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I  write to hold my life in my hands and to declare it a treasure. ~Lucy Calkins 
 
 

Never hesitate to imitate another writer. Imitation is part of the creative process for anyone 
learning an art or a craft. Bach and Picasso didn’t spring full-blown as Bach or Picasso; they 
needed models. This is especially true of writing. ~ William Zinsser 

 
 

Exercise the writing muscle every day, even if it is only a letter, notes, a title list, a 

character sketch, a journal entry. Writers are like dancers, like athletes. Without that 

exercise, the muscles seize up. ~Jane Yolen 

 
 

If you tell your students what to say and how to say it, you may never hear them, 
only the pale echoes of what they imagine you want them to be. ~Donald Murray 
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Eleven Elements of Effective Adolescent Writing Instruction 
Writing Next: Effective Strategies to Improve Writing of Adolescents in Middle and High 

Schools, a report to the Carnegie Corporation of New York, 2007. 

 

This report identifies 11 elements of current writing instruction found to be effective for 

helping adolescent students learn to write well and to use writing as a tool for learning.  It 

is important to note that all of the elements are supported by rigorous research, but that 

even when used together, they do not constitute a full writing curriculum. 

1. Writing Strategies, which involves teaching students strategies for planning, 
revising, and editing their compositions 

2. Summarization, which involves explicitly and systematically teaching 

students how to summarize texts 

3. Collaborative Writing, which uses instructional arrangements in which 

adolescents work together to plan, draft, revise, and edit their compositions 

 

4. Specific Product Goals, which assigns students specific, reachable goals 

for the writing they are to complete 

5. Word Processing, which uses computers and word processors as 
instructional supports for writing assignments 

 

6. Sentence Combining, which involves teaching students to construct more 

complex, sophisticated sentences 

 

7. Prewriting, which engages students in activities designed to help them generate 

or organize ideas for their composition 

 

8. Inquiry Activities, which engages students in analyzing immediate, concrete 

data to help them develop ideas and content for a particular writing task 

 

9. Process Writing Approach, which interweaves a number of writing 

instructional activities in a workshop environment that stresses extended writing 

opportunities, writing for authentic audiences, personalized instruction, and cycles 

of writing 

10. Study of Models, which provides students with opportunities to read,        
analyze, and emulate models of good writing 

 

11. Writing for Content Learning, which uses writing as a tool for learning 

content material. 
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Read Like a Writer 
from Katie Wood Ray’s Wondrous Words, 1999. 

 

Notice something about the craft of the text. 

Noticing writerly things means noticing things that are close to the words, close to 
the text.  Examples:  repetition, word choice, structure of the text.  This is different than 
responding to readerly things such as “It flows” or “It has great description.” 

 

Talk about it and make a theory about why a writer might use this craft. 

      Discussing WHY a writer might choose to write something in a certain way helps 
students to understand the writing technique.  This will, in turn, help them to “untie” 
the technique from the text studied and try it in their own writing.  It’s fine if the theory 
doesn’t match the particular author’s intentions.  The point is to examine the possibilities 
as to why a writer might craft a piece in a particular way.  This gives a strong sense of “I 
might write my piece like this, or I could write it like this, or I could try this other thing 
in my writing.” 

 

Give the craft a name. 

       The purpose of naming a technique is to give students a common language with 
which they can discuss the craft of writing.  If we have a name for something, we’re 
more likely to remember it and to use it with our own work.  If students notice a craft 
that has a name - such as alliteration, metaphor, etc. – use that.  If not, then the class can 
invent a name.  The class will know what it means and can add it to the class pot of 
“things we can try.” 

 

Think of other texts you know.  Have you seen this craft before? 

       The same wonderful ways to craft writing can be found in many books.  As students 
are on the “lookout” for crafting techniques, they will notice this.  Such ways of writing 
are not owned by particular authors, but are the domain of all writers.  This helps 
students to understand that it’s not “copying” to use writing strategies, that writers 
learn from each other.  To seek out books that are crafted like books they already know 
helps students to make connections between authors and to read for voice and style as 
well as story. 

 

Envision this crafting in your own writing. 

       The most important step.  Students with their own drafts, about their own topics, 
think about, imagine, how this particular crafting strategy might work in their own 
draft.  They “try them on” for size, talking out how a crafting technique might work 
with their draft.  We can help them by making statements such as, “So if I’m writing and 
I want to ________, then I can use this technique.”  This helps students to make sense of 
WHY writers might choose certain techniques, why certain techniques make sense for 
certain types of writing.  With envisioning, it makes sense to help students by “writing 
in the air” / “writing out loud” for them, so that they can hear the sound of the crafting 
technique in their own draft.  This step will ideally give students the feeling of so many 
possibilities for their draft. 
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	   People	  my	  age	  enjoy	  crying	  and	  speculating	  dramatically	  over	  how	  people	  our	  
age	  could	  die.	  Take	  if	  from	  one	  who	  knows.	  Take	  it	  from	  one	  whose	  role	  has	  been,	  for	  
years,	  The	  Girl	  I	  Knew	  Really	  Well	  Who	  Tragically	  Died	  One	  day.	  
	   Not	  that	  I’ve	  died	  yet.	  I	  am	  still	  totally	  here.	  Which	  is	  why	  all	  the	  artistic,	  goth	  
morbidity	  is	  a	  bummer.	  
	   Adults	  want	  to	  talk	  about	  death	  way	  less	  than	  people	  my	  age	  do.	  Death	  is	  the	  
Santa	  Claus	  of	  the	  adult	  world.	  Except	  Santa	  Claus	  in	  reverse.	  They	  guy	  who	  takes	  all	  the	  
presents	  away.	  Big	  bag	  over	  the	  shoulder,	  climbing	  up	  the	  chimney	  carrying	  everything	  
in	  a	  person’s	  life,	  and	  taking	  off,	  eight-‐reindeered,	  from	  the	  roof.	  Sleigh	  loaded	  down	  
with	  memories	  and	  wineglasses	  and	  pots	  and	  pans	  and	  sweaters	  and	  grilled	  cheese	  
sandwiches	  and	  Kleenexes	  and	  text	  messages	  and	  ugly	  houseplants	  and	  calico	  cat	  fur	  
and	  half-‐used	  lipstick	  and	  laundry	  that	  never	  got	  done	  and	  letters	  you	  went	  to	  the	  
trouble	  of	  handwriting	  but	  never	  sent	  and	  birth	  certificates	  and	  broken	  necklaces	  and	  
disposable	  socks	  with	  scuffs	  on	  the	  bottom	  from	  hospital	  visits.	  
	   And	  notes	  you	  kept	  on	  the	  fridge.	  
	   And	  pictures	  of	  boys	  you	  had	  crushes	  on.	  
	   And	  a	  dress	  that	  got	  worn	  to	  a	  dance	  at	  which	  you	  danced	  by	  yourself,	  before	  
you	  got	  too	  skinny	  and	  too	  breathless	  to	  dance.	  
	   Along	  with,	  probably,	  though	  this	  isn’t	  worthy	  of	  huge	  thinking,	  a	  soul	  or	  
something.	  
	   Anyway,	  adults	  don’t	  believe	  in	  Santa	  Claus.	  They	  try	  hard	  not	  to	  believe	  in	  Santa	  
Claus	  in	  Reverse	  either.	  
	   At	  school,	  the	  whole	  rare-‐disease-‐impending-‐doom	  situation	  makes	  me	  
freakishly	  intriguing.	  In	  the	  real	  world,	  it	  makes	  me	  a	  problem.	  Worried	  look,	  bang,	  
nervous	  face,	  bang:	  “Maybe	  you	  should	  talk	  to	  someone	  about	  your	  feelings,	  Aza,”	  
along	  with	  a	  nasty	  side	  dish	  of	  what-‐about-‐God-‐what-‐about-‐therapy-‐what-‐about-‐
antidepressants?	  
	   Sometimes	  also	  what-‐about-‐faith-‐healers-‐what-‐about-‐herbs-‐what-‐about-‐
crystals-‐what-‐about-‐yoga?	  Have	  you	  tried	  yoga,	  Aza,	  I	  mean	  have	  you,	  because	  it	  helped	  
this	  friend	  of	  a	  friend	  who	  was	  supposedly	  dying	  but	  didn’t,	  due	  to	  downward	  dog?	  
	   No,	  I	  haven’t	  tried	  yoga	  to	  cure	  my	  thing,	  because	  yoga	  isn’t	  going	  to	  cure	  my	  
thing.	  My	  thing	  is	  a	  Mystery	  and	  not	  just	  a	  Mystery,	  but	  Bermuda—no	  sun,	  only	  
Triangle.	  
	  
~Maria	  Dahvana	  Headley,	  Magonia	  
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Station Eleven by Emily St. John Mandel 
sentence study 
	
AN INCOMPLETE LIST: 
 
No more diving into pools of chlorinated water lit green from below. No more 
ball games played out under floodlights.  No more porch lights with moths 
fluttering on summer nights. No more trains running under the surface of cities 
on the dazzling power of the electric third rail. No more cities… 
 
No more screens shining in the half-light as people raise their phones above 
the crowd to take photographs of concert stages. 
 
Nor more flight.  No more towns glimpsed from the sky through airplane 
windows, points of glimmering light; no more looking down from thirty 
thousand feet and imagining the lives lit up by those lights at that moment. No 
more airplanes, no more requests to put your tray table in its upright and 
locked position—but no, this wasn’t true, there were still airplanes here and 
there. They stood dormant on runways and in hangars. They collected snow 
on their wings. 
 
No more countries, all borders unmanned. 
 
No more fire departments, no more police.  
 
No more Internet. No more social media, no more scrolling through litanies of 
dreams and nervous hopes and photographs of lunches, cries for help and 
expressions of contentment and relationship-status updates with  heart icons 
whole or broken, plans to meet up later, please, complaints, desires, pictures 
of babies dressed as bears or peppers for Halloween. No more reading and 
commenting on the lives of others, and in so doing, feeling slightly less alone 
in the room.	
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R.7.4 
 
GOALS:  
 

• Explain how the author’s use of words and phrases helps you understand what is happening in this short 
conflict between characters. 

• Explain how the author’s use of figurative language expands our understanding of Eric’s feelings. 
• Highlight words that convey the author’s stance/tone within the text. 

	
	
	
	
	
Eric	wondered	why	Griffin	was	telling	him	this	story.	Had	he	come	over	to	say	exactly	

this?	“What’s	the	point?”	Eric	asked.	

“The	point?”	Griffin	shook	his	head.	“We’re	the	same,	that’s	the	point.”	

The	same?	Eric	didn’t	speak.	A	storm	seemed	to	pass	inside	his	brain,	full	of	clouds	and	

rain,	and	it	was	hard	to	hold	on	to	one	clear	thought,	just	those	words:	the	same,	the	same.	He	

seemed	to	feel	everything	at	once:	denial,	disgust,	and	the	fear	that	Griffin	Connelly	might	be	

right.	

	

Eric	pulled	the	acoustic	guitar	close	to	his	belly,	leaned	back	on	his	bed,	and	strummed.	He	

wasn’t	practicing	anything	in	particular,	just	running	through	some	songs.	It	was	his	way	of	

checking	out.	He	closed	the	bedroom	door,	disappeared	into	himself,	and	tried	not	to	think.	The	

guitar	was	his	shield,	the	hard	outer	shell	he	needed,	like	the	exoskeleton	of	some	soft-bellied	

bug.	

	
~from	Bystander	by	James	Preller	
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~from	Bystander	by	James	Preller	

	

	 He	called	yesterday,	Eric	didn’t	even	know	why.	It	was	a	question	he	kept	wanting	to	ask,	if	

he	had	the	courage:	“Why	you	calling,	Dad?	What’s	the	point?”	

	 The	phone	got	passed	around	from	his	mother	to	his	little	brother,	Rudy,	and	finally	to	Eric.	

The	conversation	was	brief	and	awkward.	As	if	his	father	was	tired,	talked	out.	

	 Eric	kept	thinking	of	it	this	way:	It	was	like	his	father	was	a	great	bird	that	had	flown	away,	

and	all	Eric	could	do	was	watch	that	bird	drift	into	the	distance,	smaller,	smaller,	until	it	seemed	to	

vanish	completely,	lost	in	the	clouds.	It	felt	a	little	like	death,	a	wisp	of	smoke	vanishing	in	the	air,	

gone	but	not	forgotten.		

	 So,	okay,	the	phone	calls	didn’t	go	real	well.	

	 Or	maybe	Eric	just	wasn’t	very	nice.	

	 “You	probably	hate	me,”	his	father	observed.	

	 Eric	didn’t	answer.	He	recognized	the	code.	He	knew	it	was	really	a	question,	a	desperate	

request,	and	he	heard	the	ache	behind	it.	The	answer	his	father	was	looking	for	was	something	like	

“Oh	no,	Daddy.	Don’t	worry	about	us!	You’re	still	the	World’s	Greatest	Dad!”	Like	on	those	coffee	

mugs	you	see	at	the	mall,	the	lamest	Father’s	Day	gift	ever.	

	 But	Eric	wasn’t	a	little	kid	anymore.	He	was	thirteen	years	old.	Lucky	thirteen.	Try	to	roll	that	

with	a	pair	of	dice.	And	the	truth	was,	Eric	just	didn’t	have	it	to	give.	A	part	of	him	had	been	ripped	

out	like	the	stuffing	from	a	pillow.	So	Eric	remained	silent	on	the	phone.	Kept	his	father	waiting.	If	

Eric	listened	very	hard,	he	could	almost	hear	his	father	twisting	in	the	wind,	the	groan	of	the	rope.	A	

little	revenge	that	didn’t	make	Eric	feel	any	better.	

	 “I	guess	that’s	it,”	his	father	said.	“You	don’t	have	to	say	anything,	Eric.	I’m	sorry—I’m	so	

sorry.	I	just	can’t.	I	can’t.”	

	 Click,	and	he	was	gone,	again.	Call	over.	

	 	

It	had	rained	and	some	worms	crawled	from	their	holes	out	onto	the	brick	patio.	Eric	

grabbed	a	stick	and	idly	poked	at	one,	turning	it	over.	That’s	how	it	felt,	he	decided.	Just	like	that	

worm.	Pushed	around,	prodded	by	a	stick.	After	a	while	he’d	crawl	back	into	his	hole.	And	then,	in	a	

few	days,	off	to	school.	A	new	hole	with	red	bricks	and	homework.		
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At	first,	Lagos	assaulted	her;	the	sun-dazed	haste,	the	yellow	buses	full	of	

squashed	limbs,	the	seating	hawkers	racing	after	cars,	the	advertisements	on	

hulking	billboards	(others	scrawled	on	walls—PLUMBER	CALL	080177777)	and	the	

heaps	of	rubbish	that	rose	on	the	roadsides	like	a	taunt.	Commerce	thrummed	

too	defiantly.	And	the	dense	air	was	dense	with	exaggeration,	conversations	full	

of	overprotestations.	One	morning,	a	man’s	body	lay	on	Awolowo	Road.	Another	

morning,	The	Island	flooded	and	cars	became	gasping	boats.	Here,	she	felt	

anything	could	happen,	a	ripe	tomato	could	burst	out	of	solid	stone.	And	so	she	

had	the	dizzying	sensation	of	falling,	falling	into	the	new	person	she	had	become,	

falling	into	the	strange	familiar.	Had	it	always	been	like	this	or	had	it	changed	so	

much	in	her	absence?	When	she	left	home,	only	the	wealthy	had	cell	phones,	all	

the	numbers	started	with	090,	and	girls	wanted	to	date	090	men.	Now,	her	hair	

braider	had	a	cell	phone.	She	had	grown	up	knowing	all	the	bus	stops	and	side	

streets,	understanding	the	cryptic	codes	of	conductors	and	the	body	language	of	

street	hawkers.	Now,	she	struggled	to	grasp	the	unspoken.	When	had	

shopkeepers	become	so	rude?	Had	buildings	in	Lagos	always	had	this	patina	of	

decay?	And	when	did	it	become	a	city	of	people	quick	to	beg	and	too	enamored	

of	free	things?	

	 “Americanah!”	Ranyinudo	teased	her	often.	“You	are	looking	at	things	with	

American	eyes.	But	the	problem	is	that	you	are	not	even	a	real	Americanah.	At	

least	if	you	had	an	American	accent	we	would	tolerate	your	complaining!”	

	

~Chimamanda	Ngozi	Adichie,	Americanah,	National	Book	Critics	Circle	Award,	2013	
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LaRose	  by	  Louise	  Erdrich	  
	  
THE	  DAY	  CAME.	  Romeo	  and	  Landreaux	  ambled	  into	  the	  go-‐home	  line	  and	  lingered	  at	  
the	  very	  end.	  Bowl	  Head	  stood	  by	  the	  open	  bus	  door,	  scanning	  her	  checklist.	  Each	  
student	  in	  the	  line	  held	  a	  sack	  of	  clothing.	  Romeo	  and	  Landreaux	  had	  sacks	  too.	  At	  the	  
last	  moment,	  they	  ditched,	  sneaked	  around	  the	  tail	  end	  of	  the	  bus,	  rolled	  into	  shadow,	  
then	  wormed	  into	  the	  guts	  of	  the	  machine.	  There	  was	  a	  flat	  foot-‐wide	  bar	  they	  could	  
hang	  on	  that	  ran	  down	  the	  center,	  and	  beside	  it	  two	  catch	  pans	  that	  could	  help	  them	  
balance.	  They	  put	  their	  bags	  in	  the	  pans	  and	  fixed	  themselves	  in	  place	  on	  their	  
stomachs,	  feet	  up,	  ankles	  curled	  around	  the	  bar,	  face-‐to-‐face.	  	  

A	  thousand	  years	  passed	  before	  the	  bus	  roared	  violently	  to	  life.	  It	  bumbled	  along	  
through	  the	  town	  streets.	  The	  boys	  could	  feel	  the	  gears	  locking	  together,	  changing	  
shape,	  transferring	  power.	  As	  they	  pulled	  onto	  the	  highway	  the	  bus	  lurched,	  then	  
socked	  smoothly	  into	  high	  gear.	  	  

They	  lifted	  their	  heads,	  dazzled,	  in	  the	  vast	  rumble	  of	  the	  engine.	  Their	  ears	  hurt.	  
Occasionally	  bits	  of	  stone	  or	  gravel	  kicked	  up	  and	  stung	  like	  buckshot.	  Seams	  in	  the	  
asphalt	  jarred	  their	  bones.	  Their	  bodies	  were	  pumped	  on	  adrenaline	  and	  a	  dreamlike	  
terror	  also	  gripped	  them.	  On	  their	  stomachs,	  feet	  up,	  ankles	  curled	  around	  the	  bar,	  face-‐
to-‐face,	  they	  clung	  fear-‐locked	  to	  their	  perch.	  	  

	  
The	  pain	  burrowed	  into	  Romeo’s	  eardrums,	  but	  he	  knew	  if	  he	  lifted	  his	  hands	  to	  

his	  ears	  he’d	  die	  falling	  off.	  The	  pain	  got	  worse	  and	  worse,	  then	  something	  exploded	  
softly	  in	  his	  head	  and	  the	  noise	  diminished.	  The	  boys	  tried	  very	  hard	  not	  to	  look	  down	  at	  
the	  highway.	  But	  it	  was	  all	  around	  them	  in	  a	  smooth	  fierce	  blur	  and	  the	  only	  other	  place	  
to	  look	  was	  at	  each	  other.	  	  

Landreaux	  shut	  his	  eyes.	  The	  dark	  seized	  and	  dizzied	  him.	  He	  had	  to	  focus	  on	  
Romeo,	  who	  didn’t	  like	  to	  be	  looked	  at	  and	  did	  not	  ever	  meet	  another	  person’s	  eyes,	  
unless	  a	  teacher	  held	  his	  head	  and	  forced	  him.	  It	  wasn’t	  done	  in	  Landreaux’s	  family.	  It	  
wasn’t	  done	  among	  their	  friends.	  It	  drove	  white	  teachers	  crazy.	  In	  those	  days,	  Indians	  
rarely	  looked	  people	  in	  the	  eye.	  Even	  now,	  it’s	  an	  uneasy	  thing,	  not	  honest	  but	  invasive.	  
Under	  the	  bus,	  there	  was	  no	  other	  place	  for	  the	  two	  boys	  to	  look	  but	  into	  each	  other’s	  
eyes.	  Even	  when	  the	  two	  got	  old	  and	  remembered	  the	  whole	  experience,	  this	  forced	  
gaze	  was	  perhaps	  the	  worst	  of	  it.	  	  

Romeo’s	  rat-‐colored	  buzz	  cut	  flattened	  and	  his	  pupils	  smoked	  with	  fear.	  
Landreaux’s	  handsome	  mug	  was	  squashed	  flat	  by	  wind	  and	  his	  lush	  hair	  was	  flung	  
straight	  back.	  His	  eyes	  were	  pressed	  into	  long	  catlike	  slits,	  but	  he	  could	  see—oh,	  yes	  he	  
could	  see—the	  lighter	  brown	  splotches	  in	  Romeo’s	  pinwheel	  irises,	  mile	  after	  mile.	  And	  
he	  began	  to	  think,	  as	  minutes	  passed,	  endless	  minutes	  mounting	  past	  an	  hour,	  a	  
timeless	  hour,	  that	  Romeo’s	  eyes	  were	  the	  last	  sight	  he	  would	  see	  on	  earth	  because	  
their	  bodies	  were	  losing	  the	  tension	  they	  needed	  to	  grip	  the	  bar.	  Arms,	  shoulders,	  
stomach,	  thighs,	  calves—all	  locked	  but	  incrementally	  loosening	  as	  though	  the	  noise	  
itself	  were	  prying	  them	  away	  from	  their	  perch.	  If	  they	  hadn’t	  both	  been	  strong,	  light,	  
hard-‐muscled	  boys	  who	  could	  shimmy	  up	  flagpoles,	  vault	  fences,	  catch	  a	  branch	  with	  
one	  arm,	  and	  swing	  themselves	  into	  a	  tree,	  over	  a	  fence,	  they	  would	  have	  died.	  If	  the	  
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bus	  hadn’t	  slowed	  exactly	  when	  it	  did	  and	  pulled	  into	  a	  rest	  stop,	  they	  would	  also	  have	  
died.	  

They	  were	  speechless	  with	  pain.	  Landreaux	  gagged	  a	  few	  words	  out,	  but	  they	  
found	  they	  could	  hear	  nothing.	  They	  watched	  each	  other’s	  mouths	  open	  and	  shut.	  	  

They	  cried	  sliding	  off	  the	  bar	  as	  blood	  surged	  back	  into	  muscle.	  From	  beneath	  
the	  bus,	  they	  saw	  Bowl	  Head’s	  thick,	  creamy	  legs,	  and	  the	  driver’s	  gray	  slacks.	  Then	  the	  
other	  kids’	  boney	  ankles	  and	  shuffling	  feet.	  They	  waited	  on	  the	  tarred	  parking	  lot	  
ground	  until	  everyone	  had	  gone	  to	  the	  bathrooms	  and	  was	  back	  inside.	  The	  doors	  
closed,	  the	  driver	  started	  the	  bus	  idling,	  and	  that’s	  when	  they	  rolled	  out	  from	  
underneath.	  They	  dove	  behind	  a	  trash	  barrel.	  Once	  the	  bus	  was	  gone,	  they	  staggered	  off	  
into	  a	  scrim	  of	  thick	  blue	  spruce	  trees	  on	  the	  perimeter.	  For	  half	  an	  hour,	  they	  writhed	  
beneath	  the	  branches	  and	  bit	  on	  sticks.	  When	  the	  pain	  subsided	  just	  enough	  for	  them	  to	  
breathe,	  they	  were	  very	  thirsty,	  hungry	  too,	  and	  remembered	  they’d	  left	  their	  sacks	  
stuck	  beneath	  the	  bus.	  They	  sharply	  recalled	  the	  bread	  they’d	  squirreled	  away	  with	  their	  
clothes.	  
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If	  I	  Stay	  
Gayle	  Forman	  
	  
You	  wouldn’t	  expect	  the	  radio	  to	  work	  afterward.	  But	  it	  does.	  
	   The	  car	  is	  eviscerated.	  The	  impact	  of	  a	  four-‐ton	  pickup	  truck	  going	  sixty	  miles	  an	  
hour	  plowing	  straight	  into	  the	  passenger	  side	  had	  the	  force	  of	  an	  atom	  bomb.	  It	  tore	  off	  
the	  doors,	  sent	  the	  front-‐side	  passenger	  seat	  through	  the	  driver’s-‐side	  window.	  It	  
flipped	  the	  chassis,	  bouncing	  it	  across	  the	  road	  and	  ripped	  the	  engine	  apart	  as	  if	  it	  were	  
no	  stronger	  than	  a	  spiderweb.	  It	  tossed	  wheels	  and	  hubcaps	  deep	  into	  the	  forest.	  It	  
ignited	  bits	  of	  the	  gas	  tank,	  so	  that	  now	  tiny	  flames	  lap	  at	  the	  wet	  road.	  
	   And	  there	  was	  so	  much	  noise.	  A	  symphony	  of	  grinding,	  a	  chorus	  of	  popping,	  an	  
aria	  of	  exploding,	  and	  finally,	  the	  sad	  clapping	  of	  hard	  metal	  cutting	  into	  soft	  trees.	  Then	  
it	  went	  quiet,	  except	  for	  this:	  Beethoven’s	  Cello	  Sonata	  no.	  3,	  still	  playing.	  The	  car	  radio	  
somehow	  still	  attached	  to	  a	  battery	  and	  so	  Beethoven	  is	  broadcasting	  into	  the	  once-‐
again	  tranquil	  February	  morning.	  	  
	  
(several	  pages	  later…)	  
	  

I	  need	  to	  find	  Teddy!	  Where	  is	  he?	  I	  spin	  around,	  suddenly	  frantic,	  like	  the	  time	  I	  
lost	  him	  for	  ten	  minutes	  at	  the	  grocery	  store.	  I’d	  been	  convinced	  he’d	  been	  kidnapped.	  
Of	  course,	  it	  had	  turned	  out	  that	  he’d	  wandered	  over	  to	  inspect	  the	  candy	  aisle.	  When	  I	  
found	  him,	  I	  hadn’t	  been	  sure	  whether	  to	  hug	  him	  or	  yell	  at	  him.	  

I	  run	  back	  toward	  the	  ditch	  where	  I	  came	  from	  and	  I	  see	  a	  hand	  sticking	  out.	  
“Teddy!	  I’m	  right	  here!”	  I	  call.	  “Reach	  up.	  I’ll	  pull	  you	  out.”	  But	  when	  I	  get	  closer,	  I	  see	  
the	  metal	  glint	  of	  a	  silver	  bracelet	  with	  tiny	  cello	  and	  guitar	  charms.	  Adam	  gave	  it	  to	  me	  
for	  my	  seventeenth	  birthday.	  It’s	  my	  bracelet.	  I	  was	  wearing	  it	  this	  morning.	  I	  look	  down	  
at	  my	  wrist.	  I’m	  still	  wearing	  it	  now.	  

I	  edge	  closer	  and	  now	  I	  know	  that	  it’s	  not	  Teddy	  lying	  there.	  It’s	  me.	  The	  blood	  
from	  my	  chest	  has	  seeped	  through	  my	  shirt,	  skirt,	  and	  sweater,	  and	  is	  now	  pooling	  like	  
paint	  drops	  on	  the	  virgin	  snow.	  One	  of	  my	  legs	  is	  askew,	  the	  skin	  and	  muscle	  peeled	  
away	  so	  that	  I	  can	  see	  white	  streaks	  of	  bone.	  My	  eyes	  are	  closed,	  and	  my	  dark	  brown	  
hair	  is	  wet	  and	  rusty	  with	  blood.	  	  

I	  spin	  away.	  This	  isn’t	  right.	  This	  cannot	  be	  happening.	  We	  are	  a	  family,	  going	  on	  
a	  drive.	  This	  isn’t	  real.	  I	  must	  have	  fallen	  asleep	  in	  the	  car.	  No!	  Stop.	  Please	  stop.	  Please	  
wake	  up!	  I	  scream	  into	  the	  chilly	  air.	  It’s	  cold.	  My	  breath	  should	  smoke.	  It	  doesn’t.	  I	  stare	  
down	  at	  my	  wrist,	  the	  one	  that	  looks	  fine,	  untouched	  by	  blood	  and	  gore,	  and	  I	  pinch	  as	  
hard	  as	  I	  can.	  

I	  don’t	  feel	  a	  thing.	  	  
I	  have	  had	  nightmares	  before—falling	  nightmares,	  playing-‐a-‐cello-‐recital-‐

without-‐knowing-‐the-‐music	  nightmares,	  breakup-‐with-‐Adam	  nightmares—but	  I	  have	  
always	  been	  able	  to	  command	  myself	  to	  open	  my	  eyes,	  lift	  my	  head	  from	  the	  pillow,	  to	  
halt	  the	  horror	  movie	  playing	  behind	  my	  closed	  lids.	  I	  try	  again.	  Wake	  up!	  I	  scream.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Wake	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  up!	  Wakeupwakeupwakeup!	  	  	  But	  I	  can’t.	  I	  don’t.	  	  
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Understanding	  How	  Dialogue	  &	  Point	  of	  View	  
Reveal	  Character	  

	  

What	  happens	  in	  this	  passage?	  (what	  the	  text	  says)	  
What	  do	  you	  imagine	  the	  narrator	  has	  said	  to	  Mrs.	  Convoy	  in	  each	  exchange?	  (inferring)	  
Why	  would	  Joshua	  Ferris	  (author)	  write	  dialogue	  in	  this	  way?	  (analyzing	  author’s	  craft)	  
	  

Say	  I	  would	  come	  in	  from	  outside	  and	  go	  straight	  to	  the	  sink	  to	  wash	  my	  hands.	  It	  

didn’t	  matter	  which	  sink,	  Mrs.	  Convoy	  would	  find	  me.	  She’d	  sniff	  at	  me	  like	  a	  

bloodhound	  and	  then	  she’d	  say,	  “What	  exactly	  have	  you	  been	  doing?”	  I’d	  tell	  her,	  and	  

she’d	  say,	  “Why	  do	  you	  feel	  the	  need	  to	  lie	  to	  me?”	  I’d	  tell	  her,	  and	  she’d	  say,	  “Scrutiny	  

doesn’t	  kill	  people.	  Smoking	  kills	  people.	  What	  kind	  of	  example	  do	  you	  think	  you’re	  

setting	  for	  your	  patients	  by	  sneaking	  off	  to	  smoke	  cigarettes?”	  I’d	  tell	  her,	  she’d	  say,	  

“They	  do	  not	  need	  a	  reminder	  of	  ‘the	  futility	  of	  it	  all’	  from	  their	  dental	  professional.	  

When	  did	  you	  take	  up	  smoking	  again?”	  I’d	  tell	  her,	  she’d	  say,	  “Oh,	  for	  heaven’s	  sake.	  

Then	  why	  did	  you	  tell	  everyone	  you	  quit?”	  I’d	  tell	  her,	  she’d	  say,	  “I	  do	  not	  see	  how	  the	  

occasional	  show	  of	  concern	  is	  ‘utterly	  strangulating.’	  I	  would	  like	  to	  see	  you	  live	  up	  to	  

your	  potential,	  that	  is	  all.	  Don’t	  you	  wish	  you	  had	  more	  self-‐control?”	  I’d	  tell	  her,	  she’d	  

say,	  “Of	  course	  I	  will	  not	  join	  you.	  What	  are	  you	  doing?	  Do	  not	  light	  that	  cigarette!”	  I’d	  

put	  the	  cigarettes	  away	  with	  an	  offhand	  remark,	  she’d	  say,	  “How	  am	  I	  a	  trial?	  I	  am	  not	  

the	  one	  on	  trial	  here.	  The	  trial	  is	  between	  you	  and	  your	  addictions.	  Do	  you	  want	  to	  ruin	  

your	  lungs	  and	  die	  a	  young	  man?”	  I’d	  tell	  her,	  she’d	  say,	  “You	  are	  not	  already	  in	  hell.	  

Shall	  I	  tell	  you	  what	  hell	  will	  be	  like?”	  I’d	  answer,	  she’d	  say,	  “Yes,	  as	  a	  matter	  of	  fact,	  any	  

conversation	  can	  turn	  into	  a	  discussion	  on	  the	  salvation	  of	  the	  soul.	  It’s	  a	  pity	  more	  

don’t.	  What	  are	  you	  doing	  at	  that	  window?”	  I’d	  tell	  her,	  she’d	  say,	  “We	  are	  on	  the	  

ground	  floor.	  You	  would	  hardly	  manage	  to	  sprain	  an	  ankle.”	  

	  
~Joshua	  Ferris,	  To	  Rise	  Again	  at	  a	  Decent	  Hour	  
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Maybe	  A	  Fox	  by	  Kathi	  Appelt	  and	  Alison	  McGhee	  
	  

“Knock-‐knock,”	  came	  Sylvie’s	  voice	  again.	  “Come	  on,	  Jules,	  let	  me	  in.”	  	  
“There’s	  no	  lock,”	  Jules	  called.	  “Duh.”	  	  
There	  had	  never	  been	  a	  lock	  on	  their	  door.	  Even	  though	  she	  was	  upset,	  Jules	  still	  

had	  to	  admire	  that	  Sylvie	  hadn’t	  just	  barged	  right	  in	  the	  way	  she,	  Jules,	  might	  have	  
done.	  The	  doorknob	  turned	  and	  there	  was	  Sylvie,	  tall	  and	  skinny	  in	  her	  pajamas.	  She	  got	  
straight	  to	  the	  point.	  	  

“Why	  are	  you	  mad?”	  	  
“I’m	  not,”	  Jules	  lied.	  	  
Sylvie	  just	  pointed	  at	  the	  rocks	  laid	  out	  on	  Jules’s	  bed,	  a	  sure	  sign	  that	  Jules	  was	  

trying	  to	  calm	  herself	  down.	  	  
“Come	  on.	  Tell	  me.	  I’m	  your	  one	  and	  only	  sister.”	  	  
“Stop.”	  	  

“What?	  I	  am,	  aren’t	  I?	  Unless	  you’ve	  got	  a	  secret	  other	  sister	  somewhere?”	  
Sylvie	  sat	  down	  on	  Jules’s	  bed,	  careful	  not	  to	  disturb	  the	  rocks.	  Then	  she	  sidled	  

her	  pointer	  finger	  bit	  by	  bit,	  like	  a	  snake,	  through	  the	  rumpled	  blankets	  toward	  Jules.	  
She	  had	  been	  doing	  that	  ever	  since	  they	  were	  tiny,	  and	  it	  always	  made	  Jules	  laugh.	  Jules	  
looked	  away	  so	  she	  wouldn’t	  start	  to	  soften.	  	  

Sylvie	  abandoned	  the	  finger-‐snake	  and	  instead	  picked	  up	  the	  one	  piece	  of	  
obsidian	  in	  Jules’s	  collection.	  She	  hefted	  the	  small	  polished	  oval	  in	  her	  hand.	  	  

“I	  remember	  when	  Mom	  gave	  you	  this,”	  she	  said.	  “It	  was	  your	  fourth	  birthday.	  
You	  were	  already	  crazy	  about	  rocks.”	  She	  rolled	  her	  eyes	  in	  a	  what-‐a-‐weird-‐little-‐kid-‐
you-‐were	  kind	  of	  way.	  “Seriously,	  what	  four-‐year-‐old	  kid	  is	  a	  rock	  fiend?”	  	  

That	  was	  it!	  Jules	  snatched	  the	  obsidian	  from	  Sylvie’s	  hand.	  Once	  again,	  Sylvie	  
had	  invoked	  Mom.	  Obsidian	  was	  caused	  by	  volcanoes,	  an	  eruption	  of	  steam	  and	  gas	  so	  
furious	  that	  it	  melted	  the	  earth	  itself	  into	  this	  hard,	  shiny	  object.	  Right	  then,	  Jules	  felt	  
hard	  and	  shiny.	  	  

“You	  and	  Dad,”	  she	  said.	  “You’re	  like	  a	  secret	  club.”	  	  
“What	  are	  you	  talking	  about?”	  	  
“When	  the	  two	  of	  you	  get	  going	  about	  Mom.	  How	  do	  you	  think	  it	  makes	  me	  

feel?”	  	  
Sylvie	  looked	  puzzled.	  Jules	  kept	  going.	  “It’s	  like	  you	  remember	  everything	  about	  

her!”	  Jules	  rubbed	  her	  thumb	  along	  the	  smooth	  surface	  of	  the	  obsidian.	  “But	  me?	  I	  
hardly	  remember	  anything.	  All	  I	  see	  when	  I	  try	  to	  picture	  her	  is	  her	  hair,	  which	  is	  exactly	  
like	  .	  .	  .	  like	  .	  .	  .”	  	  

She	  stopped	  talking	  and	  carefully	  placed	  the	  obsidian	  back	  on	  her	  bed,	  back	  into	  
the	  vertical	  category	  of	  igneous	  rocks.	  	  

“Mine,”	  Sylvie	  finished	  the	  sentence.	  “The	  same	  color	  as	  mine.	  Is	  that	  what	  you	  
were	  going	  to	  say?”	  	  

Jules	  nodded.	  Yes.	  That	  was	  what	  she	  was	  going	  to	  say.	  	  
What	  she	  wasn’t	  going	  to	  say:	  that	  no	  matter	  how	  hard	  she	  tried,	  her	  memories	  

of	  their	  mom	  grew	  smaller	  and	  smaller,	  each	  one	  folding	  in	  on	  itself,	  so	  that	  not	  even	  
her	  10x	  magnifier	  could	  see	  them."	  
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Reclaiming	the	Essay*	
Writing	II,	Mrs.	Kittle’s	class	
	
Tom	Newkirk,	retired	UNH	Professor	Emeritus,	describes	his	11-year-old	daughter’s	
disgust	with	essay	writing	as	she	narrates	it,	“It’s	so	restricting.	We	have	to	have	one	
main	point,	which	we	state	in	the	introduction.	We	have	to	have	at	least	three	examples	
or	subpoints;	we	have	to	have	a	conclusion	where	we	state	our	points	in	a	more	
dramatic	way.	Oh,	and	we	can’t	use	I.”	
	
Those	who	teach	this	form	often	rationalize	that	once	students	learn	it	they	can	vary	it;	
they	need	to	produce	something	rigid	and	artificial	so	they	can	later	produce	something	
real.	Jerome	Harste	counters,	“As	teachers	we	need	to	help	students	get	in	touch	with	
the	basic	process	underlying	critical	thinking.	This	is	best	done	by	allowing	them	to	use	
writing	as	a	tool	for	thinking	rather	than	by	giving	them	a	formula	for	how	“good	essays”	
ought	to	be	written.”	The	five-paragraph	version	he	says	“was	neither	God-given	nor	
inherent	in	the	essay	itself.	Further,	when	the	essay	becomes	formulaic,	it	stops	critical	
thinking	rather	than	fosters	it.”	No	wonder	my	daughter	Hannah	was	told	at	freshman	
orientation	at	Providence	College	in	2009,	“The	five-paragraph-essay	is	an	automatic	F.	
It	is	not	what	we	expect	from	college	writers.”	
	
Newkirk	asserts,	“We	knew	this	writing	was	false,	skilled	at	a	superficial	level,	but	false.	
It	was	not	rooted	in	conviction,	in	the	experience	of	the	writer,	and	would	therefore	not	
enter	the	experience	of	the	reader.	It	was	what	Jerome	Harste	has	called	a	“textoid,”	an	
artificial	creation.	It	was	not	an	essay.”	Newkirk	defines	the	essay	differently:	
	

The	essay,	I	wanted	to	tell	my	daughter,	was	something	different,	
something	better,	something	looser,	more	personal,	more	playful.	To	
understand	an	essayist,	it	may	be	necessary	to	watch	a	child	with	a	
rattle.	Watch	her	shake	it	with	one	hand,	then	with	two,	watch	her	
drop	it,	pick	it	up,	hit	it	against	the	floor,	and	put	it	in	her	mouth.	This	
is	play,	but	as	Piaget	has	shown,	play	central	to	the	development	of	
intelligence.	The	essayist	also	plays,	though	this	play	is	internalized—
looking	at	ideas	from	different	directions,	shaking	them,	pushing	them	
until	they	fall	over,	pulling	on	them	to	look	at	their	roots.	

	
So	here	is	your	quarter	two	challenge:	write	at	least	one	real	essay.	Respond	to	
something	you	see	or	hear	or	discover	in	reading	or	just	wonder	about.	Use	the	form	of	
an	essay—a	page	or	two	of	play	with	an	idea,	turning	it	over	to	see	what	you	really	
think.	Write	towards	surprise,	what	you	didn’t	know	you	knew	when	you	started	
writing.	There	are	lots	of	links	to	great	essays	on	our	Google	Classroom	page.	Be	ready	
to	share	drafts	in	writing	groups	or	with	the	whole	class.	Let’s	explore	together.		
Due	May	12.	
	
*Critical	Thinking	and	Writing:	Reclaiming	the	Essay	by	Thomas	Newkirk,	1989.	
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High-school	senior	Brittany	Stinson	learned	Thursday	she	was	accepted	into	five	Ivy	
League	schools	—	Yale,	Columbia,	University	of	Pennsylvania,	Dartmouth,	and	Cornell.	
She	also	got	into	Stanford,	which	has	an	acceptance	rate	of	4.69%	—	a	lower	rate	than	
any	of	the	Ivy	League	schools.	Stinson	graciously	shared	her	Common	Application	
admissions	essay	with	Business	Insider,	which	we've	reprinted	verbatim	below.	
	
Prompt	1:	Some	students	have	a	background,	identity,	interest,	or	talent	that	is	
so	meaningful	they	believe	their	application	would	be	incomplete	without	it.	If	this	
sounds	like	you,	then	please	share	your	story.	
	

Managing	to	break	free	from	my	mother’s	grasp,	I	charged.	With	arms	flailing	
and	chubby	legs	fluttering	beneath	me,	I	was	the	ferocious	two-	year	old	rampaging	
through	Costco	on	a	Saturday	morning.	My	mother’s	eyes	widened	in	horror	as	I	
jettisoned	my	churro;	the	cinnamon-sugar	rocket	gracefully	sliced	its	way	through	the	
air	while	I	continued	my	spree.	I	sprinted	through	the	aisles,	looking	up	in	awe	at	
the	massive	bulk	products	that	towered	over	me.	Overcome	with	wonder,	I	wanted	to	
touch	and	taste,	to	stick	my	head	into	industrial-sized	freezers,	to	explore	every	crevice.	
I	was	a	conquistador,	but	rather	than	searching	the	land	for	El	Dorado,	I	scoured	aisles	
for	free	samples.	Before	inevitably	being	whisked	away	into	a	shopping	cart,	I	scaled	a	
mountain	of	plush	toys	and	surveyed	the	expanse	that	lay	before	me:	the	kingdom	of	
Costco.		

Notorious	for	its	oversized	portions	and	dollar-fifty	hot	dog	combo,	Costco	is	the	
apex	of	consumerism.	From	the	days	spent	being	toted	around	in	a	shopping	cart	to	
when	I	was	finally	tall	enough	to	reach	lofty	sample	trays,	Costco	has	endured	a	steady	
presence	throughout	my	life.	As	a	veteran	Costco	shopper,	I	navigate	the	aisles	of	
foodstuffs,	thrusting	the	majority	of	my	weight	upon	a	generously	filled	shopping	cart	
whose	enormity	juxtaposes	my	small	frame.	Over	time,	I’ve	developed	a	habit	of	
observing	fellow	patrons	tote	their	carts	piled	with	frozen	burritos,	cheese	puffs,	tubs	of	
ice	cream,	and	weight-loss	supplements.	Perusing	the	aisles	gave	me	time	to	ponder.	
Who	needs	three	pounds	of	sour	cream?	Was	cultured	yogurt	any	more	well-mannered	
than	its	uncultured	counterpart?	Costco	gave	birth	to	my	unfettered	curiosity.		

While	enjoying	an	obligatory	hot	dog,	I	did	not	find	myself	thinking	about	the	‘all	
beef’	goodness	that	Costco	boasted.	I	instead	considered	finitudes	and	infinitudes,	
unimagined	uses	for	tubs	of	sour	cream,	the	projectile	motion	of	said	tub	when	
launched	from	an	eighty	foot	shelf	or	maybe	when	pushed	from	a	speedy	cart	by	a	
scrawny	seventeen	year	old.	I	contemplated	the	philosophical:	If	there	exists	a	
thirty-three	ounce	jar	of	Nutella,	do	we	really	have	free	will?	I	experienced	a	harsh	
physics	lesson	while	observing	a	shopper	who	had	no	evident	familiarity	of	inertia's	
workings.	With	a	cart	filled	to	overflowing,	she	made	her	way	towards	the	sloped	exit,	
continuing	to	push	and	push	while	steadily	losing	control	until	the	cart	escaped	her	and	
went	crashing	into	a	concrete	column,	52”	plasma	screen	TV	and	all.	Purchasing	the	
yuletide	hickory	smoked	ham	inevitably	led	to	a	conversation	between	my	father	and	
me	about	Andrew	Jackson’s	controversiality.	There	was	no	questioning	Old	Hickory’s	
dedication;	he	was	steadfast	in	his	beliefs	and	pursuits	–	qualities	I	am	compelled	to	
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admire,	yet	his	morals	were	crooked.	We	both	found	the	ham	to	be	more	likeable–and	
tender.	

I	adopted	my	exploratory	skills,	fine	tuned	by	Costco,	towards	my	intellectual	
endeavors.	Just	as	I	sampled	buffalo-chicken	dip	or	chocolate	truffles,	I	probed	the	
realms	of	history,	dance	and	biology,	all	in	pursuit	of	the	ideal	cart–one	overflowing	with	
theoretical	situations	and	notions	both	silly	and	serious.	I	sampled	calculus,	
cross-country	running,	scientific	research,	all	of	which	are	now	household	favorites.	
With	cart	in	hand,	I	do	what	scares	me;	I	absorb	the	warehouse	that	is	the	world.	
Whether	it	be	through	attempting	aerial	yoga,	learning	how	to	chart	blackbody	
radiation	using	astronomical	software,	or	dancing	in	front	of	hundreds	of	people,	I	am	
compelled	to	try	any	activity	that	interests	me	in	the	slightest.		

My	intense	desire	to	know,	to	explore	beyond	the	bounds	of	rational	thought;	
this	is	what	defines	me.	Costco	fuels	my	insatiability	and	cultivates	curiosity	within	me	
at	a	cellular	level.	Encoded	to	immerse	myself	in	the	unknown,	I	find	it	difficult	to	
complacently	accept	the	“what”;	I	want	to	hunt	for	the	“whys”	and	dissect	the	“hows”.	
In	essence,	I	subsist	on	discovery.	
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 Sentence Study 

Penny Kittle	  
 
While she poured, chair legs scraped the floorboards, ice cubes cracked 
between molars, and silverware clattered against plates. 
 
~Adelle Waldman 
 
This sentence can be used to teach several important things at once when 
students are invited first, to study the sentence and list things they notice about 
the way it works, and two, imitate the sentence with their own. 
 

• The use of sound as a sensory detail that engages readers. 
• The use of parallel structure to expand an image and create a pleasing 

rhythm at the same time. 
• The use of specific verbs to carry a sentence. 
• Smart alliteration in a sentence (‘cubes cracked’) 
• Consonance (poured, boards, molars; clattered, plates) is pleasing to the 

ear—feels as if a writer is paying attention to words as whe writes 
 
I model what I mean by “noticing” just like I do when we study mentor texts. I 
also use student annotations to teach approximations… how observations, even 
when you don’t know the name of the {vmxmrk gvejx are important.  
 
I also model imitation, creating a sentence like the one above with my own 
experiences. When students imitate a pattern, of course, they learn its elements 
deeply. I create an imitation sentence live in front of them, struggling to find 
words or images for the sentence as they watch. (When I create my example 
sentence before the lesson, my students miss out on all of the teaching my hiqsrwxvexmsr
can show them—tvmqevmp}0 how to think as you craft sentences.) 
 
What do you notice about this mentor sentence from a non-fiction feature 
article? (List with a partner.) 
 
Try an imitation of one that follows the pattern of the sentence. 
 
Early	  mornings	  are	  a	  wondrous	  time	  on	  the	  backside	  of	  the	  racetrack.	  The	  shed	  rows	  are	  
alive	  with	  pre-‐dawn	  activity,	  the	  stalls	  getting	  mucked	  out,	  the	  hay	  racks	  restocked,	  the	  
feed	  tubs	  refilled.	  Floodlights	  partially	  sweep	  aside	  the	  darkness.	  Mist	  hangs	  in	  the	  
heavy	  air.	  Seabirds	  swoop	  past	  in	  low	  arcs.	  	  
	  
~Barry	  Bearak,	  “The	  Jockey”,	  New	  York	  Times 
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Select sentences and passages to study from writing in the world: 
 
 
I have broken my wrists, fingers, tibia, a fibula, chipped a handful of teeth, cracked a vertebra 
and snapped a collarbone. I have concussed myself in Tallahassee, Fla., and Portland, Ore. I’ve 

skittered across the sooty hoods of New York cabs and bombed down many of San Francisco’s 
steepest avenues.  

 
For many years I was a professional skateboarder. I first stepped on a skateboard at 11. The 

nomenclature—switch-stance frontside tailside, kickflip to nose manual—was the language of my 
first friendships, with wild, strange boys who were as ill-suited for school and team sports as I 
was. They were from broken homes. Poor homes. Group homes. We were like little cement mixers, 

keeping ourselves in constant motion, our skateboard’s movement the only thing preventing us 
from hardening into blocks of pure rage.  

 
~Michael Christie, “All Parents are Cowards,” New York Times 

 
 
Certainly there are more interesting, more original, and more accurate ways to answer the 

question how are you? How about: I’m hungry for a waffle; I’m envious of my best friend; I’m 
annoyed by everything that’s broken in my house; I’m itchy. 

Yet busy stands as the easiest way of summarizing all that you do and all that you are. I 
am busy is the short way of saying—suggesting—my time is filled, my phone does not stop 

ringing, and you (therefore) should think well of me. 
 
~Amy Krause Rosenthal, Encyclopedia of an Ordinary Life 

 
 

Someone asks, “How do you evaluate multigenre papers?” 
        “Thanks for coming today,” I say. “I’m afraid we’re out of time.” 
        Brief laughter. I’ve just suggested what many teachers wish they could do: avoid 

evaluation. Regardless of subject area, many of us grapple with evaluation: We want to be 
rigorous, yet fair; we want to set high standards, yet be true to our beliefs that learning is a 

matter of growth and development; we want to hold students accountable yet be sensitive to 
legitimate needs; we want to alert students to error, yet reward what’s done well.”  

 
~Tom Romano, Fearless Writing 
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Passage/Craft Study from This is the Story of You by Beth Kephart 
 
The guy turned his head inside his hoodie. He crammed his fists inside the pockets 
of his green-and-purple madras shorts. He slapped the heel of one flip-flop, then 
slapped slapped slapped toward the single extra chair, sat his long self down, 
hood still up, eyes averted. He was a transfer from someplace. 
 
My prime business in Haven concerned my brother, Jasper Lee, who was 
Home of the Brave to me, whose disease I knew all the long words to, 
because knowing the names of things is one small defense against the sad 
facts of reality. 
 

Worrying was Deni’s Job Number One. She’d lost the big things in life. A 
brother first (Afghanistan) and then a father (hole in the heart). The news that 
had changed Deni’s life and consequently had changed Deni had arrived in 
suits seven months apart, a knock on the door—the army people, the police—
and who could blame her for the thoughts she had, the days she didn’t trust, 
the plans she was forever putting into place, the precautions she took. Shore 
Up. That was Deni’s Project Flow. Dams, dikes, levees, green-blue corridors, 
sea gates, surge control, blue dunes, oyster reefs, wrap the city of Manhattan 
up in plastic, float Venice on buoys. Do something. Mitigate the risks. Do not 
disappear. Deni was cautious on behalf of every one of us. Deni was taking 
care. 
 

We looked. We drew. We listened. We walked deeper in. Through the green 
shade, beneath the tree cover, into the smell of pine, old moss, cracked 
shells, root rot. 
 

The atmosphere zinged with blue. 
 
I stood looking out for a while, watching the inscrutable dark. The white teeth 
on the black sea seemed closer than before. 
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Consider how these claims in a book of fiction focus the story: 
 
What are our responsibilities? A Ms. Isabel question. To pay attention. To love 
the world. To live beyond ourselves. 
 

I thought of the bigness of Mickey’s heart and the bigness of this sorrow, and 
how anger ruins everything, and how much chance in life is lost. 
 
Only thing in this world isn’t replaceable is people. Find your family. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A study of dialogue: 
 

“Yo,” Deni said to Eva, practically accosting her. “You coming to 
Rosie’s?”  

Which wasn’t usually a question anybody ever asked, because Slurpees 
in off-season was our best-friend tradition. Slurpees was our gathering hour, 
our talk-it-over time, our gossip. Slurpees was unhitching our Modes from the 
racks at school, strapping our backpacks to our shoulders, and going.  

But there was something about the way Eva was standing there, her 
ribbons of blond hair twining around her neck, her color high, her hands 
distracted, and Deni knew. She had her antennae way up, she was expecting 
as much, she was on the defense, standing close.  

“Not so sure,” Eva said.  
“Not so sure ?” Deni pressed.  
“Think I’ll skip it today.”  
“Something else to do?”  
“Maybe?” Eva shrugged. She looked at Deni, looked at me, looked at 

her ten sparkle-decaled fingernails. “You have a Slurpee for me, okay?” Eva 
said to Deni, sweet as Eva always was, because Eva wasn’t the kind of girl 
who would hurt on purpose. She was just the kind of girl who loved too much, 
stretched too thin, went way out of proportion too quickly, saw things that 
weren’t there. The kind of girl who would loan her best find to a guy who’d 
kept his hood up all day. 
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Tom Romano, Dept of Teacher Education, Miami University, Oxford, OH 
Penny Kittle, Kennett High School, Conway School District, NH 
 
Tinkering/Revising* 
 
Strategies to try in bringing “second genius” to your writing** 
 

• Create mind pictures. Find places in your writing that would benefit from dramatic 
narrative to show vividly. 

 
• Add sensory detail. Find places where the addition of sensory detail will help readers 

experience your words (“Big Mouth Spring bubbled up, and you’d put your face down 
there and suck. It was like a liquid crystal ball, cold on your lips . . . .”) 

 
• Improve sound and rhythm. Does the sound and rhythm of your words create 

music? Reread what you have on the page in a deliberate voice, giving each word its 
due. Listen to the language. Enhance rhythm and sound by deleting, adding, or 
changing words, altering sentence lengths, repunctuating. (Listen to the clang in 
“When I came back home, my back began to hurt.”) 

 
• Add precise words and interesting language. Are your words living and leaping? 

Are the words vivid, specific, palpable? (Did she drive a car or did she drive a new red 
Jetta? Did the homeless man go away or did he vanish or disappear?) 

 
• Pump up your verbs. Have you used “verbs of muscle” as often as possible? (Did the 

teenager go into the room? Or did she walk or limp or shuffle or dash or stride?) 
 

• Change the lead. Does your very first sentence/paragraph/page draw readers into the 
writing? Would the writing work better by beginning with a blunt statement, bit of 
dialog, critical description, compelling scene? 

 
• Vary sentence length. Does one sentence length dominate and become 

monotonous? Do some sentences need combined? Do long sentences need broken 
into shorter sentences for clarity and comprehension? Can you use a short sentence 
for emphasis? Remember Melville’s first line of Moby Dick? “Call me Ishmael.” 

 
• Placement and Payoff. Words, information, and ideas gain or lose impact by where 

and when they appear in a sentence, a paragraph, a piece of writing. Beginnings are 
powerful spots for placing information. Endings are even more powerful.  

 
• Weed the garden. Unnecessary words or longwinded passages can sneak into your 

writing without you even realizing it. For example, do you need all the words in the 
sentence, “Bob swaggered cockily”?  

 
*These ideas for tinkering/revising are amplified upon in Tom Romano’s Crafting  Authentic 
 Voice. 
**”second genius” was coined by Kim Stafford in The Muses Among Us 
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Pumped Up Verbs and Precise Detail 
 
 Becky Foster, a teacher in Texas, had written this final paragraph of an essay 
about her younger brother titled “City Boy, Country Heart”: 
 

Suddenly, he turned around and, without making eye contact, ran out of the 

garage, leaving his parents standing immobile, looking at each other’s 

bewildered faces for an explanation of their son’s bizarre reaction. The boy came 

up the back steps, practically on all fours. The door banged behind him as he ran 

for the solace of his bedroom. He flung himself spread eagle on the bed and put 

his face in the covers. Momentarily, he turned over and watched the ceiling with 

his tear-clouded eyes. His jaw got firm as he vowed, “Someday, I’ll have a horse. 

Someday.” 

 
Although Becky had used many active verbs in the paragraph, she thought she could 
improve the writing by pumping up the verbs. Here is Becky’s revision: 
 

Suddenly, he spun around and, without making eye contact, dashed out of the 

garage, leaving his parents standing immobile, searching each other’s bewildered 

faces for an explanation of their son’s bizarre reaction. The boy stumbled up the 

back steps, practically on all fours. The door banged behind him as he bolted for 

the solace of his bedroom. He flung himself spread eagle on the bed and buried 

his face in the covers. Momentarily, he flipped his body over and fixed his tear-

clouded eyes on the ceiling. His jaw tightened as he vowed, “Someday, I’ll have a 

horse. Someday.” 

 

   *   *   * 
   
 In a paper about a summer job she held as a waitress at a country club, college 
junior Leah Wessman had written this sentence: 
 
“Hey, Leah,” Celeste follows me hurriedly into the kitchen. “Gaggini requested you.” 
 
Leah tinkers with the language and finds a stronger verb and eliminates an adverb. Amid 
her tinkering and language work, she also creates additional specific visual detail: 

 
“Hey, Leah.” Celeste scurries behind me as I plow through the swinging kitchen doors. 

“Gaggini requested you.” 
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Analyzing	  Writing	  Crafǘ
	  
	  
	   This	  is	  called	  ‘rhetorical	  reading’	  and	  it	  means	  to	  break	  the	  text	  down	  into	  the	  
sum	  of	  its	  parts…	  to	  determine	  what	  the	  writer	  was	  trying	  to	  achieve	  and	  which	  writing	  
strategies	  he/she	  used	  to	  try	  to	  achieve	  it.	  A	  rhetorical	  analysis	  is	  always	  looking	  at	  the	  
why	  and	  the	  how	  of	  the	  writing.	  	  
	  

1. Read	  one	  whole	  chapter	  of	  your	  book	  today.	  When	  finished,	  go	  back	  and	  skim	  
read	  to	  map	  out	  what	  happens	  in	  this	  chapter	  in	  your	  notebook.	  Write	  about	  
how	  the	  author	  put	  the	  chapter	  together.	  Consider	  what	  we’ve	  studied	  that	  
writers	  do	  to	  move	  the	  action:	  flashback,	  zoom	  in,	  zoom	  past,	  narrator	  aside,	  etc.	  

a. Day	  2:	  consider	  the	  development	  of	  the	  chapter	  above	  and	  explain	  why	  
you	  think	  the	  author	  wrote	  this	  chapter	  at	  this	  point	  in	  the	  story	  in	  this	  
way.	  	  

2. Find	  several	  interesting	  sentences	  and	  copy	  them	  into	  your	  notebook.	  Annotate	  
them	  to	  show	  what	  makes	  them	  interesting	  to	  you.	  This	  is	  an	  author’s	  craft	  
question,	  so	  I	  am	  looking	  for	  observations	  you	  can	  make	  about	  a	  writer’s	  choices	  
in	  this	  section	  that	  you	  find	  interesting.	  

3. Focus	  on	  one	  of	  the	  lenses	  for	  reading	  that	  we	  have	  focused	  on	  so	  far	  in	  second	  
and	  third	  readings	  of	  poetry:	  word	  choice,	  voice,	  sensory	  details,	  tone,	  or	  pace.	  
Now	  apply	  that	  to	  a	  section	  from	  your	  independent	  reading	  book.	  Write	  about	  
what	  you	  noticed	  when	  you	  reread	  the	  section	  with	  this	  lens.	  	  

4. Make	  observations	  about	  punctuation	  today.	  Does	  your	  author	  favor	  short	  or	  
long	  sentences?	  What	  moves	  in	  writing	  craft	  would	  you	  say	  are	  common	  for	  this	  
particular	  writer?	  	  

5. Take	  one	  section	  of	  dialogue	  from	  your	  reading	  today.	  Analyze	  what	  is	  said	  (what	  
you	  learn	  about	  plot	  or	  character)	  and	  then	  what	  is	  NOT	  said.	  What	  are	  these	  
characters	  withholding?	  

6. Style	  is	  tricky…	  sometimes	  we	  love	  the	  way	  a	  writer	  writes	  and	  sometimes	  we	  
get	  irritated	  by	  too	  many	  narrators	  or	  moments	  when	  we	  lose	  our	  way	  (yes,	  I’m	  
talking	  about	  that	  second	  narrator	  in	  Extremely	  Loud	  &	  Incredibly	  Close	  again)…	  
how	  was	  the	  reading	  of	  this	  book	  for	  you?	  Explain	  what	  you	  loved/grew	  
frustrated	  with/etc.	  What	  would	  you	  say	  to	  the	  author	  (if	  you	  could)	  about	  how	  
this	  was	  written?	  

	  
	  
Analyzing	  Text	  Structures	  	  
	  

1. How	  important	  are	  time	  and	  place	  (setting)	  in	  your	  book?	  Would	  anything	  be	  
lost	  if	  your	  novel	  were	  set	  in	  a	  different	  period	  of	  time	  or	  in	  a	  very	  different	  
location?	  

a. If	  you	  are	  currently	  reading	  non-‐fiction,	  consider	  the	  date	  of	  publication	  
of	  the	  book.	  If	  the	  book	  is	  more	  than	  two	  years	  old,	  search	  online	  for	  how	  
the	  field	  studied	  in	  this	  book	  has	  changed	  in	  the	  last	  two	  years.	  
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b. If	  you	  are	  currently	  reading	  non-‐fiction	  that	  is	  place-‐specific	  (memoir,	  war	  
stories,	  etc.)	  consider	  how	  the	  setting	  impacts	  your	  understanding	  of	  the	  
book.	  Did	  you	  come	  to	  the	  book	  with	  strong	  background	  knowledge	  in	  
the	  area?	  If	  not,	  how	  did	  you	  overcome	  your	  ignorance?	  

2. Consider	  the	  narrator	  of	  your	  story.	  What	  do	  you	  know	  about	  him/her?	  Do	  you	  
trust	  him/her?	  Explain	  what	  makes	  the	  narrator	  reliable	  or	  not.	  What	  do	  you	  
question	  about	  what	  the	  narrator	  says	  at	  this	  point	  in	  the	  narrative?	  How	  does	  
the	  narrator	  affect	  your	  sympathies	  for	  other	  characters?	  	  

a. If	  the	  narrator	  is	  the	  author	  (often	  true	  in	  non-‐fiction),	  do	  you	  trust	  this	  
author?	  Why	  or	  why	  not?	  What	  do	  you	  think	  this	  author	  does	  not	  see	  
clearly	  or	  should	  research	  more	  thoroughly?	  

3. Consider	  the	  title	  of	  your	  book.	  Explain	  why	  you	  think	  it	  was	  chosen.	  How	  does	  
the	  title	  give	  meaning	  to	  the	  work?	  

4. How	  does	  the	  writer	  arrange	  ideas	  in	  this	  text?	  Is	  there	  any	  pattern	  to	  this	  
arrangement?	  

5. Consider	  the	  arrangement	  of	  ideas	  in	  this	  text.	  Is	  it	  chronological?	  Alternating	  
between	  a	  forward	  chronology	  and	  flashbacks?	  (If	  so,	  why	  so?)	  

	  
Analyzing	  Literary	  Elements	  	  
	  

1. Skim	  reread	  sections	  of	  your	  book.	  Look	  for	  repeating	  images,	  motifs,	  or	  
repetitions	  and	  consider	  their	  implications	  on	  the	  larger	  body	  of	  work	  here.	  
What	  can	  you	  find?	  What	  might	  you	  continue	  to	  pay	  attention	  to	  as	  you	  read?	  

2. Literature	  often	  uses	  a	  specific	  story	  to	  explain	  something	  larger	  about	  
humankind.	  Can	  you	  see	  connections	  between	  the	  story	  you	  are	  reading	  and	  the	  
characters’	  conflicts,	  revelations,	  or	  insights	  that	  might	  also	  be	  true	  for	  all	  
people?	  

3. Conflicts	  in	  literature	  can	  be	  internal,	  external,	  or	  both.	  Which	  do	  you	  see	  in	  your	  
book	  at	  this	  point?	  Explain	  how	  they	  contribute	  to	  your	  overall	  engagement	  with	  
the	  text.	  	  

a. Writers	  are	  skillful	  with	  weaving	  in	  sub-‐conflicts	  and	  multiple	  story	  lines.	  
If	  you	  see	  this	  in	  your	  story,	  explain	  how	  this	  has	  impacted	  your	  
understanding	  and	  engagement	  with	  the	  story.	  (Game	  of	  Thrones	  
readers—I	  don’t	  mean	  ALL	  of	  them!)	  

b. Writers	  create	  conflicts	  on	  three	  levels	  in	  literature:	  conflicts	  within	  the	  
character,	  conflicts	  between	  characters,	  and	  conflicts	  with	  something	  
outside	  the	  character:	  the	  world	  or	  God,	  perhaps.	  What	  do	  you	  see	  
happening	  in	  your	  book?	  

c. Have	  you	  ever	  noticed	  how	  authors	  put	  obstacles	  in	  the	  way	  of	  
characters	  resolving	  conflicts?	  Find	  them	  in	  your	  book.	  

4. Language	  is	  central	  to	  writing	  and	  it	  is	  chosen	  with	  care.	  How	  does	  this	  writer	  
use	  language?	  Is	  it	  formal?	  Informal?	  Technical?	  Slang?	  Does	  the	  language	  
change	  throughout	  this	  piece?	  
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5. Some	  writers	  use	  humor	  to	  identify	  one	  character	  or	  to	  present	  ideas	  in	  a	  text.	  
Do	  you	  see	  evidence	  of	  humor?	  Puns?	  Irony?	  Sarcasm?	  Why	  might	  the	  author	  
have	  used	  them	  in	  this	  book?	  

6. There	  are	  several	  comparison	  devices	  available	  to	  writers:	  similes,	  metaphors,	  
personification,	  hyperbole,	  etc.	  Can	  you	  find	  examples	  of	  any	  of	  these	  in	  your	  
text?	  If	  not,	  why	  not?	  	  

	  
Vocabulary 	  
	  
	   You	  know	  I	  believe	  that	  the	  single	  best	  way	  to	  increase	  your	  vocabulary	  is	  
through	  wide	  reading.	  Now	  I	  want	  you	  to	  show	  me	  how…	  
	  

1. Find	  a	  word	  that	  you	  didn’t	  know	  before	  you	  read,	  but	  feel	  you	  understand	  after	  
reading	  it	  in	  this	  book.	  Write	  the	  passage	  where	  the	  word	  occurred	  and	  then	  
explain	  how	  the	  words	  around	  the	  word	  you	  didn’t	  know	  helped	  you	  understand	  
it.	  	  

2. Collect	  at	  least	  four	  words	  a	  week	  from	  your	  writing.	  Keep	  them	  in	  your	  
vocabulary	  section	  of	  your	  notebook.	  Look	  up	  the	  definitions	  and	  then	  
determine	  how	  it	  was	  used	  in	  the	  book	  you’re	  reading.	  Here’s	  the	  big	  challenge:	  
start	  using	  them!	  See	  if	  you	  can	  slip	  them	  into	  conversation.	  (I	  suggest	  you	  pay	  
attention	  to	  pronunciation	  keys	  in	  the	  dictionary	  or	  ask	  me	  for	  help.	  Many	  words	  
sound	  differently	  than	  they	  look.)	  
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Reclaiming	Conversation:	The	Power	of	Talk	in	a	Digital	Age		
by	Sherry	Turkle,	who	has	spent	the	last	30	years	studying	the	psychology	of	people’s	relationships	with	
technology.	She	is	the	Abby	Rockefeller	Mauzé	Professor	of	the	Social	Studies	of	Science	and	Technology	
at	MIT.	A	licensed	clinical	psychologist,	she	is	the	founder	and	director	of	the	MIT	Initiative	on	Technology	
and	Self.	Turkle	is	the	author	five	books	and	three	edited	collections,	including	a	trilogy	of	three	landmark	
studies	on	our	relationship	with	digital	culture:	The	Second	Self,	Life	on	the	Screen	and	most	
recently,	Alone	Together.	A	recipient	of	a	Guggenheim	and	Rockefeller	Humanities	Fellowship,	she	is	a	
featured	media	commentator.	She	is	a	recipient	of	a	Harvard	Centennial	Medal	and	a	Fellow	of	the	
American	Academy	of	Arts	and	Sciences.		
	
“What	Turkle	brings	to	the	topic	that	is	new	is	more	than	a	decade	of	interviews	with	teens	and	college	
students	in	which	she	plumbs	the	psychological	effect	of	our	brave	new	devices	on	the	generation	that	

seems	most	comfortable	with	them.”		
-	Wall	Street	Journal	

	
Read	the	following	quotes	from	Reclaiming	Conversation.	You	will	be	writing	about	
this	topic	using	They	Say/I	Say	to	clarify	and	extend	your	thinking.	
	
We	say	we	turn	to	our	phones	when	we’re	“bored.”	And	we	often	find	ourselves	bored	because	
we	have	become	accustomed	to	a	constant	feed	of	connection,	information,	and	entertainment.	
We	are	forever	elsewhere.	These	days,	average	American	adults	check	their	phones	every	six	
and	a	half	minutes.		
	
There	are	now	baby	bouncers	(and	potty	seats)	that	are	manufactured	with	a	slot	to	hold	a	
digital	device.		
	
A	quarter	of	American	teenagers	are	connected	to	a	device	within	five	minutes	of	waking	up.	
Most	teenagers	send	100	texts	a	day.	Eighty	percent	sleep	with	their	phones.	Forty-four	percent	
do	not	“unplug,”	ever,	not	even	in	religious	services	or	when	playing	a	sport	or	exercising.	
	
A	researcher	found	a	40	percent	decrease	in	empathy	in	college	students	over	the	past	twenty	
years.	In	only	five	days	at	a	summer	camp	that	bans	all	electronic	devices,	children	show	an	
increased	empathy	as	measured	by	their	ability	to	identify	the	feelings	of	others	by	looking	at	
photographs	and	videos	of	people’s	faces.	
	
We	have	learned	that	a	student	with	an	open	laptop	will	multitask	in	class.	And	we	have	learned	
that	this	will	degrade	the	performance	not	only	of	the	student	with	the	open	machine	but	of	all	
the	students	around	him	or	her.	
	
We	know	that	for	children	the	best	predictor	of	success	later	in	life	is	the	number	of	meals	
shared	with	their	families.	Studies	show	that	the	mere	presence	of	a	phone	on	the	table	(even	a	
phone	turned	off)	changes	what	people	talk	about.	If	we	think	we	might	be	interrupted,	we	
keep	conversations	light,	on	topics	of	little	controversy	or	consequence…If	two	people	are	
speaking	and	there	is	a	phone	on	a	nearby	desk,	each	feels	less	connected	to	the	other	than	
when	there	is	no	phone	present.	Even	a	silent	phone	disconnects	us.	
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You	know,	kids	are	mean.	And	it’s	because	they’re	trying	it	out.	They	look	at	a	kid	and	they	go,	
“You’re	fat.”	And	then	they	see	the	kids’	face	scrunch	up	and	they	go,	“Ooh,	that	doesn’t	feel	
good	to	make	a	person	do	that.”…	But	when	they	write,	“You’re	fat,”	then	they	just	go,	“Mmmm,	
that	was	fun.	I	like	that.”	Face-to-face	you	get	to	see	that	you	have	hurt	the	other	person.	The	
other	person	gets	to	see	that	you	are	upset.	It	is	this	realization	that	triggers	the	beginning	of	
forgiveness.	None	of	this	happens	with	“I’m	sorry,”	hit	send.	At	the	moment	of	remorse,	you	
export	the	feeling	rather	than	allowing	a	moment	of	insight.		
	
A	teacher	“live”	in	front	of	a	classroom	gives	students	an	opportunity	to	watch	someone	think,	
boring	bits	and	all.	That	teacher	is	a	model	of	how	thinking	happens,	including	false	starts	and	
hindsight.	
	
The	Internet	gives	us	the	possibility	of	sharing	our	views	with	anyone	in	the	world,	but	it	also	
can	support	information	silos	where	we	don’t	talk	to	anyone	who	doesn’t	agree	with	us.	Studies	
show	that	people	don’t	like	posting	things	that	their	followers	won’t	agree	with—everyone	
wants	to	be	liked.	So	technology	can	sustain	ever	more	rigid	partisanship	that	makes	it	hard	to	
talk,	enabling	us	to	live	in	information	bubbles	that	don’t	let	in	dissenting	voices.	
	
Even	Silicon	Valley	parents	who	work	for	social	media	companies	tell	me	that	they	send	their	
children	to	technology-free	schools	in	the	hope	that	this	will	give	their	children	greater	
emotional	and	intellectual	range.	Erik	Erikson,	a	specialist	in	adolescent	development,	wrote	
that	children	thrive	when	they	are	given	time	and	stillness.	When	we	let	our	minds	wander,	we	
set	our	brains	free.	Our	brains	are	most	productive	when	there	is	no	demand	that	they	be	
reactive.	
	
Right	now,	students	struggle	to	sit	quietly	and	concentrate.	They	have	very	little	patience.	In	the	
past,	there	were	always	some	students	who	would	balk	at	lengthy	assignments.	But	now,	even	
academically	ambitious	students	rebel	when	they	see	a	reading	list	that	includes	more	than	one	
long	book.	
	
While	our	brains	are	wired	for	talk,	we	can	also	train	them	to	do	deep	reading,	the	kind	that	
demands	concentration	on	a	sustained	narrative	thread	with	complex	characters.	It	is	the	kind	
of	reading	most	students	say	they	don’t	want	to	do.	Generations	of	English	teachers	told	
students	that	reading	this	kind	of	fiction	was	“good	for	them.”	It	sounded	like	something	
teachers	would	say;	no	one	really	believed	them.	But	now	we	know	that	literary	fiction	
significantly	improves	empathetic	capacity,	as	measured	by	the	ability	to	infer	emotional	states	
from	people’s	facial	expressions.	The	English	teachers	were	right.	First	one	identifies	with	the	
characters	in	a	complex	novel	and	then	the	effect	generalizes.		
	
A	fourteen-year-old	girl	describes	the	strain	of	having	to	do	all	of	her	class	reading	online.	“Once	
I’m	on	the	iPad	for	assignments,	I’m	messaging	my	friends	and	playing	a	game.	It’s	hard	to	stay	
on	school	things.	I	don’t	see	why	they	got	rid	of	books.”	Cycling	through	apps	takes	adolescents	
away	from	other—and	they	think	more	important—things	they	used	to	do,	like	going	for	a	walk,	
drawing,	and	reading.		
	
She	says	that	when	she	wrote	in	her	journal,	she	felt	as	if	she	was	writing	for	herself.	When	she	
switched	to	Facebook,	she	went	into	“performance”	mode.	She	shares	her	thoughts,	but	she	
also	thinks	about	how	they	will	“play.”		
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Quick	Write	Invitations:	the	power	of	Microbursts	(a	small	and	intense	downdraft)	
	

Our	students	are	terrified	of	failure	when	they	need	to	know	how	to	make	use	of	it.		
They	have	been	taught	by	teachers	and	parents,	the	press,	and	their	own	instinct,	that	everything	must	be	done	
perfectly	the	first	time.	They	are	inhibited,	constipated,	frightened—in	no	condition	to	produce	good	writing.		

Writing	that	is	written	to	avoid	failure	guarantees	mediocrity.	
~Donald	Murray	

	
We	must	build	a	volume	of	ideas	and	confidence	with	young	writers.	We	must	lead	
them	to	practice	revision	as	a	daily	habit.	
	
Why	write	with	your	students?	Passion	is	contagious.	Every	teacher	needs	to	live,	learn,	
and	discover	ideas	in	writing.	The	language	we	use	in	our	teaching	is	embedded	with	
values	and	beliefs,	our	hope	and	vision	for	each	of	our	students.	The	standards	do	not	
prevent	creative,	imaginative	writing.	We	do.	We	prescribe,	assign,	and	rubric-ize	the	
imaginations	and	individual	expression	of	writers.	Teaching	is	about	our	force	of	will—
our	vision.	Our	vision	determines	practice.	Practice	determines	possibility.	
	
You	might	start	with	generating	ideas	in	story:		

• list	addresses	where	you	have	lived,	star	the	one	that	is	most	vivid	to	you	
• read	several	poems	from	George	Ella	Lyon’s	Many	Storied	House	and	quick	write	

2-3	minutes	after	each		
• sketch	the	floor	plan	of	the	address*	(or	sketch	your	neighborhood):	as	you	

sketch,	let	memories	come	and	jot	notes	to	yourself	(where	do	stories	live/hide)	
• turn	and	talk	to	a	partner	about	your	sketch	
• write	for	about	10	minutes:	keep	the	camera	on	one	story	and	stretch	out	that	

moment	(called	a	long	write	in	my	class—this	will	be	an	initial	writing	
assessment)	

	

 
 

Students	reread	and	revise	at	the	end	of	our	burst	of	quick	writes	as	regular	practice.	As	
author	Chris	Crutcher	said,	“Why	invest	in	revision?	Because	messing	with	language	
makes	us	smarter.”		
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After Second Shift  
by Lowell Jaeger  
 
She’s stopped to shop for groceries. 
Her snow boots sloshing 
up and down the aisles, the store 
deserted: couple stock boys 
droning through cases of canned goods, 
one sleepy checker at the till. 
 
In the parking lot, an elderly man 
stands mumbling outside his sedan, 
all four doors wide to gusting sleet 
and ice. She asks him, Are you okay? 
He’s wearing pajama pants, torn slippers, 
rumpled sport coat, knit wool hat. 
 
Says he’s waiting for his wife. 
I just talked to her on the payphone 
over there. He’s pointing at 
the Coke machine. What payphone? 
she says. That one, he says. 
It's cold, she says, and escorts him inside. 
 
Don’t come with lights 
and sirens, she tells the 9-1-1 
dispatcher. You’ll scare him. 
 
They stand together. The checker 
brings him a cup of coffee. 
They talk about the snow. 
So much snow. 
 
They watch for the cop. 
This night, black as any night, 
or a bit less so. 
 
"After Second Shift" by Lowell Jaeger from Or Maybe I Drift Off Alone.  
© Shabda Press, 2016.	
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Sincerely, the Sky  
by David Hernandez  

Yes, I see you down there 
looking up into my vastness. 

What are you hoping 
to find on my vacant face, 

there within the margins 
of telephone wires? 

You should know I am only 
bright blue now because of physics: 

molecules break and scatter 
my light from the sun 

more than any other color. 
You know my variations— 

azure at noon, navy by midnight. 
How often I find you 

then on your patio, pajamaed 
and distressed, head thrown 

back so your eyes can pick apart 
not the darker version of myself 

but the carousel of stars. 
To you I am merely background. 

You barely hear my voice. 
Remember I am most vibrant 

when air breaks my light. 
Do something with your brokenness. 
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Do	You	Love	Me?	
by	Robert	Wrigley	
	
She's	twelve	and	she's	asking	the	dog,	
who	does,	but	who	speaks	
in	tongues,	whose	feints	and	gyrations	
are	themselves	parts	of	speech.	
	
They're	on	the	back	porch	
and	I	don't	really	mean	to	be	taking	this	in	
but	once	I've	heard	I	can't	stop	listening.	Again	
and	again	she	asks,	and	the	good	dog	
	
sits	and	wiggles,	leaps	and	licks.	
Imagine	never	asking.	Imagine	why:	
so	sure	you	wouldn't	dare,	or	couldn't	care	
less.	I	wonder	if	the	dog's	guileless	brown	eyes	
	
can	lie,	if	the	perfect	canine	lack	of	abstractions	
might	not	be	a	bit	like	the	picture	books	
she	"read"	as	a	child,	before	her	parents'	lips	
shaped	the	daily	miracle	of	speech	
	
and	kisses,	and	the	words	were	not	lead	
and	weighed	only	air,	and	did	not	mean	
so	meanly.	"Do	you	love	me?"	she	says	
and	says,	until	the	dog,	sensing	perhaps	
	
its	own	awful	speechlessness,	tries	to	bolt,	
but	she	holds	it	by	the	collar	and	will	not	
let	go,	until,	having	come	closer,	
I	hear	the	rest	of	it.	I	hear	it	all.	
	
She's	got	the	dog's	furry	jowls	in	her	hands,	
she's	speaking	precisely	
into	its	laid-back,	quivering	ears:	
"Say	it,"	she	hisses,	"say	it	to	me."	
	
	
"Do	You	Love	Me?"	by	Robert	Wrigley,	from	Earthly	Meditations:	New	and	Selected	Poems.	©	
Penguin,	2006.		
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Definition writing  
 
There is a thing that sometimes happens in rowing that is hard to achieve and 
hard to define. Many crews, even winning crews, never really find it. Others find it 
but can’t sustain it. It’s called “swing.” It only happens when all eight oarsmen are 
rowing in such perfect unison that no single action by any one is out of synch 
with those of all the others. It’s not just that the oars enter and leave the water at 
precisely the same instant. Sixteen arms must begin to pull, sixteen knees must 
begin to fold and unfold, eight bodies must begin to slide forward and backward, 
eight backs must bend and straighten all at once. Each minute action- each 
subtle turning of wrists- must be mirrored exactly by each oarsman, from one end 
of the boat to the other. Only then will the boat continue to run, unchecked, fluidly 
and gracefully between pulls of the oars. Only then will it feel as if the boat is a 
part of each of them, moving as if on its own. Only then does pain entirely give 
way to exultation. Rowing then becomes a kind of perfect language. Poetry, 
that’s what a good swing feels like.  
 
~Daniel James Brown, The Boys in the Boat 
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Nonfiction passage studies collected by Penny Kittle 
 
People like Larraine lived with so many compounded limitations that it was difficult to imagine 
the amount of good behavior or self-control that would allow them to lift themselves out of 
poverty. The distance between grinding poverty and even stable poverty could be so vast that 
those at the bottom had little hope of climbing out even if they pinched every penny. So they 
chose not to. Instead, they tried to survive in color, to season the suffering with pleasure. They 
would get a little high or have a drink or do a bit of gambling or acquire a television. They might 
buy lobster on food stamps. 
	
Everyone had stopped cleaning up, and trash spread over the kitchen floor. Substandard 
housing was a blow to your psychological health: not only because things like dampness, mold, 
and overcrowding could bring about depression but also because of what living in awful 
conditions told you about yourself. 
	
It was once said that the poor are “constantly exposed to evidence of their own irrelevance.” 
Especially for poor African American families—who live in neighborhoods with rates of violence 
and concentrated poverty so extreme that even the worst white neighborhoods bear little 
resemblance—living in degrading housing in dangerous neighborhoods sent a clear message 
about where the wider society thought they belonged. “Honestly, this place is a shack,” Doreen 
once said. Not long after that, Ruby came through the door and announced that “a man just got 
killed right in front of the store.” Growing up in a shack in the ghetto meant learning how to 
endure such an environment while also learning that some people never had to. People who 
were repulsed by their home, who felt they had no control over it, and yet had to give most of 
their income to it—they thought less of themselves. 
 
~from Evicted by Matthew Desmond, winner of the 2017 Pulitzer Prize for nonfiction 
 
 
My understanding and expectation of what a family looks like has shifted closer to reality. Since 
the early 1970s, the number of single mothers in the United States has nearly doubled. Today 
almost 30 percent of families with children are headed by a single parent—84 percent of whom 
are women. I will never experience or fully understand the challenges many single moms face. 
Although the odds are stacked against them, they do everything they can to raise incredible 
children. To try to make ends meet, many have more than one job—not including the job of 
being a mother. And high-quality child care is often prohibitively expensive. The costs of 
placing a four-year-old and an infant in child care exceed annual median rent payments in 
every state. 
 
Despite their hard work, single mothers have the highest rates of poverty in America and are 
almost twice as likely to be poor as single fathers. Families headed by black and Latina single 
mothers face even more challenges, with poverty rates approaching 40 percent. Almost a third 
of single mothers and their children experience food insecurity. While we advocate for policy 
changes to support these families, we also need to do all we can to offer more immediate help. 
Shockingly, one in three families in the San Francisco Bay Area needs food assistance. I started 
volunteering years ago at my local food bank, Second Harvest, then helped launch the Stand Up 
for Kids campaign, which now provides meals to almost 90,000 kids every month. After the 
campaign began distributing food at a local charter school, student disciplinary problems 
decreased. “People thought we had bad kids,” the principal told us, “but we had hungry kids.” 
Another school reported that the program reduced student absenteeism and health complaints 
and increased academic performance. 
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Illness is a factor in more than 40 percent of bankruptcies, and there’s evidence that people with 
cancer are more than 2.5 times more likely to file for bankruptcy. Even relatively small 
unexpected expenses can have disastrous consequences: 46 percent of Americans are unable to 
pay an emergency bill of four hundred dollars. 
 
~from Option B by Adam Grant and Sheryl Sandberg 
 
 
We have shot, hanged, gassed, electrocuted, and lethally injected hundreds of people 
to carry out legally sanctioned executions. Thousands more await their execution on 
death row. Some states have no minimum age for prosecuting children as adults; we’ve 
sent a quarter million kids to adult jails and prisons to serve long prison terms, some 
under the age of twelve. For years, we’ve been the only country in the world that 
condemns children to life imprisonment without parole; nearly three thousand juveniles 
have been sentenced to die in prison. 
 
My work with the poor and the incarcerated has persuaded me that the opposite of 
poverty is not wealth; the opposite of poverty is justice. 
 
~from Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption by Bryan Stevenson 
 
 

Technology + Human Passion × (False Ideas + Bad Values) =  
Extremism and Global Dysfunction 

 
Technology + Human Passion × (True Ideas + Good Values) =  

Global Stability and Sustainable Prosperity 
 
This formula has two constants and two variables. The first constant is that the world is 
technologically connected. We will never be less connected or less exposed. Privacy, as we’ve 
known it, is over. As technology marches on, we will only become more connected and exposed. 
The second constant is the universal human passion for progress and a better life, and when the 
forces of technology and human passion combine, as they increasingly do in our interconnected 
world, their impacts multiply exponentially. Now consider two variables: our ideas about the world 
and our values. If you multiply technology and human passion against false ideas and bad values, 
you get total dysfunction and extremism. You will lurch from crisis to crisis with ever-increasing 
frequency. But if you multiply those same constants against the right variables—true ideas and 
good values—you get global stability and sustainable prosperity. In short, you get the things we 
all want. 
 
~from How: Why How We Do Anything Means Everything by Dov Seidman  
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