


Favorite Quick Writes
Writing notebooks are reassuring because it is easier to start from something rather than nothing. In 
notebooks, writers feel free to be awkward or polished, silky or sullen. To try opinions without 
commitment: without anyone watching. Notebooks are dedicated to perpetual sketchiness, and that’s 
their charm.   ~ Alice Fulton

           

A poem a day builds vocabulary and figurative language

“Days” by Billy Collins... if you could go back to one day, one moment, which would you choose? 

“When I Was Young in the Mountains” by Cynthia Rylant... when I was young on Belmont Street...

“On Turning Ten” by Billy Collins... you might write about a favorite birthday or memories of age 10

Sketches, letters, responses, or thinking on paper... but always in response to a piece 

of literature or a poem. I never ask students to write from a prompt or ‘story starter.’

Trace around your hand, fill it with memories of what you’ve touched, held, loved

Fill a heart shape with the music that lives in your heart, songs connected to moments you love

Choose an article from the newspaper, read aloud and respond with your thinking

A letter to someone you treasure; a letter to someone who annoys you; a letter to ask for something

Capture a conversation you overheard this week; capture the sounds of your house

Sketch your room, your backyard, your neighborhood, your classroom, your favorite hiding place

Things you wonder about; questions you’d like to ask the principal, your parents, your best friend...

Slow down time, show every detail you can recall; compressed time, like 100 moments on the school bus

Think of a favorite photograph and tell the story of that picture and why it matters to you
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Read aloud.  
Identify favorite phrases or lines. Respond with your own description using the 
five senses; you might write about snow or cold as Billy Collins did. Find a 
place in your quick write where you can make it better. Pass your writing to 
someone nearby who will read and comment on your work.
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Digging Deeper
What’s buried beneath a first draft? What we learn from rereading...

I learned this exercise from Donald Graves. Begin with the phrase “I remember” 
and write for five minutes with as much detail as possible. I write:

I remember trying to stay awake as our car tossed side to side with the curves of  Wilson 
Road, Dad gripping the steering wheel with both hands, me holding the thermos and an 
open cup of  black coffee ready to pass to him when the curves evened out into an unspillable 
stretch of  road. The coffee smelled old and bitter and looked like it was scooped from a 
puddle; it never tempted me. The headlights worked like two searchlights to separate the 
creepy darkness in the trees by the side of  the road from the path we could see ahead. The 
trick was to have a line in the water as gray morning light began to crawl across the sky. 
Steelhead bite at dawn. The big ones even earlier.
      Soon we were stepping into the river in our boots, careful to make as few ripples as 
possible. Don’t wake the fish: they’re smarter than you think, Dad would whisper, a smirk 
prickling the side of  his mouth, his blue eyes dancing as they met mine. I scooped pink 
salmon eggs out of  the jar he handed me and forced the hook inside. Who’s hungry? I 
wondered as I held the line and let the bait swing behind me. I tossed it into the deep water.

Now I reread the moment and look for words or phrases where there is more to 
say. I find Dad, coffee, creepy darkness, river, fish. I take one of  those and put it at the 
top of  a blank page and write freely from that word. Today I choose Dad.

When I was home in April we were preparing for a garage sale and their move to a more 
convenient house. It was time for clearing out and casting off. Dad said he wanted to sell all 
of  his fishing gear. I didn’t want to hear it. I knew it was coming: an end to fishing. He 
stood in the driveway with the now familiar clear tubing wound around one hand. He lives 
on oxygen now, but I still see us on the water. He tried to sell me—did I want a fly rod? A 
heavy steelhead rod? Would I like his old vest with something in each pocket? I blinked 
quickly and looked away. I chewed on the inside of  my cheek and watched as he showed me 
again how to make the line dance when you hold a fly rod. His body relaxed as he felt the 
line floating toward the water. And I tried to learn it this time, to not be distracted by cars 
rushing by on the street behind us or the sorrow rising in my throat. I still had him 
standing beside me in the driveway on a lovely afternoon; I could still learn this, before it’s 
too late, but it was his ghost I felt move through me, calling me back across the years to the 
water.

Suddenly I know there is more to say and I want to write. I want to think and 
plan how I might write this; I want others to know what I’m trying to say. I’m not 
sure what the piece will look like—I have no concept of  genre—but I have 
something to say about the gift of  time with people we love and the heartbreak of 
losing that time. Once I have an idea, I can find a form. This process of  getting to 
the heart of  what we want to say to the world is at the center of  motivating 
writers to dig into the hard work of  making meaning.
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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 
 
 
 



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.” 



Desired	  Outcome:	  to	  increase	  fluency	  and	  stamina	  in	  writing,	  to	  show	  students	  value	  in	  their	  
experiences	  and	  ideas,	  and	  to	  help	  them	  see	  growth	  in	  their	  writing	  over	  time	  	  
Levels	  1	  and	  2	  are	  ideal;	  levels	  3	  and	  above	  show	  acceptable	  progress	  towards	  this	  goal.	  

	  
Level	  1	   Level	  2	   Level	  3	   Level	  4	   Level	  5	  
Every	  student	  has	  a	  
personalized	  notebook	  
to	  collect	  ideas	  and	  
experiences	  for	  writing	  
in	  this	  class.	  

Every	  student	  has	  a	  
personalized	  notebook	  
out	  during	  writing	  time.	  

Every	  student	  
participates	  in	  writing	  
notebook	  work,	  but	  not	  
all	  students	  may	  have	  
notebooks	  each	  day.	  

Some	  students	  collect	  
ideas	  and	  imitation	  
sentences	  in	  a	  
notebook,	  but	  some	  do	  
not.	  

No	  evidence	  of	  
notebook	  use	  in	  class.	  

The	  classroom	  
community	  is	  nurtured	  
through	  regular	  reading	  
from	  notebooks	  in	  
pairs,	  triads,	  or	  class.	  

Most	  students	  share	  
regularly	  from	  writing	  
in	  notebooks	  and	  the	  
teacher	  works	  to	  build	  
community,	  but	  some	  
students	  rarely	  share.	  	  

Some	  students	  share	  
writing	  from	  notebooks	  
as	  the	  teacher	  works	  to	  
build	  community,	  but	  
some	  students	  share	  
rarely	  or	  not	  at	  all.	  

Students	  write	  in	  
notebooks,	  but	  do	  not	  
share	  their	  writing.	  

There	  is	  no	  evidence	  
that	  students	  hear	  the	  
writing	  of	  other	  
students	  in	  class	  
regularly	  or	  know	  the	  
stories	  of	  classmates.	  

Invitations	  for	  quick	  
writing	  happen	  four	  or	  
five	  days	  a	  week;	  all	  
students	  and	  teacher	  
write	  for	  4-‐5	  min.	  

Invitations	  for	  quick	  
writing	  happen	  three	  or	  
four	  days	  a	  week;	  all	  
students	  and	  teacher	  
write	  for	  4-‐5	  min.	  

Invitations	  for	  quick	  
writing	  happen	  three	  
days	  a	  week;	  all	  
students	  write	  4-‐5	  min.	  

Invitations	  for	  quick	  
writing	  happen	  two	  
days	  a	  week;	  all	  
students	  write	  4-‐5	  min.	  

Invitations	  for	  quick	  
writing	  are	  infrequent.	  

All	  students	  will	  reread	  
notebooks	  to	  mine	  for	  
topics	  and	  notice	  their	  
growth,	  then	  revise	  and	  
polish	  an	  entry	  from	  
the	  notebook	  once/qtr.	  

Students	  will	  revise	  and	  
polish	  an	  entry	  from	  
the	  notebook	  once	  per	  
quarter	  and	  be	  led	  in	  
reflecting	  on	  their	  
growth	  in	  writing.	  

Students	  will	  revise	  and	  
polish	  an	  entry	  from	  
the	  notebook	  once	  per	  
semester.	  

Students	  do	  not	  revise	  
notebook	  entries	  on	  a	  
regular	  basis,	  and	  thus,	  
miss	  reflecting	  on	  the	  
growth	  they	  are	  making	  
in	  writing.	  

There	  is	  no	  evidence	  of	  
revision	  and	  polish	  from	  
free	  writing	  in	  
notebooks.	  

Notebooks	  are	  
organized,	  entries	  
dated	  and	  labeled.	  

Most	  notebooks	  are	  
organized	  and	  most	  
students	  date	  and	  label	  
entries.	  

There	  is	  an	  organization	  
system	  for	  notebooks,	  
but	  application	  is	  not	  
consistent.	  

The	  organization	  
system	  for	  notebooks	  is	  
unclear	  to	  many	  
students.	  

Notebooks	  are	  not	  
organized	  and	  some	  
students	  write	  on	  
loose-‐	  leaf	  paper.	  
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