily choose the first four. Choose short, punchy synonyms
that you like.) Write “syn.” on the front of your index card and then write the
synonyms you have chosen. Check the spelling.

If you are using a thesaurus: Antonyms will be listed next to the abbreviation ant.
Choose at least three antonyms that you like. Turn your index card over, write “ant.”
at the top, and write the antonyms you have chosen. Check the spelling.

If you are using a synonym-finder: A synonym-finder only lists synonyms, so you
must think of an antonym, then look up that word in the synonym-finder. Choose
at least three antonyms that you like. Turn your index card over, write “ant.” at the
top, and write the antonyms you have chosen. Check the spelling.

EXAMPLE
(front of card) (back of card)
PEAK
syn. ant.
summit, crest, ridge, mountain- valley, depression, ravine, gully,
top, cliff, tip, cap, spire river basin
Step 4: Arrange cards alphabetically.

Arrange your word-finder cards in alphabetical order, put a rubber band around
them, and store them in a folder.
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PART 3:
FINDING AN ORDER

Writing is thinking on paper, but trying to draft and think simultaneously is difficult.
Unlike thinking, writing is both linear and sequential; that is, it must be done one word at a
time in a certain order. Thoughts, however, do not arrive one at a time in a particular
sequence. They come in patterns and seem to choose their own time, arriving at inconvenient
moments and disappearing when they are needed.

A prewriting outline is not really an attempt to organize the writing. That can only be
done—well—during revision. When writers outline, they are attempting to remove the
pressure to write and think simultaneously by handling some of the thinking ahead of time.
They need to use outlining methods suited to that task.

To most teachers and their students, the word outline means the traditional topic outline:

I. First Main Topic
A. Subtopic
B. Subtopic
1. Sub-subtopic
2. Sub-subtopic
II. Second Main Topic
A. Subtopic
B. Subtopic

(Remember, if you include subtopics, you must have at least two; if you include sub-sub-
topics, you must have at least two.)

Although you should introduce your students to the topic outline (if they aren’t already
familiar with it), bear in mind its disadvantages, especially for beginning writers. Instead of
helping the writer think through some of the relationships between ideas before writing
about them, the topic outline attempts to classify and subordinate ideas. Ideas are not so
docile: They declare independence in the middle of a draft. Minor point I1.C.4 turns into a
monster and chews up the first main topic while the second main topic steadfastly insists on
becoming a footnote. Then what?

If you want students to outline, try abandoning the topic outline and substituting a
variety of outlining methods that help them collect their ideas before they begin to write.
Almost any method that serves one or more of the following purposes will do:

1. To collect facts and ideas in one place
2. To break the piece into scenes or sections that can be written one at a time
3. To organize ideas and information for easy retrieval

Choosing a genre with a built-in sense of order is the simplest form of outlining. How-to,
tips, questions and answers, and “a day in the life” all work well. Outlines do not need to be
made before drafting; the first draft itself can serve as a useful outline. Outlining with scissors
and tape is a time-honored tradition among writers. With word-processing software to
reduce some of the pain, cut and paste is gaining popularity. Branching, design, and the other
alternatives covered in this part are all simple ways to replace the topic outline.

Whatever method students choose, don’t overdo outlining. Many students do not have
enough experience with writing to be able to anticipate it with an outline, and some people
never can outline without first putting words on paper.
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Activity 10:
Branching

<’ One of the only virtues of linear outlining
is that it looks neat, and that very virtue is
its downfall. By working hard to make sure
the outline is neat, we effectively cut off any
additions and insertions, any new idea.

—Henriette Klauser

Branching is one of the best outlining methods for thinking ideas through quickly and
recording thoughts before they disappear. Its other virtue is that it produces a visible picture
of the entire piece, so that students can begin to see where they are going.

This method was invented by Tony Buzan as a reading conmiprehension tool, but it is just
as useful for brainstorming, outlining, or almost any other kind of planning. If you want more
details on the method, see Buzan’s book, Use Both Sides of Your Brain, which uses a branching
method called mind-mapping; primarily used as a reading comprehension and study tool,
or Henriette Anne Klauser’s Writing on Both Sides of the Brain, which has an extensive
discussion of branching.

Instructions to Students

You can make writing easier if you take some time before you begin writing to explore
your ideas of what you might write. One easy way to do this is to make a branching outline.

To make this branch, we began with our writing idea at the center and drew a picture of a
turtle just for fun. We could have used the word turtle instead. The first thing we thought of
was the title, “Raising Turtles.” The next idea we had was that turtles need food, so we drew
a branch for “Food” and collected our ideas about turtle food on little branches shooting off
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the “Food” branch. The idea of food suggested houses, so we made a branch for “Houses”
and collected our ideas about turtle houses. We collected all our ideas, no matter how trivial
or silly they sounded. If we weren’t sure about a fact, we just wrote a question mark after it.

We want you to try making a branch outline of your current story or nonfiction piece.
There are not really any rules to follow, but here are some things to keep in mind:

* Begin at the center of the paper with a picture or a word representing your writing
idea or some part of your writing idea.

* It is perfectly okay to be messy, to draw little pictures, to use colored pens, to use big
pieces of paper, or to do something else. Don’t try to be too pretty about it because
that might slow you down. You want to collect your ideas as fast as you can. You can
always draw a tidy branch later.

* Remember that ideas come in waves. If you run out of ideas, keep drawing branches
and trying to fill them in until the next wave comes. Always try to branch for at least
ten minutes, so that you catch more than one wave of ideas.

¢ You don’t need to work on one branch until you finish it. If an idea for another branch
comes to mind, work awhile on that branch.

* Record all your ideas, no matter how trivial or silly they seem at first. You can decide
which ones to use later.

¢ Have fun! You'll be surprised by how much you know.

Activity 11:
The Design

“<’To be simple is the best thing in the world; to
be modest is the next best thing. I am not so
sure about being quiet.

-—G. K. Chesterton

Underlying most good nonfiction is a very simple design. Designs either break a
nonfiction piece into manageable sections or suggest an order of presentation. Having some
idea what those designs are helps many students begin to organize nonfiction.

You should not try to teach designs as an activity. Just pass out the “Designs” handout
and tell students that they can use a design to help them outline. Design will soon pop up in
students” work.

Instructions to Students

All nonfiction must have a simple plan, a logic behind the writing. This is not a complex
outline, just a simple design. The writer makes up the design. It can be any design that the
writer thinks will work. You can choose a design for your nonfiction piece, then use the design
to help you write your outline. There are a thousand different designs. In the “Designs”
handout are some ideas for different types of designs you might want to use.
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Designs

Student Handout

Sequential Design

This design is based on the order in which something is done or something took place.
For example, a how-to article explains what to do first, second, and third in the order the
reader is supposed to do them.

Past-Present-Future

This is a popular design in which the writer reviews what happened in the past, what's
happening now, and what is likely to happen in the future. Examples can be found in most
science magazines, such as Omni. Lincoln’s “Gettysburg Address” is another good example.

Most Important Point to Least Important Point
(or Least Important to Most Important)

This design is most often used to make a case for a key idea. For example, if you are
writing a movie review, your key idea may be that the movie was bad. Using this design, you
would first list the most important reason it was bad, then the next most important reason it
was bad, and so forth, and finish with the least important reason (or vice versa).

Specific to General (or General to Specific)

This design begins with specific facts or examples and moves to more general statements
(or vice versa). For example, if you are explaining how to fly a hot-air balloon, you could tell
the specific story of how one person does it and then show how this person’s method follows
general rules for flying. Or, first explain the general rules for flying hot-air balloons and then
give specific examples of one person doing it, to illustrate those rules.

Three Balanced Points

This is the classic design of the traditional essay or report. The writer chooses at least
three (and up to five) points to make about the key idea and expands each point equally. The
writer also includes an introduction and a conclusion.

Storyplan

This design is written like a fictional story but concludes by making a point. For example,
you could tell the story of flying a hot-air balloon and then conclude by discussing why
people like the sport.

Musical Design

This design is often used for speeches. Repetition of phrases or words carry the plan, so
the speech sounds almost musical. One of the masters of this design was Martin Luther King,
Jr.—his “I Have a Dream” speech is a good example.

From Teaching Writing in Middle School. © 1998 Beth Means and Lindy Lindner. Teacher Ideas Press. (800) 237-6124.
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Activity 12:
Outlining Alternatives

<’He thinks things through very clearly before
going off half-cocked.
—General Carl Spatz

The number of outlining methods is limited only by the imagination.! We use this activity
to encourage students to try some other methods of outlining besides branching and design.
Point out to students that different methods of outlining serve different purposes. They may
want to make two or more outlines. The point is to create an outline that makes drafting the
piece easier.

Instructions to Students

Writing a story or a nonfiction piece is an adventure, like taking a trip. Have you ever
watched people plan for trips? They are very funny about it. Fenton Quagmire plans his trip
by packing everything in the car he might possibly need, including a lot of junk he will never
use. He buys maps of everything and tries to plan every step of the trip in little red lines.
Betty Blastoff takes off with a dollar in her pocket and a box of corn flakes. She makes up the
trip as she goes along.

Planning a piece of writing is just like planning for a trip. The outline is the place you
store your maps and anything else you might need along the way. Like Fenton, you can pack
every little thing you might need into an outline, or you can blast off like Betty and make it
up as you go along. Fenton and Betty are extremes. You may want to plan something between
the extremes. Do enough planning to decide the major points, but make up the details as you
write. Here’s a good rule of thumb to keep in mind: Any time you blast off without a plan,
plan to do more editing than usual.

There are many different methods of outlining. We’ve already shown you branching and
design. Today we have a handout with some other outlining methods. You can use whichever
method helps you the most. Remember, the only reason for making an outline is to make
drafting easier. You can include anything in your outline you think will help.

(Text continues on p. 65.)

1. If you want more outlining ideas, Donald M. Murray has tucked a comprehensive treasury of
outlining methods in the middle of his wonderful book, A Writer Teaches Writing (a book all writing
teachers should read).
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Outlining Methods

Student Handout

Collection Boxes
For this method of outlining, divide the piece into several major categories, then collect

your facts and ideas under each category.
EXAMPLE
Key ldea

Owning a pet turtle

Category 1: Feeding Habits
Likes leafy vegetables and bugs or worms

Prepared foods at pet store

Category 2: Types of Turtles
Box turtlies, common green turtles are swimming turtles
Terrapins are land turtles

Swimming turties need more care than land turtles

Category 3: Where to Get Turtles

Pet stores

Veterinarians (sometimes get pets people don't want)
Zoo might have information

In the wild (only common types, not endangered)

Fiction writers might use categories such as settings, characters, and scene ideas. The
purpose of making a collection is to store information and ideas where they are easy to find.
It is especially useful when you have a lot of background research you will need to review
as you write.

Critical Pieces

To make this type of outline, write certain critical scenes or sections first, then fill in the
outline using one of the other outlining methods. For example, you could write the conclu-
sion, then use branching, design, or collection to outline the rest of the piece. Fiction writers
might write the scene with the climax or the ending, then fill in events that happened before
that scene.

From Teaching Writing in Middle School. © 1998 Beth Means and Lindy Lindner. Teacher Ideas Press. (800) 237-6124.
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The Slugline

Newspaper reporters write the stories, but somebody else writes the titles, or headlines,
for the stories. The printers use a temporary headline, called a slug, to keep track of a story
that doesn’t yet have a title. A slug describes the story in no more than five words. “Man Bites
Dog” is the classic example of a slug. It tells an entire story in just three words. You can plan
your pieces or stories with slugs. Write one slug for the overall piece or story, then write slugs
for each major section or scene.

EXAMPLE
Overall: Turtles as Pets

Section 1: Buying a Turtle
Section 2: Making Your Turtle a Home

Section 3: Feeding Your Turtle

Sketching
When artists plan a big painting, they do practice sketches of little parts of the painting
first. You can plan your writing with practice sketches.

EXAMPLES
Fiction

* Describe your main character walking down a hall, getting mad about something, talking
with a friend, talking with a stranger, being frightened by something, or feeling enthusiastic
about something.

* Describe a character looking at the setting of the story.

Nonfiction

¢ Pick any idea in your piece and think about it from two points of view. Explain why you
agree with the idea, then explain why you disagree with the idea.

* Write a letter to your ideal reader explaining why he or she needs to read what you are
going to write.

* Write a letter to your writing group explaining how you plan to organize your piece and
why.

* What is the most important idea or piece of information you intend to write about? Why is
it more important than some of the other ideas?

+ Choose any idea, fact, or instruction in your piece and write an example.

Chaining

Write one paragraph of your piece. Choose one sentence from that paragraph to use as
the first sentence of your next paragraph. Write a paragraph about that sentence. Keep
chaining one paragraph to another until you have four or five paragraphs, then cross out the
repeated sentences.

From Teaching Writing in Middle School. © 1998 Beth Means and Lindy Lindner. Teacher Ideas Press. (800) 237-6124.
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Chaining is fun to do with a friend. You write the first paragraph, your friend chains on
the next one, you write the third, and so forth.

EXAMPLE

Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches are good, but they are hard to
make. The peanut butter rips up the bread, and the jelly dribbles out
the edges and sticks to everything. The first time you make a peanut
butter and jelly sandwich, keep a wet washrag close by. If you go slowly,
you won't make a mess.

The peanut butter rips up the bread, and jelly dribbles out the
edges and sticks to everything. Peanut butter is made of ground-up
peanuts. If the peanuts don't contain very much oil, the peanut butter
doesn't flow onto the sandwich as well. Jelly, however, is mostly made
of sugar and water. The water makes it flow out of the sandwich, and
the sugar makes it sticky.

Cut and Paste

Sometimes, it’s easiest to just get your ideas written down while they are fresh, then
organize them later. With this outlining method, you outline after you write a rough draft.
First, write a rough draft of the entire piece from beginning to end. Then cut apart sentences
and paragraphs and tape them together in a new order. Finally, fill in any missing sentences
or rewrite sentences that don’t fit. You can use a design or any other outlining method to help
you decide how to put together your cut-up piece.

Mixed Method

You can mix and match your outlining methods. For example, you could break your story
into major sections with sluglines, and then record all your ideas for that section with a
branch.

From Teaching Writing in Middle School. © 1998 Beth Means and Lindy Lindner. Teacher Ideas Press. (800) 237-6124.
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TEACHER’S NOTEBOOK
On Writing Groups and Writing Conferences

Writing is a solo occupation, but writers still need friends with whom
to share the process. Traditionally, they form writing groups to meet
regularly and share work-in-progress. Students, too, can benefit from a
writing group. At the beginning of the school year or term, divide the class
into writing groups of three to four students each. Keep students together
in their writing groups for the entire year or term. With younger students
start with pairs and work up to groups after they have learned to get work
done in pairs.

The writing group should be responsible for helping every student
in the group. Members of the group should be encouraged to serve as a
sounding-board for ideas, as assistants when the going gets rough, and
as editors. Before students bring problems to the teacher, they should
check with their writing group first. If the group cannot solve the prob-
lem, students may then make an appointment with the teacher.

Students do find talking over problems with the teacher reassuring.
Try setting up a formal conference system, as Donald H. Graves suggests
in Writing: Teachers and Children at Work. Students or entire writing groups
can make appointments for a writing conference with the teacher during
drafting or editing sessions. The appointment is important. It assures
students that they will get a chance to talk with the teacher and also delays
the conference just a little, so they might solve their problems themselves
while they wait.

Graves also suggests that teachers conduct conferences with predict-
able steps:

1. Ask, “How can I help you?”

2. Let students try to express what is bothering them.

3. Read sections of their work aloud.

4. Discuss possible options and leave the decision to the student.

Keep the conference short, not more than five minutes.

On Writing Terms

Knowing a little jargon gives students a big boost. When they learn
terms such as character, fiction, and ideal reader, they learn more about the
choices they can make, and they have some way to talk about their
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writing. Just knowing that there are such things as genres, settings, dialogue,
action, and examples inspires writing. Understanding what a scene is or
what a section is helps them organize their work.

Teaching writing necessarily involves teaching terminology, but
there are some significant problems with teaching writing jargon. First of
all, writing terms are vague and don’t hold up to precise definition. Most
represent a decision made by writers, for good orill. Asentence is anything
the writer begins with a capital letter and ends with a period. It's impos-
sible to be more specific. Not all sentences have a subject and a verb or
represent a unified thought. Even run-on and incomplete sentences are
still sentences.

Secondly, no two writers, teachers, or editors use the same terms.
They might call the ideal reader the audience, the reader, or the market. They
might call the key idea the slant, angle, purpose, topic, subject, narrowed topic
or narrowed subject, or the lead.

Finally, fiction and nonfiction writers need to know different terms.
Critics use overlapping terms with a different emphasis. Discussing
grammar or punctuation requires a set of terms aimed at dissecting
sentences, useful only in the final stages of polishing.

Some writing teachers don’t formally teach terms. They bring them
up naturally during editing sessions and class discussion. Students
gradually learn some terms by themselves. We prefer to hand our students
a few vital terms on a platter, so that the group has some common base
from which to begin discussing writing. Then we let the terminology flow
from the activities.

By the end of a semester or so, we like our students to know categories
and genres, the prewriting choices, scenes and sections, and at least some of
the techniques from Chapters 4 and 5, such as action, dialogue, examples,
and anecdotes. We teach grammar and punctuation separate from writing.

To overcome the circular definition problem while still giving stu-
dents the terms at the outset, we use the same steps to teach every
important term:

1. Define the term briefly and read aloud several examples to the
group.

2. Ask students to try it in their practice journal (three to five
minutes at most).

3. Ask volunteers to share practice pieces with the group.

Pass out some kind of follow-up literature. We like handouts for
important terms or lists of suggestions because students can
refer to them later. Summaries on the chalkboard or an overhead
transparency are fine for transient terminology questions.
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On Scenes and Sections

Outlines help everyone but the beginner. The major purpose of
outlining is to break a piece of writing into smaller components (fiction
scenes and nonfiction sections—see Chapters 4 and 5, respectively). Expe-
rienced writers can imagine what might happen in various scenes or
sections as they outline. They can then use the outline to juggle the pieces
into a sensible plan without a lot of rewriting. Beginners, however, have
no idea what a scene or section might include until they write it. For them,
outlining is like trying to put together a puzzle without any pieces. There
are two completely separate writing skills involved: 1) writing solid
fictional scenes or nonfiction sections in depth and 2) fitting together
several scenes or sections. To effectively outline, students need experience
with both.

Young students don’t have the patience or stamina to learn both skills
in one assignment. Students writing complete pieces, however short, do
not learn to write in depth. Instead of outlining, try jumping directly into
isolated scenes and sections with your students (see Chapters 4 and 5).
Once students feel confident with scenes and sections, outlines make
more sense. Teach students how to write isolated scenes and sections first;
work toward writing complete pieces as they gain confidence and skill.

On Storing Papers

Lost papers cause hysteria in writing classrooms. Research notes and
rough drafts soon create a blizzard of paper, much of it easily mistaken
for scratch paper. The easiest way to solve the problem is to buy two
cardboard banker’s boxes: one for loose papers and one for portfolio
pieces. Label two manila folders per student, one for each box.

Insist that students keep all their loose papers and their practice
journals in their folders. Keep the box of student folders where students
can retrieve whatever papers they need, without asking. School lockers
seem to eat stories for lunch, so it may be easiest to have students leave
everything in the box during the day and pick up anything they need for
homework on the way home. A few will forget to come by after school,
but that’s a smaller crisis than a lost story.

Store clean, unmarked copies of portfolio pieces in folders in the port-
foliobox, under lock and key. Keep them until the end of the year, then return
the entire folder. Students are thrilled to see all the work they did in a year.
In the meantime, you'll have clean copies readily at hand for any publishing
projects you have in mind. (See also “Teachers’ Notebook: On Personal,
Practice, and Portfolio Assignments,” Chapter 1, and “Teacher’s Notebook:
On Simple Ways to Publish,” Chapter 6.)
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NOTES
FROM THE PROS

On Fair Play

The old proverb is “Teach the writer, not the writing.” It's a good rule
because writing doesn’t always play fair. Despite enthusiasm and im-
mense effort on the part of the writer, some pieces turn to spaghetti. Some
turn to sand and can’t be remade. Some seem to write themselves. It’s not
always clear why one piece won’t settle down on the page or collapses
altogether, whereas others just flow. With writing, those who sweat most
may achieve the poorest results. It isn’t fair, but it is part of writing. Most
writers have failed manuscripts languishing in the file cabinet.

Keep an eye on students. If one or two can’t seem to make a piece
work despite a long struggle, give them credit for their effort and a
face-saving alternative. They’ve learned more than the others. Those who
persist in the face of such disasters should always get credit for bravery.
It’s part of learning to fail and try again, and that’s a big part of learning
to write.

How Long Will It Take?

Students may be interested to know how long it takes a professional
writer to write something. The man to consult is Lawrence Block. In
addition to writing novels, he writes a column for Writer's Digest and
teaches writing workshops. Block’s book, Writing the Novel from Plot to
Print, is the best we’ve run across and is one of the most practical, honest,
and down-to-earth books about actually getting any book-—not just the
novel—written. We recommend it for serious high-school students and
more mature middle-school students who want to write a book. (Be
aware, however, that Block is also honest about how he paid his dues by
writing porn novels and why writing and drinking don’t mix.) He became
interested in writers’ work habits and surveyed them. According to Block,
most professionals average four to five pages a day, not counting research
and planning or final editing and copyediting. From start to finish, a book
a year—including time off between books—is a good output for a profes-
sional. That works out to something like one page a day. (And then there’s
Isaac Asimov, who wrote fifty pages a day, but he was truly unique.)
Students may want to take another look at their planning. How long is
this really going to take?
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<>’ Every nightmare (and even dogs have them)
hints at the secret of imaginative power in
the human mind. What the stalled or not-yet-
started writer needs is some magic for getting
in touch with himself, some key.

—John Gardner

INTRODUCTION

Writing down a telephone message, directions to a friend’s house, or the answer to a
question on a test is nothing like writing a unified story, essay, or report—any more than
painting a house is the same as painting a landscape. Drafting a complete piece is a whole
new world.

When beginning writers first encounter this new world, the change is a shock. Someone
writing down a telephone message knows how long it will take to write the message down
and has an idea of what the result will be. Those writing longer pieces soon discover that
sometimes they are hot, sometimes stone cold. They cannot estimate whether a drafting
session will go well, nor can they estimate how long it will take to finish a piece. They are
haunted by a sense that the result could easily be an embarrassing catastrophe, despite their
effort. Worse yet, they have trouble deciding how well it turned out once they have finished—
but this is not a problem for students alone. Professional writers often remark that they don’t
know how a piece turned out, even though they have just reread it. Students may only have
a vague sense that they have lost control. “I can’t make my imagination work on time,” wailed
one student.

The rules are upside down in the new world. Puzzling out how to manage takes a long
time, especially if no one mentions that it is a new world, with different rules. Trying to cope
under pressure leads a surprising number of students to suffer from writing blocks at an early
age. Some find writing so painful that they refuse to try anymore.

Avoiding Writing Blocks

The term writer’s block brings to mind an agonized genius living in a cold sweat, unable
to get one line on paper, not a seventh-grader who scrawls out a few careless paragraphs and
tosses the work at the teacher, never wanting to see it again. The fully blocked writer is a rare
phenomenon, but almost all those who write face a few garden-variety writing problems at
one time or another:

They can’t get started.
They can’t find a voice for the piece, and it sounds stilted, phony, or cramped.
They write in painful fits and jerks.

They can only write occasionally.

AN

They can’t finish.

71



72 <’ 3—Getting the Words to Flow on Paper

6. They suddenly lose confidence in their work.

7. They hit a wall about two-thirds of the way through the writing.

As editor and writer Gene Fowler said, “Writing is easy; all you do is sit staring at a blank
sheet of paper until the drops of blood form on your forehead.” This is no joke. These
obstacles cause more writing failures for students than anything else encountered in writing.
If students can’t surmount them, all progress ends.

Writing isn’t one task, but many tasks combined. Some tasks require creativity, others
objectivity. Unfortunately, it is nearly impossible to be creative and objective at once. This
conflict is the basic source of writing blocks. To help students separate conflicting writing
tasks, we tell them that learning to write in the new world is like training two people to do
different jobs. Writing will be much easier if students pretend that they have two people
inside themselves, taking turns working on the piece.

This is not a new idea. There have always been two sides to writing—a creative side and
an editorial side. One of the first writers to note the split nature of writing was Virgil. Through
the centuries, writers have called the two sides of writing many things: the creator and the
critic, the writer and the editor, the unconscious and the conscious, the right brain and the
left brain. We call them the artist and the craftsman.!

The Artist’s Job Description

The artist is in charge of imagination and drafting. Don’t be confused by the term artist
into thinking that we are only discussing fiction. The artist drafts snappy business letters,
clear lab reports, thoughtful commentaries, and winning legal briefs, as well as riveting
dialogue and vivid description. The artist supplies the basic materials of any written piece:

analogies natural voice sentences

ideas observation style

images organizational unity synthesis
individuality paragraphs unity of thought
metaphors patterns whimsy

mood rhythm word flow

Craftsman’s Job Description

The craftsman—a sort of business manager for the artist—is in charge of organization
and editing, and deals with the outside world. The craftsman

¢ decides when, where, and how long the artist will write;

¢ puts together plans;

1. Female craftsmen tell us that they still prefer the word craftsman to craftswoman or craftsperson
because the substitutes sound so clumsy—the very thing good craftsmen are not. We bow to their
choice, at least in part, because it provides a good opportunity for discussing with students the
evolution of language.
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L 4

analyzes and judges the drafts;

*

gives the artist suggestions for revision;

*

finds the proper detail or word when the artist’s choice isn’t quite right;

*

polishes and produces the final piece; and

L

deals with teachers, editors, and readers.

Happily, there are just two ground rules for writing free of blocks:

1. Separate the artist from the craftsman.

The key to writing free of blocks is to separate the work of the artist from the
work of the craftsman, throughout the writing process. Each has a set of jobs. Don’t
mix them. For example, never mix drafting and editing. Drafting needs word
flow—an artist’s job. Editing, however, requires judgment—a craftsman’s job.

Spelling, punctuation, vocabulary, and penmanship are tools of the craftsman
and should never be considered during early drafts. Concern about these details
will slow down the drafting and break the artist’s train of thought. Also, estab-
lishing the work conditions is the craftsman’s job. When the artist does this, it’s
called daydreaming, not writing.

Allow time between doing the tasks of the artist and doing those of the crafts-
man. For example, don’t try to draft and edit in the same session. Don’t even try to
plan and draft in the same session. With experience, writers can learn to separate
two tasks during the same session, but beginners should probably allow at least
twenty-four hours between tasks.

Once students learn the two sets of jobs, many like to give their personal artist
and craftsman names to help keep them separate.

2. Give the artist and the craftsman equal standing and train them to equal strength.
One is not “better” than the other. A weakness in one weakens both. If the
craftsman becomes too strong, too critical, or interferes too soon, the artist is
blocked. The words won’t flow and there isn’t much for the craftsman to prune and
shape later. However, the artist can be lazy. Without the help of the craftsman, the
writer may never finish. The artist and the craftsman must be equally strong, and
must work together in harmony.

There is an artist in each of us. To tap into our creative powers, we only need to
know one thing: The artist is already there. One student called his artist The Force,
tempting us to take the entire class to see Star Wars. Luke Skywalker finds his artist
by finding The Force. He doesn’t need to create The Force; he just needs to learn
how to release it and then how to direct it. This is how writers train their artists.

The activities in this chapter belong to the artists in your students. In Part 1 are activities
designed to help students release the artists within. In Part 2 are activities designed to help
students direct their artists. Be prepared to have fun, and try to make drafting class as magical
as you can. The artist thrives on magic.
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PART 1:
FREEING THE ARTIST

All activities in this part should be done in a practice journal or on scratch paper so
students will not be tempted to write the perfect first draft. Have them do “Braindancing and
Downhilling” (Activity 3) before they try the other activities in this chapter.

Activity 1:
Early Morning Freewrite

<if you are to have the full benefit of the
richness of the unconscious, you must
learn to write easily and smoothly when
the unconscious is in the ascendant.

—Dorothea Brande

In her wonderful book Becoming a Writer, Dorothea Brande points out that the easiest
way to release the artist is to write first thing in the morning. Students will see noticeable
improvements in their writing if they use this technique regularly, but you must persuade
them to do so. Asking “How did the freewrites go this morning?” is a pleasant way to begin
a class discussion about writing problems.

Instructions to Students

Put your personal journal and a free-flowing pen on your nightstand before you go to
bed. Set your alarm a few minutes earlier than usual. When you wake up the next morning,
sit up in bed and begin writing before doing anything else, including brushing your teeth.
For a few minutes, write about anything that comes to mind. Don’t read your writing; just
close your journal and return it to your nightstand.

After you have done this every day for a couple of weeks, we will have a conference to
talk about some of the surprising things you'll find in your journal, but don’t look at it until
then. We'll give you a hint what you’ll find when you do look: a lot of junk, yes, but also some
writing so terrific you won't believe that you wrote it. We don’t know why this happens.
Somehow, early in the morning, your artist is awake, even though the rest of you is asleep.
It’s magic. After a while, you will notice something else: All the other writing you do will
seem easier and turn out better—more magic.
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Activity 2:
Creative Concentration

<’What a release to write so that one forgets
oneself, forgets one’s companion, forgets
where one is or what one is going to do
next—to be drenched in sleep or in the sea.
Pencils and pads and curling blue sheets
alive with letters heap up on the desk.

—Anne Morrow Lindbergh

Many people say that writing takes tough discipline. This is only partly true. What
writing absolutely requires is focused concentration. Achieving that concentration requires
discipline.

Because a writer who cannot concentrate is in hopeless shape, this activity has become
a ritual in our classroom. We use it every drafting day, and on many other days as well. It
unfrazzles the frazzled. It retrieves the energies of those who have just returned from PE. It
gives students a sense of being in a special group, and teaches them how to concentrate when
they write on their own.

Instructions to Students

The reason concentration is so important is because the artist comes out when you
concentrate. Yet concentration is hard to force. Concentrate! you tell yourself while clenching
your fists. Sometimes it works. Often, it doesn’t. There is another way to concentrate—the
artist’s way. We call it creative concentration. Have you ever become so involved in doing
something you enjoy that you didn’t notice the time or what was happening around you?
That’s creative concentration. It’s a little like daydreaming, except that you aren’t just
dreaming. You are doing. Creative concentration is the best kind of concentration for writing.

The steps to creative concentration are quite simple, and they are almost the opposite of
clenching your fists and trying to force it:

1. Relax and clear your mind.
2. Focus on what you want to write about.

3. Begin writing and keep going without stopping until you are rolling.
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Let’s try creative concentration together, as we explain each step:

Step 1:

Step 2:

Step 3:

Relax and clear your mind.

For most people, the best time to write is usually early in the morning because they
are relaxed and don’t have much on their minds. At other times, though, it helps to
know how to deliberately relax and clear your mind. There are many ways to do
this. Let’s try something easy that works for most people:

a. Relax your muscles. You can’t clear your mind if your body is tense or wiggling
around. Take a good stretch, like a cat (cats are experts at stretching). Stretch all
your muscles. Raise your shoulders and try to touch them to the bottoms of your
ears, then let your shoulders drop. Stretch your arms as far away from the sides
of your body as you can, then rotate your shoulders to make big circles with
your hands. Clasp your hands behind your back and bend forward, stretching
your arms above your body.

b. Sit down and close your eyes. Beginning with your feet and moving up your
body to the top of your head, tense your muscles as tightly as you can. Tense
them a little tighter, then suddenly relax.

c. Take deep breaths. With your arms and legs uncrossed and your eyes closed,
take a deep breath. Slowly breathe out. Take another deep breath and slowly
exhale. Taking a few deep breaths—taking oxygen into your system—is your
body’s natural way of relaxing.

d. Clear your mind of thoughts. Sit still with your eyes closed and imagine a wall
painted all one color. If a thought drifts into your mind, gently push it aside and
imagine the wall. Soon, you will be able to imagine the wall without having
many other thoughts. You want your mind to be still before doing the next step.

Focus on what you want to write about.

Think about the characters, an interesting fact, the first sentence, or anything else
about the piece you want to write. Let the thoughts float into your mind. Don’t try
to organize them. After a couple of minutes, think about what you might write down
first. Soon, you’ll be ready to begin writing.

Begin writing and keep going without stopping until you are rolling.

Now that your concentration is focused, write for five minutes without stopping. If
you can’t think of anything to write, write “I can’t think of anything to write.” You
don’t need to write fast, but keep moving forward. Don’t back up to make changes
or corrections. The point is to start gently and then keep writing without stopping.
It won't be long before you are rolling. It’s like starting an old car by rolling it down
a hill—that first five minutes is your push to get your “writing car” rolling. If you
like braindancing (see Activity 3), braindance for at least five minutes without
stopping, then downhill for five minutes.
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Activity 3:
Braindancing and Downhilling

“’True ease in writing comes from art, not chance
As those move easiest who have learned to dance.
—Alexander Pope

This method of persuading the words to flow has many names: Gabriele Rico calls it
clustering and webbing in her book Writing the Natural Way, which explores using a similar
method with many kinds of writing. We once called it brainstorming and fastwriting, but
students would choose Wagnerian-sized themes and write like sprinters heading for the tape.
The process is much lazier: Let ideas dance to mind, record them quickly, and then slip
gracefully down the page like an expert downhill skier, braindancing and downbhilling.

“Braindancing and Downhilling,” a student favorite, works best with poems, short
pieces, or short sections of longer works. It is especially helpful for those who find the
physical mechanics of expressing a thought in a sentence so slow that they lose the thought
before they finish the sentence. Students enjoy using colored pens and pencils to braindance.
Some people have a strong urge to make their writing look pretty; in a first draft, however,
they should not. Using pretty colors to braindance satisfies this urge, relieving the pressure
they feel to draft beautifully (and perfectly) the first time.

Instructions to Students

Writing is thinking on paper. Have you ever forgotten what you wanted to write while
you were writing it? The longer the piece you are writing, the more likely you will bump into
this problem. Everybody does, because thinking is fast, but writing is slow. Learning to hold
a thought in your mind until you get it on paper takes practice. Braindancing helps you
remember your thoughts; downhilling helps you get them down on paper. Recording
thoughts in a braindance takes two minutes. Writing them out in sentences—downhilling—
takes ten minutes. Braindancing helps you save your thoughts so that you don’t forget them.

There’s another reason braindancing and downhilling make writing easier: People often
think of the end of a story before they think of the beginning. When you braindance, you can
record your thoughts in the order they come to you. When you downhill, you can write about
them in any order you choose.

Before you begin, get organized:

1. Have several pens and pencils and several sheets of lined notebook paper handy.
You don’t want to break your concentration by hunting for pens or paper after
you’'ve begun.

2. Using a ruler or a straightedge, draw a line down several of the pages you will use
for downhilling about three inches from the right-hand side of each page. This is
your margin. It should be wide so that you have plenty of room for additions later.
Lightly draw a big X on the back. It will be easier to edit your writing if you leave
margin space. When you downhill, write on every other line. Writing on just one
side of the page will allow you to use cut-and-paste editing. Now, get out a couple
of clean sheets of paper to use for braindancing.



78 <’ 3—Getting the Words to Flow on Paper

3. Pick a starting point or writing idea. You can also choose an idea for a section or a

scene of a longer piece.

How to Braindance

The braindancing process involves the following steps:

Step 1:

Step 2:

Step 3:

Record your writing idea.

On one of the clean sheets of paper, write a word or a phrase in capital letters at the
center of the page to represent your starting point or writing idea. If you are working
on a section of a longer piece, it represents your idea for that section. Draw a circle
around the word or phrase. If you can’t think of an idea, use the word breakfast—
almost everyone can think of something to write about breakfast.

Develop creative concentration (see Activity 2).

Record your thoughts as they come to you.

To record a thought, write down a couple of words that will help you remember the
thought later. For example, suppose you are writing a story about a dog, and one of
your thoughts is “This dog chews pink tennis shoes.” You can record it by writing
“dog shoes” or “pink shoes.” The words will remind you of the complete thought.

Draw a circle around each thought after you record it. The circles are important:
They separate one thought from another and help you remember each thought.
Draw lines to connect thoughts that you think are related. When you have finished,
the paper will look like a spiderweb of your thoughts.

Don’ttry too hard and don’t hurry. Also, don’t try to decide whether or not the thoughts
are good; let the thoughts come and record them, whatever they are. Record thoughts
that you may not use in your writing, as well as those you are certain you will use.
You won't use all your braindancing thoughts, but if you don’t record them all, you
might block the flow of ideas. Try to fill the entire page with thoughts.

EXAMPLE

(Note to Teachers: A quick way to demonstrate braindancing is to have students call
out ideas as you record them on the blackboard or an overhead transparency.)

Writing Idea: A Story About a Stubborn Dog Named Harry.
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(Braindancing thoughts written out in sentences.)

Harry was a mutt that Mom brought home one day. Harry soontried to rule the entire
house. He was picky, too. He insisted on having his own room. He took a pink tennis
shoe from my sister’s closet and wouldn’t give it back. It was his toy, his prize. Finally,
when Harry decided to sleep on Dad’s bed, Dad got fed up and tried to boot him off.
The next morning, Harry was gone, and so was his pink shoe.

How to Downbhill

Pick one thought from your braindance and begin writing. Don’t hurry; write like an
expert skier gliding gently down the slope. Keep writing until you finish your piece. If you
are writing a long piece, write a section or a scene in one downhill swoop.

It’s important to keep writing. Don’t erase or cross out or back up. Fiddling with details
and backing up is as bad as skiing uphill. Besides taking a lot of energy, it doesn’t work. Fix
details and problems later. You want to feel free and easy when you downhill.

Braindancing and Downhilling

The following points will help you use these techniques:

¢ If you constantly slow down because you can’t remember a word or a spelling or

punctuation rule, don’t skip over it. Make your best guess, mark it with an “unsure
code,” and then move on. Unsure codes help you find problems later, so you can fix
them when you edit. Print the unsure codes in capital letters inside parentheses, so
that later on you can find them easily. You can create your own codes or use the
following:

(SP) = Check spelling.

(PUNCT) = Check punctuation.

(WORD) = Find a better word.

(FACT) = Check this fact.

(CHECK ) = Check whatever is noted in the blank space.

¢ What do you do when you are downhilling and a thought on a different subject comes
floating in? You have two options. You can stop downhilling, turn over the page and
downhill on that subject for awhile, then return to your original downhill. If you don't
want to stop your present downhill, add a word or two to your braindance that will
remind you of the thought. Then you can downhill about it later on.

¢ When you are drafting, you may sometimes bump into what Henriette Klauser calls
“the Wall” in Writing on Both Sides of the Brain. This is a place where you get stuck—a
place writers know well. Here’s the trick: Never stop writing at the Wall. Plod along
one sentence at a time. Tell yourself that you will keep writing for five more minutes.
The Wall can’t stop you forever. If you keep plodding along, you will eventually jump
the Wall and get rolling again.
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¢ Whenever the words won'’t flow, return to your braindance and add to it until you feel
like writing again. If you must stop because you’ve run out of time, save your
braindance for the next time you write. You might also try recopying the last para-
graph of your downhill before continuing. Some writers like to edit their previous
drafts as a way to begin writing. You can try this, but most beginners find it easier to
save editing until they have everything on paper.

Activity 4:
Finding a Writing Place

«<’The place isn’t important. The color of ink or
typewriter ribbon isn’t important. The fancy
files behind your desk or table aren’t impor-
tant. Not being distracted from turning out a
page or more a day is important.

—Robert Aldeman

Writing takes a tremendous amount of concentration. Most writers aid concentration by
choosing a particular place and time to write daily. They can be fanatic about it, especially
those who write books. Stories abound of writers who could not finish a book because their
favorite restaurant closed or because they remodeled their office and couldn’t concentrate in
the new one. Many writers are also suspicious of stopping, even for a weekend. Many say
they grow cold if they don’t write at least every other day.

Students are not writing books, of course, but daily practice in a specified place at a
specified time makes a world of difference to their writing. Writing is like playing the piano
or golf: The only way to learn to do it is to practice, practice, practice.

Instructions to Students

You won’t always have time in school to do all your writing, so your homework
assignment is to find at least one good place to write outside school. Professional writers
notice which places are best for writing. Once they find a good place, they try to go there to
write every day at the same time. They do this to help their concentration. Having a good
writing place will make writing easier. There is no particular place that works for everybody,
but there are a few basic rules for choosing and using a writing place. Some of you may find
that place at home and some of you won't.

Rule 1: Find a place with no distractions.

Talking and writing don’t mix. If the words come out of your mouth, they won't
flow from your pen. Avoid places where people interrupt you. Avoid places where
others talk near you. Avoid places where you will want to talk. Even pieces of paper
or books on your desk can be distracting. Avoid messy places, cramped places, and
places where you can’t move distracting things out of your field of vision. Find a
place that doesn’t have too many things around to distract you.
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Rule 2:

Rule 3:

Rule 4:

Some people find too much quiet distracting. They like a little background noise. The
trick is to make that noise boring. Foot-tapping music and interesting television
programs will distract you. Very soft, slow music might be fine. You might buy
cassettes and records of the sounds of nature: birds, waterfalls, raindrops, and so on.
These sounds work very well as nondistracting background noise. Very dull televi-
sion or radio programs work, too.

Write at the same time, in the same place.

Always go to your writing place when you want to write or do research. Try to find
a place you can use at the same time every day. Also, avoid doing other things there.
It's your writing place—save it for writing.

Keep your materials together.

It’s best to store your materials at your writing place. If not, you will need to
remember to take your “Starting Points and Writing Ideas Notebook,” practice
journal, pens, pencils, paper, previous drafts, and other materials with you when
you go to your writing place. If you can’t keep your materials at your writing place,
find a place where you can keep them together.

Notice what helps and what doesn’t.

As you use your writing place, notice what helps you and what distracts you.
Experiment to make your writing place better. Keep notes on any ideas you have to
make your writing place better. Also, make a habit of getting organized before you
begin writing. You want to concentrate on writing, not on finding things.

Make a list of places near home or school where you could go to write. Don’t forget the
library as an option. Make a list of times when you could write at these places. Tonight, show
the rules to your parents and ask them to help you find such a place. Tomorrow, show your
list to another teacher and ask for suggestions. Bring your list to class tomorrow. We'll discuss
the place and time you have chosen and work out any problems you might have.
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PART 2:
DIRECTING THE ARTIST

Students should know how to use braindancing and downhilling (see Activity 3) and
also must have some confidence with just letting the words flow on paper to get the most out
of the activities in this part. These are not one-time activities but favorites we use regularly
to inspire and stimulate the drafting process.

Activity 5:
Zoom Lens

<’The oldest books are still only just out to
those who have not read them.

—Samuel Butler

Just as six-year-olds have a natural ability to write delightful poetry and eighteen-year-
olds have a natural ability to write passionate opinions, twelve- to fifteen-year-olds have a
natural ability to write fiction. Their desire to get to the heart of the action, their keen
observation of detail, and their strong emotions are all advantages in writing fiction. Teachers
are always a little surprised by this observation because so much of the writing they see from
students is flat and clichéd. In part, this is natural. A cliché is a good metaphor that has been
overused, but it is still new to young people, it is as fresh and funny for them as the day it
was coined. Nevertheless, they need to work on using fewer clichés in their writing.

Some teachers try to help students by requiring them to use more adjectives and adverbs.
We've tried this ourselves, but it usually produces rather strange pieces littered with words
a good editor would cut. We now use the activity “Zoom Lens,” which helps students avoid
clichés by encouraging their natural talent for detailed observation.

Instructions to Students

Today we are going to practice “Zoom Lens.” This writing exercise is based on a favorite
old rule of writers: “Show; don’t tell.” The zoom lens makes drafting easier, and it makes
your stories more fun to read because it helps you find interesting details so that you can
show your reader the characters or settings instead of telling your reader about them.

Suppose you are describing a character named Mr. Brown. You could write, “Mr. Brown
was nice,” but this is not very interesting. It doesn’t show us anything about Mr. Brown. “Mr.
Brown was wonderfully nice” or “Mr. Brown was charming” are not much better. Readers
like details. You want to show your reader what your characters are like, don’t tell your readers
about them. In other words, show Mr. Brown doing nice things; don’t just tell your reader he
was nice.
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EXAMPLE

MP-BPOWN FEET ON HEATER

LETS KIDS LOOK AT FISHING TACKLE

Mr. Brown had purple toes. He ran a small hardware store in town,
the kind of store that had one of just about everything. Sunday after-
noons, when business was slow, he'd sit up front and let me wander
through the store. My favorite section was the fishing tackle. I'd gloat
over every new spinner and weight, dreaming that some day | could
actually buy one. He'd take off his shoes and socks and put his feet
right on top of the small electric heater he kept by the cash register. |
asked him once why his feet didn’t burn.

“See them toes?” he said. “They're purple. Cold as ice all winter.
Can't get '’em warmed up enough to burn.”

See how much more interesting Mr. Brown is when the writer shows Mr. Brown being nice?
In the course of describing Mr. Brown, the writer also reveals a lot about the story: The reader
learns that it takes place in a small town, and also learns that the narrator—the character who
is telling the story—is a kid who likes to look at fishing tackle.

How to Play Zoom Lens

Step 1: Create a picture of a character in your mind. Imagine your character in a specific
place—the setting.

Step 2: Pretend to be a camera operator filming the scene. Look at your scene through
the camera.

Step 3: Once you have the scene set in your mind, zoom in on at least three details about
what your character looks like, what your character is doing, or how your character
is feeling.

Step 4: Use the details from step 3 to write a paragraph or two describing the character
or the setting, or both.

In your practice journal, use the zoom lens to describe a character.

The zoom lens helps you describe settings. Usually, you don’t describe the setting all at
once. You describe it bit by bit as the action of the story takes place. Suppose you want to
describe part of the setting by describing a character looking at the sunset. You could write,
“The sky was beautiful,” or you could use the zoom lens to show your reader details.
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EXAMPLE

G;;s FLAMING ORANGE

TREE BRANCHES LIKE

FINGERS

@DAEK GRASSES

Joe stared at the setting sun, watching the clouds flame orange
and melt soft pink. The trees stood in a row along the crest of the hill,
the black-fingered branches dancing with a gentle joy to the songs of
crickets in the warm, dark grass.

“l can never leave this place," he sighed.

See how much better a reader can imagine the sunset when the writer shows flame-colored
clouds and tree branches like fingers?

In your practice journal, try using the zoom lens to describe a setting.

If you are having a hard time imagining a scene, try using the zoom lens to find at least
three details for each of the five senses. Begin with something simple, such as “girl sitting on
arock.” Pretend you're the girl. Make up at least three details describing how it smells, tastes,
feels, sounds, and looks to be sitting on that rock. Finally, describe how the girl is feeling at
that moment. You probably won’t use all the details you create, but it’s better to have too
many details to choose from than too few.

EXAMPLE

sand grains @ sand
ocks small plants

dr
@ shimmering SIGHT burning desert J
gentle wind (how it looks) ’@

GIRL SITTING ON A ROCK

hot breeze

hot, burning fingers baking rock

embarrassed

FEELINGS ) angry with a friend dry throat
cold fury

Mary crouched down and tested the warmth of the rock with her
fingertips before settling herself upon it. She stared across miles of
shimmering rock and sand. Usually, the dusty smell and the gentle
press of the hot breeze calmed her. But not today. Today, the desert
brought with it cold fury.
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When you have dull “tell” writing, it is usually trying to report something that a
character experienced with one of the five or six human senses: sound, sight, smell, touch,
taste (and emotion). For example, “Carol heard the bell.” “Show” writing tries to pull the
reader right in by showing the reader what the character is seeing, feeling, hearing, and so
forth; for example, “The bell boomed through Carol’s ears. On and on it rang until she
thought the noise would drive her mad.”

In your practice journal, try using the zoom lens with the five senses to write a descrip-
tion of either a character or a setting.

Have you ever said, “I'm bored”? Well, the zoom lens is just the technique for you. You
can use it to help you describe a character’s mood, with words such as bored, happy, or
frightened. For example, imagine yourself in a place that is boring. Use the zoom lens to find
at least three details of the scene (use the five senses, if you need more details). Then write a
couple of paragraphs of a story about a character who is bored, without using the words bored
or boring.

If you find yourself using any of the words in the following list, this is a good clue that
it’s time to try the zoom lens. They tend to pop up next to the word was (or is) when you are
telling, not showing.

TELL WORDS
About Characters About Settings
was a pain in the neck was beautiful
was bored was boring
was dumb was cold
was friendly was dark
was funny was dirty
was interesting was empty
was lazy was scary
was nice was spooky
was pretty (or beautiful) was strange
was sad was sunny
was smart was warm
was tall, dark, and handsome was weird
was terrific was wet
was ugly was wild
was weird was yucky

Additional Notes to Teachers

¢ Add dull adjectives and clichés from students’ writing to the list of tell words.
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Activity 6:
Hooks and Leaders

“:“"\-”’Beginning a book is unpleasant . . . Worse than
not knowing your subject is not knowing how
to treat it, because that’s finally everything.

—Phillip Roth

Many students can’t get started because they have so much trouble writing the first
sentence. This activity provides them with some first-sentence models to help them over the
hump.

Instructions to Students

The opening of your piece is worth special consideration. You want it to grab your
readers’ attention and then tempt them to keep reading. It helps to think of your opening as
two sentences: the hook, to grab your readers’ attention, and the leader, to tempt them to
keep reading. Hooks and leaders can be longer than one sentence, of course, but be careful
not to lose your reader.

Writing an opening is like fishing: The fish bites your hook, then you pull the fish into
the boat with your leader. What hooks a reader? Information, surprise, or suspense. What
leads the reader into the piece? Knowing a little bit about what is to come, but not everything.
In fiction, the leader sets up a little puzzle to be solved by reading further. In nonfiction, the
leader promises more information to the reader who keeps reading.

You can write your hook and leader at any time. Some writers use anything that comes
to mind for a first sentence, just to get started. Then they rewrite the opening after they finish
the piece. Others like to write a polished opening before they begin drafting the rest. Either
way, it helps to try several different openings, then pick the one that you like best.

There are thousands of kinds of hooks and leaders. In the “Hooks and Leaders” handout,
we've listed ten different kinds of hooks to give you some ideas. Let’s discuss two of them
in detail: the shocker and the summary hooks. We need a writing idea to begin. Let’s pretend
that we want to write a fantasy story about a girl and a dragon. We’'ll name the girl Jesse.
Fantasies often have magicians, many of them named Merlin. We like magicians, so we’ll
make up one—Marlon the Magician. (We are quite sure you can invent more creative names,
but these names will do for now.)

First, we’ll write a shocker hook. The shocker hook surprises the reader and creates
suspense. The hook presents an attention-catching, life-or-death (or at least dangerous)
situation, and then the leader creates a little suspense.

(In the following examples, the hook is italic; the rest of the opening is the leader.)

EXAMPLE

Fiction Shocker Hook

A purple dragon can change your life or squash you flat. When Marlon sent the dragon
to Jesse, he couldn’t be sure which would happen. He just hoped for the best.
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Not bad. The shocker hook presents a scary possibility: getting squashed by a dragon.
The leader presents a puzzle. We learn that Marlon sent the dragon, but we don’t know
everything. If dragons are so dangerous, why did he send it? Does he hate Jesse? No. The
next sentence says that Marlon hoped for the best. He’s worried. Perhaps he was forced to
send the dragon, but we don’t know why or what will happen unless we keep reading.

The summary hook grabs the reader with interesting, but incomplete information. It
provides bits and pieces of who, what, when, where, why, and how in cne sentence with an

implied invitation to read on to find out more. Again, we’ll use a leader that creates a little
mystery or suspense.

EXAMPLE

Fiction Summary Hook

(who) (what) (where)

When Jesse saw the purple dragon appear in the meadow

(when) (why)
on Friday she knew Marlon the Magician sent it. Marlon always

sent something on Friday and it usually caused trouble.

In this example, the leader creates several little mysteries. What is the relationship between
Marlon and Jesse? Why should he send things to her? Why on Friday? Is this dragon going
to cause trouble? What kind? We must keep reading to solve these mysteries!

Hooks and leaders help with nonfiction openings, too. We need an idea to begin. Let’s use
“why people should buckle their seatbelts” and try shocker and summary hooks and leaders.

EXAMPLE

Nonfiction Shocker Hook

Don’t buckle up this morning, and you could be dead by noon.

If people knew the facts they would buckle up more often.
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Nonfiction Summary Hook

(who) (how) (what)

Each time you buckle your seatbelt, you reduce your chances

(when)
of being killed or injured that day by fifty percent. Why do people
who try to protect themselves in so many other ways so often fail

to buckle up?

The summary hook explains or implies who, what, why, when, where, and how for an
interesting fact. The leader promises information about why people don’t buckle their
seatbelts. Those of you who have worked with prewriting choices (see “Prewriting Choices
for Nonfiction, Chapter 2, Activity 1) will notice that the leader in nonfiction openings
frequently presents the key idea for the piece.

Practice writing some hooks and leaders. Choose a writing idea and try writing at least
three different hooks and leaders for a story or nonfiction piece. Use the “Hooks and Leaders”
handout for ideas. When you have finished, choose the hook and leader you think is most
effective.

(Text continues on p. 93.)
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Hooks and Leaders

Student Handout

There are as many first sentences as there are stories and writers. You might want to
collect the first sentences of other writers and study them. Write your own versions. In this
handout are ten types of hooks, each followed by a leader (the hook is italic; the rest of the
opening is the leader).

You will probably notice that our hooks and leaders get you off to a fast start. Longer
pieces and more academic pieces often have more leisurely openings. The ideas here can help
you when you are stuck, but if a good first sentence comes to you naturally, use it.

1. Shocker: The shocker hook opens the piece with a life-or-death (or at least dangerous)
situation.

EXAMPLE
Fiction

A purple dragon can change your life or squash you flat. When Marlon sent the dragon
to find Jesse, he couldn’t be sure which would happen. He just hoped for the best.

Nonfiction

If you don’t buckle up this morning, you could be dead by noon. If people knew the
facts, they would buckle up more often.

2. Summary: The summary hook tells the reader a little bit about who, what, when, where,
why, and how in one sentence.

EXAMPLE
Fiction

When Jesse saw the purple dragon appear in the meadow one Friday, she knew
Marlon the Magician had sent it. Marton always sent something on Friday, and it
usually caused trouble.

Nonfiction

Each time you buckle your seatbelt, you reduce your chances of being killed or injured
by fifty percent. Seatbelts have saved more lives in the past twenty years than any
other human invention.

From Teaching Writing in Middle School. © 1998 Beth Means and Lindy Lindner. Teacher Ideas Press. (800} 237-6124.
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3. Capsule: The capsule hook opens the piece with a brief summary.

EXAMPLE
Fiction

Marlon the Magician sent something every Friday, and it usually caused trouble. The
purple dragon was no exception. Jesse, of course, didn’'t know that this particular
purple dragon had been sent to save her life.

Nonfiction

Seatbelts have saved more lives in the past twenty years than any other human
invention. Even more lives can be saved if we take a few seconds to buckle up each
time we get in a car.

4. Definition: The definition hook begins with a definition, either from a dictionary or one
you write.

EXAMPLE
Fiction

Dragons are huge, terrifying beasts with beautiful, jeweled eyes and disgusting
breath. The friendly ones are purple. It was one of the purple variety that met Jesse
in a meadow one Friday.

Nonfiction

A seatbelt is something you spend three seconds buckling to save three years in the
hospital. The simple act of buckling up each time you get in a car reduces your
chances of being injured or killed by fifty percent.

5. Problem: The problem hook briefly suggests a problem that you will solve in the piece.
EXAMPLE

Fiction

If a large purple dragon drops into a meadow in front of you one day, it won’t go away
until you understand why it came. Jesse knew Marlon had sent the dragon, but she
hadn't the faintest idea why.

Nonfiction

Most people’s biggest problem when driving is getting their passengers to buckle up.
The best way to accomplish this life-saving task is to explain the facts.
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6. Question: The question hook asks a question that you will answer in the piece.

EXAMPLE
Fiction

The question for Jesse was this: What do you do with a large, purple dragon? Hers
landed in front of her in a meadow one Friday afternoon. Obviously, Marlon had sent
it, but she had no idea why.

Nonfiction

Before you start your car, do you check to be certain all your passengers are buckled
up? You can save money, time, and grief with a two-second check.

7. Statement of Authority: The statement of authority hook is most often used by experts
writing about their subject of expertise. You can use it, too, provided you show why you
or one of your characters is an expert.

EXAMPLE
Fiction

When Marlon sends you a purple dragon, he has a good reason. | know. He sent me
one, and it caused no end of trouble. (In this case the expert is Jesse.)

Nonfiction

According to a survey | took of students in my school, only thirty percent of them
buckle their seatbelts every time they get into a car. They might buckle up more often
if they knew the facts. (You are the expert because you did the survey.)

8. Quotation: The quotation hook begins with a quote, from a person or from a book,
magazine, or newspaper, that fits the story or subject. For fiction, you can make up
people, books, magazines, and newspapers to quote.

EXAMPLE
Fiction

“In 3050 King Fardmen declared the last dragon dead.”—The History of the House
of Fardmen. Jesse had read the famous history of her country written by the scholar
Quiliman, and she knew it was wrong, particularly on the subject of dragons. One
Friday, more than 150 years after the King had declared dragons extinct, a large,
purple dragon appeared before her. Dead? No. This dragon was most certainly alive,
at least lively enough to cause her no end of trouble.
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Nonfiction

“l know | should wear seatbelts, but | often don't," said Bill Bramer, a student at Leschi
Middle School. According to my survey, Bill is like many students at Leschi. More than
seventy percent of those surveyed said that often they did not buckle their seatbelts.

9. Statistics: The statistics hook cites a statistic that leads into the piece. For fiction, you
can make up a source.

EXAMPLE

Fiction

According to the Fardmen Daily Screamer, more than eighty percent of all dragon
sightings in the year 4101 were somehow connected to one man, the Magician named
Marlon. Experts claimed that this statistic was pure twaddle. They maintained that
both the Magician Marlon and dragons were myths. Jesse never believed in the
magician, but the day a large, purple dragon appeared before her, she knew Marlon
had sent it.

Nonfiction

One in every eight people will be involved in an automobile accident at least once in
their lives. Even a minor fender-bender can produce serious injuries if the passengers
are not wearing seatbelts.

10. Comparison or Contrast: The comparison or contrast hook compares two things for
similarities, contrasts them for differences, or both.

EXAMPLE
Fiction

(contrasting girls to dragons) Young, headstrong girls and dragons have little in
common. Girls can rarely be successfully ordered around, whereas dragons are
always under orders, usually those of a magician. Girls laugh at magicians; dragons
worship them. Girls are sometimes pretty, dragons are always gorgeous, if you can
ignore their stink. Getting a girl together with a dragon is difficult, but this was the
Magician Marlon's task one Friday when he sent a large, purple dragon to meet a girl
named Jesse.

Nonfiction

(contrasting what can happen in thirty seconds) It takes thirty seconds to buckle the
average seatbelt and the same amount of time to die without one. People who do not
use seatbelts are twice as likely to die in an accident as those who do.
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Activity 7:
Warm-Ups for Cold Days

“<’You don’t start with any aesthetic manifesto,
you just do what works.

—E. L. Doctorow

Writing can wax hot and cold. Students, like all writers, may have trouble getting started
because they are writing cold that day. In the “Warm-Ups” handout, we’ve collected ideas to
help students get started on those cold days. Students enjoy doing these activities in their
practice journals, independent of any writing assignment.

Instructions to Students

When you begin writing regularly (every day or every other day), you will begin to
notice something strange about writing. Some days, writing is very easy—you are writing
hot and nothing can stop you. Other days are just the opposite—you are writing cold and it
is hard to get started. There is nothing wrong with you; this is the way of writing.

You should not stop writing just because you are having a cold day. What you need to
do is get warmed up. We have a handout listing some ideas for warming up on cold days.
Save it; it’s a handy list.

(Text continues on p. 97.)
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Warm-Ups

Student Handout

Concentrate on following your writing routine. Don’t worry about the deadline or the
entire piece; just worry about the part of your piece that you want to write today.

*

Try to write poorly. Natalie Goldberg, in her book Writing Down the Bones, calls this
“composting.” Gardeners compost old leaves and vegetable matter as the basis of their
garden soil. You are preparing to write the piece later by writing garbage now. Let it
compost in the back of your mind for awhile. Eventually a flower of a story or poem
might grow from the compost.

Tell yourself that you will keep working for five minutes more. Then, if it still isn’t
going well, you can try something else.

Work on two pieces at once. If you are writing cold on one, switch to the other.

Pick another section of the piece and begin there. If you are stuck on the beginning,
write the ending or the climax.

Change your tools: Switch to a different pen. Write on a tiny pad of paper. Write on a
big art pad using big, bright pens. If you are using a computer, switch off the monitor.
Tell your story to a tape recorder—or to yourself.

Draw a picture of your story, then write about it.
Edit and recopy a section you have already drafted.

Try “Braindancing and Downhilling” (Activity 3), “Zoom Lens” (Activity 5), “Hooks
and Leaders” (Activity 6), or “Follow the Leader” (Activity 8).

Hold a conference with your teacher or a member of your writing group. Explain why
you are having trouble and ask for suggestions.

Pretend that you are someone else writing about the same subject. For example, if you
are writing about a porcupine, pretend to be the porcupine. If you are writing a
romance, pretend to be a Martian anthropologist visiting Earth, and write a letter home
explaining the romance.

Write about whatever is in front of you. Close your eyes, turn your head, and open
your eyes. Describe whatever you see, in detail. Then describe the things around it.
Once you have warmed up, begin writing a scene for your piece using that description.
For example, suppose you have described a crack in the linoleum. Write a scene for
your piece in which one of your characters is looking at a crack in the linoleum.

Try writing your piece in a different genre. Write your essay as a song, your story as
ahow-to, your film script as a poem, your news article as a short story, or your personal
experience as a letter.

Braindance backwards (see Activity 3): Draw a pretty web of circles and lines, then fill
in the circles with whatever ideas seem appropriate.
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* Forget that you are writing about something in particular, just begin writing and keep
writing. Don’t even try to write sentences. Write single words, or thoughts or feelings.
Write anything at all.

¢ Write backwards. Write the last sentence of a paragraph, then the sentence preceding
it, then the sentence preceding that, working back to the first sentence.

¢ Borrow a few words to begin a first sentence.

EXAMPLES

| remember ...

You wouldn’t think that . ..

| have never . ..

For the past two years, 1. ..
The last time | . ..

If you have never ...

You think you know how to uniil you . ..

A good friend can . ..
This morning was the first time | . ..

If you are writing fiction, you may prefer to change these starter sentences to the third
person, past tense.

EXAMPLES
He (she) remembered . ..
He (she) never thought that . ..
He (she) had never . ..
Make a connection between your subject and something unrelated and write about
that. For example, suppose you are writing about the American Revolution. Look
around. How are the things you see connected to the American Revolution? For

example, how are your tennis shoes connected to the American Revolution? Use your
connection as a first sentence of a warm-up paragraph. Go ahead! Be ridiculous!

EXAMPLES

How are tennis shoes connected to the American Revolution?

The tennis shoe was invented to help George Washington sneak up on the British.

How are fluorescent lights connected to the American Revolution?

Ben Franklin snapped on the fluorescent light and then . ..
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* Make up a starter sentence. Fold a piece of paper in half lengthwise. On the first
half (so that when you unfold the paper this half will be on the left), make a list
of subjects—human, animal, vegetable, mineral, or any other category. On the other
half, make a list of unusual verbs. Use a thesaurus or a dictionary for help (you may
choose verbs you don’t know, but look up the definitions). Unfold the paper and write
a sentence using each subject-verb pair. Then write about anything the sentences

suggest.
EXAMPLE
handwriting grumble
anteaters joust
joneliness poise

My handwriting grumbles onto the page.
Each night, anteaters joust with a thousand prey.

Loneliness is poised on my doorstep.
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Activity 8:
Follow the Leader

¢<’The instruction we find in books is like fire.
We fetch it from our neighbors, kindle it at
home, communicate it to others, and it be-
comes the property of all.
—Voltaire

It’s a paradox that much about writing cannot be explained in words, any more than words
alone can explain a piece of music. “Follow the Leader” is the writer’s version of listening and
humming along to music. For students who have not yet read widely, listening to writing is
vital if they are to develop a strong sense of what they are trying to accomplish. Playing “Follow
the Leader” is simple: Choose a scene, section, paragraph, or sentence of a published work. Discuss
it briefly, read it aloud, and ask students to write their version, following the writer’s lead.

We use “Follow the Leader” whenever we explain a new writing term or whenever we
want students to try a particular technique (see “Teacher’s Notebook: On Writing Terms,”
Chapter 2; see Chapter 4 for nonfiction techniques and Chapter 5 for fiction techniques). If
we want students to develop good characterization, we read a few paragraphs with good
characterization; if we want students to develop dialogue, we begin by reading dialogue. If
we want to teach a rule of punctuation, we read an appropriate sentence aloud, including all
the correct punctuation marks, while students write it on paper. Then we ask them to write
their own sentences following that example. “Follow the Leader” is a wonderful way to get
students started, and it is a simple method for clarifying what you want students to try without
getting tangled up in windy explanations.

Instructions to Students

Reading and writing go together. The more you read, the easier it is to write; the more
you write, the more interested you are in reading. One way to learn about writing is to play
“Follow the Leader.” Choose a few paragraphs from a story or an article that you like. Read
the text aloud and then braindance and downhill (see Activity 3) to write your version. Let’s
try it with a scene from James Herriot’s All Creatures Great and Small (Bantam, 1978, p. 12).
Herriot is one of our favorite authors for “Follow the Leader.” His beautifully described
scenes about everyday life will inspire you to write with depth and imagination. For those
of you who haven’t read his books, Herriot is a country veterinarian in the north of England.

In this scene, he is coming to the door of a clinic to interview for a job, and he meets Mrs.
Hall, the housekeeper. As you read the scene, notice a couple of things: Not much happens
in the scene. Herriot rings the doorbell and Mrs. Hall answers it. That’s the entire plot. Also,
notice the details——how Herriot describes the door and the dogs. It’s the little details that
make scenes interesting, not necessarily what happens.

When you have finished reading the scene, get out your practice journals. Make up a
character and give the character a name, and make up a house. Write a brief scene about what
happens to your character at the house. Your version doesn’t need to be like Herriot’s—it’s
your story—except that you should try to use as much detail as Herriot uses when you tell

your story.
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EXAMPLES
(These unedited examples come from a sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-grade writing
workshop just as they were turned in. Spelling, grammar, punctuation, and para-
graphing have not been edited.)

When we got to the porch, | rang the doorbell. Nobody answered.
| turned the door handle and opened the door. We walked in to take a
ook around. We looked everywhere in the house. There was only one
place left, the basement. When we got down 1o the basement, we saw
a crazy looking man, his hair was sticking up, he had a big long nose
with a pimple in each nostril, and his clothes were made of trash he
found in a garbage can. My friend elbowed me and whispered to me,
“He looks like something you'd find in the toilet” He stared at me and
then at my friend, then he said he was expecting us. He told us he was
a scientist, and he wanted us to test some sort of machine for him. My
friend said, “Forget you!” and we both started to run upstairs to escape,
but the door shut automatically. We were trapped.
—A seventh-grader

As | was turning, | could see on each side of me emerald green
grass, perfectly cut. On the outside of the grass, | could see many
beautiful purple and red flowers all standing in a row. When | reached
the step, an old cat was lying there, purring softly. When | reached the
door, | could see the perfectly cut wood that was carved into the door.
As | rang the doorbell, a sound of soothing music floated towards me.
When the door finally opened, a beautiful, but older lady came and
opened the door. She was the best looking lady | had ever seen. She
wore a blue shawl with dark blue pants. Her face was absolutely perfect.
She had blue eyes and grayish-white hair. Her nose and mouth were
just perfect.

Her house was all white and very clean. She asked me what |
wanted. | told her | was collecting paper delivery money.

—A sixth-grader

“Hey! Where is everyone?” | screeched at the top of my voice as |
burst into the front door. “Oh great,” | thought, “my first day here and
my parents want to abandon me”

I walked into the living room. It was still empty, but the dining room
furniture was already arranged. There were a few boxes lying around,
but I was wondering where all the other furniture was.

| had just walked into the kitchen when | heard a car door slam.
Then it was followed by a burst of screaming and shouting from outside.
“Well, obviously, Dad’s home,” | sighed.

“Can you believe itl Well, | can't!” he hollered. | was sure the entire
neighborhood could hear him.

“What happened?” | asked, hoping he wouldn't have another outburst.

“Would you believe that, because of some mix-up, haif of our
furniture actually got sent to Egypt! Now some wierdos will be enjoying
our furniture while we sleep on the floor tonight!”

Now it was my turn to scream my head off. “Egypt!” | hollered. |
stood there in disbelief.

—A seventh-grader
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Additional Notes to Teachers

¢ Use good published examples. There is little point in asking students to study and
follow the example of poor or unedited writing. You don’t necessarily need to find
samples written at your students’ reading level. They can handle surprisingly sophis-
ticated material when it is read to them, and their writing in turn is often equally
sophisticated.

¢ If you are using “Follow the Leader” to explain a writing term or to demonstrate a
writing technique, do the activity twice, using the work of two writers. Most students
will have trouble applying the term or technique in a general way without having
modeled at least two examples.

¢ “Follow the Leader” provides a good opportunity for a discussion of plagiarism.
“Follow the Leader” is not plagiarism. Being inspired by another writer is not the same
as copying another’s work and calling it one’s own. The first is a good way to learn;
the second is stealing. “Follow the Leader” is an excellent way to show students the
difference.

¢ In Writing a Novel from Plot to Print, Lawrence Block explains that the best way to learn
outlining is to imitate good outlines, that is, to outline other people’s work to under-
stand how they put it together. Having students outline their favorite published work
is a wonderful exercise.

* Try reading a few simple paragraphs aloud while students write them in their practice
journals. Read all the punctuation, spell any words the students might misspell, and
tell them when to begin a new paragraph. Discuss the section with the group (don’t
forget to explain that copying for practice is not plagiarism, as long as it stays in the
practice journal).

This dictation method is standard practice in the French school system, and French
students tend to paragraph beautifully, even though the paragraph is not formally
taught. We suspect that routine copying of published paragraphs may be one of the
best ways to teach paragraphing.

* Good fiction and poetry examples can be found everywhere. We use a rather eclectic
collection, carefully selecting samples from genre writers, favorite writers, and a few
well above the students’ reading level. Here’s our book list:

Alice in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll

All Creatures Great and Small and James Herriot’s Dog Stories by James Herriot
Bridge to Terabithia by Katherine Paterson

Dog Days of Arthur Cane by T. Ernesto Bethancourt

The Dragonriders of Pern by Anne McCaffrey

Fantastic Voyage by Isaac Asimov

A Fine and Pleasant Misery; Never Sniff a Gift Fish; and They Shoot Canoes, Don’t They?
by Patrick F. McManus

The Gammage Cup by Carol Kendall
Gulag Archipelago by Alexsandr 1. Solzhenitsyn
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Hangin’ Out with Cici by Francine Pascal

The Hobbit by J. R. R. Tolkien

How to Eat Like a Child by Delia Ephron

I, Robot by Isaac Asimov

If I Were in Charge of the World & Other Worries by Judith Viorst (poetry)
Just-So Stories by Rudyard Kipling

Lad: A Dog by Albert Payson Terhune

Dogsong and Mr. Tuckett by Gary Paulsen

The Racing Game (Odds Against) and Reflex by Dick Francis
The Ransom of Red Chief by O. Henry

Rocannon’s World by Ursula K. LeGuin

Scary Poems for Rotten Kids by Sean Ohuigin

To Build a Fire by Jack London

The Veldt by Ray Bradbury

Where the Sidewalk Ends: Poems & Drawings by Shel Silverstein
The Wind in the Willows by Kenneth Grahame

Sackett’s Land by Louis L’Amour

+ We like to use nonfiction examples that are close to our students’ reading level, but it
doesn’t hurt them to hear great nonfiction essayists. Well-written formal nonfiction
for young students is hard to find; less-formal nonfiction is everywhere. We begin with
the newspapers and popular magazines, most of which are written at the eighth- to
ninth-grade reading level. Our favorites are Popular Science, Ladies Home Journal,
Consumer Reports, National Geographic, Sports lllustrated, The Yankee, Time for Kids,
Zoobooks, and (of course) The Writer and Writer’s Digest. Regional magazines often have
interesting stories about local history and travel. Check nearby zoos, aquariums, and
museums—many publish a magazine or newsletter with stories about subjects that
students can see for themselves (the same applies to local companies and govern-
ment). We also like to ask students to bring to class samples of nonfiction—everything
from the instructions on soup cans to their favorite magazines—for a class treasury of
good examples.

To use more difficult or older works, it’s best to explain the background and read
the entire piece aloud, then excerpt brief, simple segments. Older students can handle
essays, particularly the informal essays of E. B. White (Essays of E. B. White), S. J.
Perelman (The Best of S. |. Perelman), and James Thurber (Thurber’s Dogs or The Thurber
Album). The Bedford Reader, edited by X. J. Kennedy and Dorothy M. Kennedy, is an
excellent collection of essays organized by technique (some can be excerpted for ninth-
and tenth-grade students).

More and more science writers are writing popular versions of their technical
papers, and many are appropriate for students. Our favorite is The Lives of a Cell: Notes
of a Biology Watcher by Lewis Thomas.

¢ Those magic words “for a transcript, send $2.00” are almost always worth following,
particularly if students can see the videotape and compare it to the script.
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TEACHER’S NOTEBOOK
On Remembering Writing

By the time we write our last research paper and leave college, we all
tend to anchor our writing to shore and never cast out to sea again. It’s
easy to forget what we ask of students when most of our own writing is
telephone messages, grocery lists, and notes to parents.

For many students—especially those still struggling with spelling or
the mechanics of holding the pen—writing may seem about as natural as
learning to swing a golf club. You may be out of touch with this feeling if
you haven’t recently held a long club in a miserably uncomfortable grip
and tried to swing smoothly as you bend your knees, keep your head still,
shift your weight, don’t raise your hip, keep your left arm straight, and
remember which direction you are hitting the ball. “Relax!” says the
coach. It’s a wonder that golf coaches aren’t clubbed to death. Students
have similar thoughts about their writing teachers.

It’s much easier to teach students to write if you are grappling with
writing something yourself, even if it’s only a few early-morning
thoughts in a personal journal. Write with your students. It's good for
them to see adults writing. Set aside writing time in class and teach
students to respect the privacy of those who are trying to write by
insisting that they not interrupt you.

If you can’t think of anything to write about, look at your class and
pick any student. Write a brief scene sketching a moment in the classroom
with your student—the setting, what you said, how you felt. Don’t pick
a big moment; pick a small one, as brief as a glance.

Set aside a Saturday morning to go to the library, a local café, or even
the airport for a few hours of uninterrupted drafting. Later, write about
what it felt like to draft stories alone. Share your observations with your
students.

If you begin writing yourself, you will notice (among other things)
that concentrated drafting is exhausting. Three or four hours is about the
maximum an adult can handle during a day. In class, you’ll always find
at least one student who won’t have enough energy to write that day.
Develop classroom writing jobs, such as organizing the reference books,
typing, copyediting, drawing illustrations, making book covers, or taking
care of the background cassettes if you play sounds of nature or back-
ground music as aids to concentration. Assign these jobs to students who
are too tired write.
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On Giving Assignments

Aswe have beensaying, the key to getting the words to flow on paper
but still having quality is to separate the artist from the craftsman. The
artist handles drafting while the craftsman handles the planning and the
editing. To keep these two different roles separated, teachers need to be
especially careful when giving assignments. The standard assignment
mixes them up: “Your assignment is to research (craftsman) and write (the
artist for drafting, the craftsman for editing) on the Civil War. It must be
at least two pages, spelling and punctuation count (craftsman).” Giving
such an assignment predictably results in a spate of hysterical questions
about margins and typing versus handwriting, adding to the confusion.
It is better to have the students think of a lot of potential ideas for papers
and save them in their writing ideas notebook, thereby getting the artist’s
first task out of the way. Later you can give an assignment selecting one
of those ideas to develop further with research and planning—strictly
craftsman’s work. When that’s done, assign the drafting. When the rough
draft is done, assign the editing. When editing is done, assign the produc-
tion (be it recopying neatly or printing out on a word processor), some-
times complete with book covers and illustrations. Breaking up the
traditional assignment into these different, discrete tasks, makes the total
assignment less daunting and ensures that the artist’s role and the crafts-
man’s stay well separated.

On Time in Class for Writing

Always set aside time in class for writing. It's the most important
time you spend. Students may not be able to find a good writing environ-
ment at home, and they have questions best answered by teachers, not
parents. Without answers they bog down. By the next day, they have
forgotten the questions. Also, if students never write in school, many
privately conclude that writing isn’t important.

If there isn’t time to do all the planning, drafting, and editing in class,
at least set aside a few minutes in class to have students begin the
assignment. Gathering that first bit of momentum may be the most
difficult part of writing. A running start in class makes it easier to battle
through all the distractions at home.
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NOTES
FROM THE PROS

On Talking About It

Many books about teaching writing suggest (as we do) that students
talk about what they are going to write while they plan, but the profes-
sionals tend to share Norman Mailer’s view: “It’s hard to talk about one’s
present work, for it spoils something at the root of the creative act. It
discharges tension.” Some students may feel that talking about their work
makes drafting more difficult, though others find talking helpful. The
middle course may be best. Encourage students to discuss the possibilities
for a piece before they draft. Discuss the piece with them during drafting
only if they have a problem. Once they have an idea for a solution, send
them back to the desk, saying, “Don’t tell me; write it down.”
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<’True genius resides in the capacity for
evaluating uncertain, hazardous, and

conflicting information.
—Winston Churchill

INTRODUCTION

After about age twelve or so, young students become dissatisfied with their writing if it
doesn’t sound at least a little like the adult writing they read. If they don’t learn some
technique at this stage, some decide that they can’t write. Most rely on advice from older
brothers and sisters to try to make their writing sound more grown-up. Every teacher knows
the homegrown “Student Manual of Style”:

Big-Word Babble: Use every big word you can remember and make your sentences
sound fancy. (Some students forget the sentences and just write all the big words
they know. All of them forget to say anything. Big-word babble is all sound and no
meaning.)

Give-'em-What-They-Like Syndrome: Just sprinkle in a few words like however, in
conclusion, and moreover. Be sure to include thus and therefore to keep the teacher
happy. (The alternate version is to choose a few good vocabulary words from this
week’s list or the thesaurus and toss them in at random. Again, writing something
with meaning is secondary.)

Copy-the-Encyclopedia Syndrome: Just copy it out of the encyclopedia to make it sound
good. Change a few words here and there to make it your own. (Many students don’t
even check to see if the borrowed section makes any sense in context. It sounds good,
and that’s all they want.)

The antidote to these rules is solid, technical information. Many people don’t realize
what an enormous fund of technical knowledge even poor adult writers have. The average
professional writer may know as many as 500 more specialized writing techniques than the
average adult does. We use the term technique loosely. A technique can be almost anything: a
rule of punctuation, writing tips, a concept (e.g., what’s a scene), a writing rule, or ideas, such
as improving the quality of a description by making it more specific. Every time students ask
“How can I...?” they want to know a technique. Even sixth-grade students can ask some
real stumpers.

Part 1 presents two activities to help students learn to structure a nonfiction paragraph.
Part 2, “A Catalog of Nonfiction Techniques,” presents an alphabetical listing of techniques—
anecdotes, comparison and contrast, conclusions, definitions, division and classification,
examples, and transitions—each with an explanation, examples, and “Tricks of the Trade”
(tips for using the technique). We use “Follow the Leader” (Chapter 3, Activity 8) to introduce
the techniques.
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There are thousands of techniques from which to choose. For this chapter, we have
chosen those that are most often used in nonfiction and that help students develop the
supporting sentences they need to construct paragraphs. Those techniques that seem to
satisfy the urge to sound more adult are discussed with fiction (see Chapter 5).

The division between nonfiction and fiction is a bit arbitrary on our part. Although
description and narrative are covered with fiction, both are obviously an important technique
for nonfiction as well. Comparisons, which we classify as nonfiction, are regularly used in
fiction. Don’t hesitate to go back and forth between the two chapters; it helps. Fiction helps
students develop fluency and a sense of detail that will improve their nonfiction, whereas
nonfiction will help them begin to grasp structure, paragraphing, and the effect of prewriting
choices—ideal reader, purpose, mood, and key idea (see Chapter 2, Activity 2). Taken
together, nonfiction and fiction skills will produce a better writer. It is sometimes more
efficient to teach a technique using fiction with students this age. For example, first asking
them to describe a person, place, or thing in their story using specific imaginary details; then
ask them to describe a real person, place or thing using factual and accurate details. Trying
to explain what transitions do is much easier to explain with fiction, where characters
physically move to a new place or time, than nonfiction, where the writer is moving from
one abstract concept to the next. Once students understand fiction transitions, they will find
it easier to grasp that instead of moving from one place or time to another, they are moving
from one concept or category to the next. They may still write clumsy transitions, but they
will have a better idea of when to make a transition.

Two Approaches
to Teaching Nonfiction

Many teachers struggle with teaching nonfiction in middle school. Though students have
a natural ability to write fiction at this age, they have not yet fully developed the skills they
need to write nonfiction, such as connecting cause with effect, categorizing, distinguishing
specific from general, and so forth. You can take one of two approaches: Saturate them with
techniques, give them lots of practice, and wait for them to catch on; or walk them through
nonfiction slowly, showing them one technique at a time. We tend to use the first approach
most of the time, saving the second approach for those who seem lost and discouraged.

Learning to write is like learning to drive in that one is learning to do several things
simultaneously; each thing is a complicated task in itself. For those who are struggling, it
helps to relieve them of one or more of the tasks while they learn a new one. You can, for
example, write a topic sentence and have students write the supporting sentences, then write
the supporting sentences and have students practice writing a topic sentence. When they
have tried that a few times, have them rewrite the supporting sentences using particular
techniques, such as examples, comparisons, or definitions.

Coping with the Fact Problem

With nonfiction, pay special attention to coping with the fact problem. Although it
sounds odd, the biggest problem with nonfiction is that the facts can get in the way. If you
try to write a paragraph comparing Albert Einstein with Bozo the Clown, you will quickly
discover that the only thing they have in common is the hairdo. Failing that, you could
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switch gears and try to contrast the two, but the differences are so obvious that the result
may be dull. Bozo works in a circus whereas Einstein worked at a university. Who cares? The
fact problem is easy to spot with this silly example, but in real life, fact problems are not so
obvious.

Nonfiction writing is highly structured, but finding a suitable structure for the material
is challenging. You can’t just pick an arbitrary design because, to a certain extent the material
dictates the design, as do the prewriting choices such as the purpose and the ideal reader.
Consider the classic academic essay we all learned in school:

Introduction
First sentence stating thesis in broad terms.
Second sentence narrowing viewpoint and
leading into body.

Body
Three to five paragraphs, supporting or explaining
or defining thesis.

Conclusion
One sentence explaining how the thesis has been supported
or explained by the body.
Second sentence tying this piece to broader themes.

The Classic Academic Essay.

The design is like a classical Greek building, with the opening and conclusion framing the
body of three to five gracefully balanced points. It seems so simple that one can be easily
fooled into thinking it can handle almost any topic. It can’t. Try to accurately describe, say,
an automobile accident using this design. It is almost impossible to maintain the structure
without distorting the facts. The only way to learn to match structure to material is to learn
various possible designs and then to practice using them with different kinds of materials
until one develops an intuitive feeling for which sorts of information might work best in what
sorts of designs.

When giving nonfiction writing assignments, sometimes the material takes precedence
and sometimes the writing takes precedence. If your main goal is teaching students how to
write, as opposed to teaching them to master the subject they are writing about, you might
want to adopt one of our strategies.



110 <=’ 4—Nonfiction Workshop

1. Provide the facts.

This can be especially helpful for young students or those who are struggling to
write. Make writing as easy as possible. Give them five points of comparison and
ask them to write a comparison in their own words using two of those points. Draft
a topic sentence for them initially. Use the “Research Strategy” (Chapter 2, Activity
4) to develop the research pointers they need so they have plenty of information.
Use “Topics and Sluglines” (Activity 1) to help students organize their facts.

2. Use fiction first.
Some nonfiction techniques don’t work well with fiction, but many do. There is
no reason students can’t make up the facts they need for a fictional version.

3. Use familiar topics that don’t require much research.
Sixth- and seventh-graders enjoy writing about their families and their pets.
Most students enjoy writing television or movie reviews or reporting on the latest
basketball game.

4. Show them the tried-and-true methods.

Write a detailed outline, keeping the techniques or a design in mind, then ask
the students to write a paragraph based on your outline. Or, write a trial draft and
have the students cut it apart, and tape it together into the best possible design,
doing additional research if needed. (See Activity 2.)

5. Frame Paragraphs as Models
Use a strategy called a framed paragraph to help model different patterns or
designs in writing. (See Chapter 2, Activity 11 for a listing of different common
designs.) Below is an example of a framed paragraph providing a topic sentence,
transitions, and parts of a conclusion.

EXAMPLE
Even though box turtles and snapping turtles are in the same family, there are several

differences that you might want to consider before choosing one as a pet. Box turtles

live while snapping turtles live

Another thing to consider is food. Box turtles eat

Snapping turtles eat . Perhaps the most

important difference is their temperament. Box turtles are

while snapping turtles are

. Before choosing one of these turtles as a

pet, take , , and into consideration.

If students struggle with this, try providing graphic organizers and examples that give
them the information they need to plug into the framed paragraph. For example, when
teaching students to write a comparison piece, start by giving them a diagram showing the
overlapping characteristics that they can then plug into the framed paragraph.
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EXAMPLE

Turtles

land
water

-shells

omnivores

rounded shell -retracts carnivores
(like a grapefruit) head ﬂqt shell‘
shy (like a pie)

hinged shell -reptiles aggressive

Keep repeating this type of modeling with the same design but different subjects, then
move to a new design and try it with several different subjects. Once students are plugging

their information into several different designs with confidence, move on to writing para-
graphs with less help.

PART 1:
WRITING PARAGRAPHS

A technique may cover several paragraphs or a part of a paragraph. Ultimately, though,
writing nonfiction is writing paragraphs, so the two activities included in this chapter focus
on the paragraph. We use them again and again to give students practice with writing the
paragraph. You can use the techniques (following the activities) to focus on specific parts of
the paragraph. Once students are comfortable with writing one paragraph, have them

attempt two paragraphs, then two paragraphs with an opening statement, and so forth. (See
Chapter 3, Activity 6, for ideas on opening statements.)

Activity 1:
Topics and Sluglines

‘%"Knowledge is of two kinds. We know a
subject ourselves, or we know where we
can find information upon it.

—Samuel Johnson

If there is any student activity most used by professional writers, it is this one, or at least
some version of this one. Sluglines make it easy to see what your main idea is and what
supporting details you have to work with, without getting lost in the detail.
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Sluglines—short phrases that describe details, definitions, or descriptions in less than
five words. Using them makes it easy to see what the main idea is and what supporting details
the writer has to work with. We have students use topics to describe the topic of the paragraph
and sluglines to describe and organize the details under that topic.

Teach students to keep sluglines short and not usually complete sentences. As they
gather and organize information, sluglines help students write the information in their own
words rather than copying chunks of material.

We have students read their topics and sluglines to their editing groups, time permitting.
The group discussion gives them an opportunity to think through and explain the relation-
ships between the ideas represented by their sluglines before they write and this helps them
write in their own words.

Instructions to Students

When writing nonfiction, each paragraph has one main idea that you use to write the
topic sentence. Beneath that main idea, you have ideas, facts, examples, and so forth that
support the main idea. Today we are going to make a “Topics and Sluglines” chart, which
will help you organize your main idea and your supporting details. Later, you will write one
sentence for your main idea and one for each of your supporting ideas.

To make the chart, draw a line lengthwise down your paper to create two columns; the
left-hand column should be one-third the width of the paper, the right-hand column two-
thirds. You will write the topic for your paragraph in the left-hand column and sluglines for
your specifics—your supporting points—in the right-hand column.

Let’s do them one at a time. In the left-hand column, write down your main idea for the
paragraph. A “topic” is a few words that express your main idea for a paragraph or the main
idea for a piece of writing such as a report or an article.

EXAMPLES

Hot-Air Balloons Can Cross the Atlantic Ocean
Polar Bears Are Like Other Bears

Carving a Walking Stick

Types of Turties

Sluglines are short, usually three- to five-word phrases, that summarize an idea, a fact,
astory, or an example. In the right-hand column, write down one slugline for each supporting
idea—fact, example, and so on. You can use books from the library to find specifics for
sluglines, but don’t copy. Write down just a few words, even just one word. You need enough
words to help you remember what you want to discuss in a supporting statement later, but
not so many words that you are copying your source. (Optional: When you are done, you
can read your chart out loud to a member of your writing group and explain what your topics
and sluglines mean in your own words. When you are writing your sluglines, imagine what
you might say to your group.)
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EXAMPLES

TOPICS SLUGLINES

Polar bears are like other bears

-solitary animals

-have 1-2 cubs each year

-hibernate through winter

-cubs raised by mother

-unpredictable reaction
to humans, sometimes
dangerous

Topics and Stuglines Chart for One Paragraph.

TOPICS

SLUGLINES

Main: How to Carve a
Walking Stick

-old-fashioned entertainment

Paragraph #1: choose the
right wood

-soft for carving
-knots and swirls for beauty
-right length for walking

Paragraph #2: use the
proper tools

-carving tools

chisels, knives, saws
-sanding tools
sandpaper, sanding
wheels, sanding spoons
-safety first

goggles, gloves

Topics and Sluglines Chart for Two Paragraphs.

Notice in our second example that we show two topics beneath the main topic—each
supporting the main topic. Beneath our sluglines, we listed specific examples and facts that
supported our sluglines. We found these facts and examples by doing research and, wherever
possible, wrote them in very brief phrases—much like sluglines.
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Activity 2:
The Paragraph Puzzle!

<=’Information’s pretty thin stuff, unless mixed
with experience.

—Clarence Day

This is a great activity for helping students with nonfiction writing, where organizing
ideas is so much a part of the writing process.

Students write their sentences on strips of paper—one sentence per strip—and put the
paragraph puzzle together by putting the strips together. It's a backwards version of the old
tried and true “cut and paste” the paragraph used to revise. Aumen and Greiner have further
refined this process by color coding the strips so that the topic sentence is always one color,
supporting details another, transitions still another, and the concluding sentence matches the
topic sentence.

To prepare sets of paragraph strips, here’s what you will need:

1 topic sentence (transition)-—green
3 supporting sentences—yellow

1 closing sentence (transition)—blue
2 transition sentences—pink

1 Vis-a-Vis™ dry erase pen

cloth for wiping off the puzzle pieces

If you have a class of thirty students, you will need to make at least ten sets of these
paragraph strips.

Because this activity lends itself well to many situations, try making sentence strips out
of laminated poster board (3 x 36-inch strips) with magnetic strips glued on the back, cut
apart colored transparencies for whole-class work on an overhead projector, or cut strips out
of colored paper for individual work. The important thing to remember is to keep the colors
consistent for each kind of sentence—topic sentence, supporting sentence, transition sen-
tence, and concluding sentence.

We begin teaching students to organize their paragraphs by using the large poster board
strips and providing each group of three students with a “Topics and Sluglines Chart”
(Activity 1), so they have an idea what to write for the sentences. The groups write one
sentence on each strip: a topic sentence on the green, supporting sentences on the yellow, and
so forth. Once they have the sentences written, they use the strips on the magnetic blackboard
to arrange and rearrange their sentences to make their paragraphs, rewriting as necessary to
make the sentences fit together.

1. We’d like to thank Alice Griener and Maureen Aumen for this wonderful activity. They teach
a writing class, “Expository Writing and Reading.” Maureen teaches in Cherry Creek Schools in
Aurora, Colorado, and Alice is a Chapter I teacher at West Middle School in Aurora, Colorado.
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Instructions to Students

Today we are going to work on a “Paragraph Puzzle.” You will be working in groups of
three. Each group will get a set of puzzle pieces, a piece of paper with topics and sluglines,
and an erasable marker.

You will write one sentence on each strip.

Put your puzzle strips together to make a paragraph by sticking them on the chalkboard.
Read aloud your paragraph and rearrange the puzzle strips until the organization makes
sense and writing flows well. Erase parts of sentences and rewrite as necessary.

The important thing to remember about a paragraph, any paragraph, is that everything
in a paragraph is about one main idea. If you are writing a piece, for example, about raising
turtles as pets, you might have three paragraphs, one about what kind of housing they need,
one about what kind of food they need, and one about what kind of care they need. The main
idea for the first paragraph is turtle houses. Don’t write about other subjects, such as turtle
food, in this paragraph, although you might include something about where to put the food
in a turtle’s house. When you put your puzzle strips together, the first thing you want to do
is to throw out or rewrite any sentences that don't fit in that paragraph.

The first sentence you are going to write on one of the green puzzle pieces is the topic
sentence. The topic sentence expresses the main idea of the paragraph, for example, turtle
houses. You might write, “The type of house you choose for your turtle will depend on the
type of turtle you own” or “There are four basic kinds of homes for pet turtles.”

The other sentences in your paragraph support your main idea with specifics. For
example, if your topic sentence is “There are four kinds of homes for pet turtles” your
supporting sentences will tell your reader what kinds of homes there are and, perhaps why.
If your topic sentence is “The type of home you choose for your turtle depends on the type
of turtle you own,” your supporting sentences will explain which types of turtles need which
types of homes, and perhaps, why. Use information from the sluglines part of your topics
and sluglines chart to write supporting sentences on the yellow puzzle strips. Today, we want
you to write at least three supporting sentences, but you may write as many supporting
sentences as you wish.

The last sentence of the paragraph wraps up the paragraph in some way. It may also lead
into the next paragraph. It is called the closing sentence or conclusion. It goes on a blue strip.
For example, to conclude a paragraph on housing pet turtles, you might say “Knowing what
type of housing turtles need will help you decide what type of turtle to buy as a pet.”

A sentence that leads from one thing to another, such as from one paragraph to the next
or from one part of a paragraph to the next is called a transition. Write transition sentences
on pink puzzle strips.

When you have more than one paragraph in a story or report, opening and closing
sentences can also be transitions—in fact, they usually are. For example, if the article on pet
turtles had a second paragraph on food, the conclusion for the first paragraph on turtle
houses might say, “Now that you know which kinds of houses to buy or build for your turtle,
you need to know how to feed it.” This sentence closes the paragraph on houses, so it is a
conclusion. It also leads into the next paragraph on food, so it is a transition. When the
sentence you are working on is both a conclusion and a transition or an opening and a
transition, put the sentence on a green puzzle strip for openings or a blue puzzle piece for
conclusions.

Now, put your puzzle strips together to make a paragraph. Read it out loud. Does it
make sense? Try rearranging your sentences. Does it make more sense or sound better? You
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can also erase and rewrite any sentences or parts of sentences you want. Does every sentence
fit with your main idea? If not, take out those that don’t. Write another sentence to replace
the one you took out. Keep rearranging and rewriting until it makes sense and fits together.
When you are all done, copy the final paragraph onto a piece of paper for final storage in
your portfolio.

Additional Notes to Teachers

* Most of the variety in the game comes from trying different topics, different tech-
niques, and so forth. You can also add variety by playing the game in different ways.
For example, pass out yellow puzzle strips to each student. Assign a topic, presumably
one that students have been studying together. Then, ask them each to write on their
yellow puzzle pieces a specific statement about that topic. Afterwards, have the
students in each group put their statements together, write a topic sentence to connect
the supporting sentences together, rewrite the supporting sentences as necessary, and
add a closing sentence.

* Have students write supporting sentences using some of the nonfiction techniques,
such as comparison or definition.

¢ Patience is the watchword. They won't “get it,” as students would say, for a while, but
eventually, you will see improvements in their writing, sometimes quite dramatic. In
the meantime, though, be patient.

PART 2:
A CATALOG OF NONFICTION TECHNIQUES

Teaching the Techniques

One of the best ways to avoid certain pitfalls of teaching nonfiction is to teach techniques.
It is actually a lot easier to explain how to write an anecdote or an example than how to
structure a paragraph. Then students can use anecdotes and examples to help them write
supporting statements in their paragraphs.

Once students begin to understand a few techniques, it is easier to tackle paragraphs.
We teach a little technique, practice paragraphs awhile, then write leads, write a little
nonfiction, then a little fiction. Once students have written a few good paragraphs, we work
on writing pieces with several paragraphs, using either “Topics and Sluglines” (Activity 1)
or “The Design” (Chapter 2, Activity 11) to develop a plan.

Anecdotes
Explanation

When writers present examples, they sometimes write them as thumbnail stories called
anecdotes. People like reading stories, even pint-sized stories. Anecdotes written with fiction
techniques, such as dialogue or action, are sometimes called fictional anecdotes, but the facts
of the little story are real. Some short magazine articles are all anecdotes, nothing else.
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EXAMPLES

When Rasila decided to buy a dog, she spent several hours debating which set of
floppy ears and brown eyes seemed most appealing before a smart pet store owner
set her straight. Selecting the breed to maltch the owner’s lifestyle is important, he
explained, because personality traits bred into a dog cannot be trained out of it.

Writers become attached to their pens. My favorite word weapon is the cheap
cartridge fountain pen. The cheap ones are better than the expensive ones, inciden-
tally. They flow more easily with the ideas. The only problem is replacing them when
they gum up. | spent four hours tracking one down yesterday. I finally found one—just
one—buried at the bottom of a rack of designer felt-tips and ball-points. Ominously,
some of the stores no longer carried fountain pens. If the cheap fountain pen follows
the dinosaur into extinction, | may be next.

Tricks of the Trade

* Anecdotes must be short and punchy. Try the three-sentence technique: The first sets
up the story, the second contains a crisis, the third leads into the next section with a
solution. Television advertisements use this constantly. (A word of warning: When
you use the three-sentence technique, make sure it doesn’t sound like you are selling
slicers and dicers for $29.95.)

EXAMPLE
First Sentence—Setup: | could never get grass stains out of the children's clothes.

Second Sentence—Crisis: One day, Jimmy’s teacher sent him home from school
to get a clean shirt.

Third Sentence—Solution: Then | discovered Super Sudso Detergent.

Next Sentence: Yessiree, folks, Super Sudso gets out the toughest stains.

Comparison and Contrast

Explanation

Comparison is a description of how things are similar, whereas contrast is a description
of how things are different. Often, they are discussed together, but more often they are
discussed separately because things with a lot of similarities don’t tend to have as many
differences. The best way to write a comparison or contrast is to make a list of the similarities
and differences; then, choose one or the other to emphasize. For example, write a comparison
covering several similarities, and use just one point of contrast to add interest or color.

You can write comparisons or contrasts at different levels: an entire piece, one paragraph,
or one sentence. You can also write mini-comparisons, which are just part of a sentence, called

similes and metaphors.
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EXAMPLES
Paragraph

Polar bears are like most other bears. Like other bears, they are solitary animals,
meeting other bears only a few times a year, such as for mating or when waiting for
the ice to break. They, too, hibernate in winter, digging themselves snow caves. During
the winter hibernation, mother bears give birth to their young, usually one or two cubs.
Their newborn cubs spend the winter growing larger and stronger before emerging
in spring. Mother polar bears, like all mother bears, raise their cubs alone. Indeed,
male bears often kill cubs, and polar bear males are especially dangerous to cubs.
Unlike the North American black bears and brown bears, polar bears do not eat
berries and fruit. There are no berries and fruit at the polar ice caps, so polar bears
live exclusively on fish and sea lions. Like their bear cousins, however, polar bears
have unpredictable, often dangerous reactions to humans.

Sentence

Polar bears, like most other bears, are solitary animals, bear few young, hibernate in
winter, and have a grumpy attitude towards people.

Mini-Comparisons

Similes and metaphors can be anywhere from one to several words in length. (Many
times, similes and metaphors are poetic, comparing two things that are not alike at
all.)

Similes

In a simile, the comparison is stated using the word like or as.
Jake was as grumpy as a hungry bear.

| want to be as independent as a polar bear.

The neighbor's dog, Lulu, had fur like a polar bear.

The six-year old acted like a monkey at the wedding.

My dog serves as the household vacuum cleaner, suctioning up every crumb that
drops on the floor,

Metaphors
In a metaphor, the comparison is not stated using the word like or as.

The neighbor’s dog, Lulu, had the fur of a polar bear.
The six-year-old was a monkey at the wedding.
My dog vacuums the house, suctioning up every crumb that drops on the floor.

My dog is a vacuum.
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Extended metaphors and similes are called analogies. You might, for example, compare
cities to ant colonies, or the human heart to a water pump, or traffic to water. Usually,
analogies are about a paragraph long, with a topic sentence making the comparison (e.g.,
“Ant colonies and cities are alike in many ways”) and the supporting sentences showing how
the two things are alike.

It helps to have a few words and phrases for writing comparisons and contrasts.

Comparisons
like

as

by comparison

seems like, sounds like,

similar

the same as
resemble

take after
remind one of
bring to mind
approximate
come close to
come near
duplicate
parallel
match
simulate
imitate

Contrasts

unlike

not as

by contrast or whereas

the reverse of, or mirror image of looks like,
tastes like

opposite

different from, dissimilar
differ

stand apart

run counter to

on the other hand

distinct, distinguished from
diverge

depart from

separate, differentiate

poles apart, at opposite ends
not matched

dissimilar, dissimulate

avoid, set oneself (or it) apart from

It is easy to spot comparisons and contrasts while reading, and they come up naturally
in conversation all the time; however, it is not always easy to decide what to compare or
contrast when you want to write. Here are some ideas:

How things look (shape, size, color, texture, proportions)
Attitudes or opinions of different people

Points of view (e.g., teachers vs. students, coaches vs. athletes, truck drivers vs.
automobile drivers)

4. Before and after (e.g., a snowstorm or earthquake, a learning experience, a trip,
summer vacation)

5. How things are done (e.g., styles of playing a sport, beginners vs. experts, cooking
vs. writing)

6. How things work (e.g., engines vs. windpower, engine vs. human heart, computer
vs. brain, e-mail vs. postal mail)
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7. Things in the natural world: plants, animals, minerals, viruses, cells, plankton,
protozoa (dogs vs. cats, bacteria vs. plankton, volcanic vs. sedimentary)

Cycles (e.g., daytime vs. nighttime, spring vs. fall)
People (e.g., brothers vs. sisters; friends; teachers; characters in movies and books)

10. Wacky comparisons of things that aren’t really similar (e.g., getting lost on purpose
vs. getting lost by accident, anteaters vs. disk jockeys) or contrasts of things that
aren’t really different (cats that nap vs. cats that fight)

Tricks of the Trade

¢ Don’t try to balance your points of comparison or contrast, such as listing three points
of comparison and three points of contrast. The real world is rarely so balanced, and
trying to balance the world in writing will tend to distort the facts.

¢ Pick the most interesting points, rather than the most points. It’s better to fully describe
one interesting point of comparison or contrast than to make a laundry list of dull
points.

+ Don’t overwork your analogies. Analogies are fun to write and do help you under-
stand things in ways you wouldn’t without the analogy, but do keep in mind that it is
only an analogy, and no analogy is perfect. Yes, the computer is like a human brain,
but only up to a point. After that, a computer is not at all like a human brain; come to
think of it, you could write an entire piece showing how it is not at all like a human
brain—up to a point.

Conclusions
Explanation

The conclusion is the end of a fictional story or nonfiction piece. It wraps up the fictional
story or sums up the points in a nonfiction piece.

The most important thing to understand before writing your conclusion is the purpose
of your piece. When you have accomplished your purpose, stop. That’s the conclusion, the
end. If you are giving your opinion of a movie, you have reached the end when you have
given your opinion. If you are describing the lifestyle of the polar bear, stop when you have
nothing else new to tell your reader.

Tricks of the Trade

¢ There are a few tricks to creating a sense of finality in the last sentence. If you have
been talking in detail about the daily life of the polar bear, pull the camera back, so to
speak, and describe the polar bear in a little bit broader context, such as “the King of
the Arctic.” Similarly, if you are describing how you liked particular scenes and
characters in a movie, giving your opinion of this movie compared to others of the
same genre or others released this year paints a little bit broader picture and creates a
sense of finality. Another way to do this is to connect the last sentence to the firs