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TALK ABOUT RE-ENVISONING

“Being asked to add to my characters was like being asked to add three eggs to a cake that I 
already baked."

Kate DiCamillo

"Perfect taste, like perfect pitch, is a gift from God But a certain amount can be acquired. The 
trick is to study writers who have it."

William Zinsser

"Writing is not easy. I work long hours and sometimes all that work disappoints me and I throw 
it out and begin again ... But I get up the next morning and I start again. The thing about 
writing ... until your words become a book you can change them, mold them, shape and 
reshape them until they look and sound and feel precisely the way you want."

Karen Hesse

"Cut, cut, cut; your reader has a life.”
M.E. Kerr

"You just know–by the way it sounds."
Emma (11 -years-old, co-author of Scholastic picture book 

   One Day in the Life of Bubble Gum)

"Sometimes, you can tell something doesn't sound right, but it's hard to know how to fix it."
Rachel (12-years-old, editor and writer for New Moon 

   Magazine)

"I always end up feeling like I can never tell if it's really good or really bad."
Sarah (18-years-old, author of Soul Searching: A Girl's Guide 
        to Finding Herself)
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Practicing and Re-envisioning with Style 
*Included in Packet. 

Where does your writing voice grab you most?

• Practice: Reread parts where your voice sings. What do you like about your voice? Then, find a place 
where your voice drags. Read authors whose voices you love. What do these masters do to get their 
voice on the page?

* Which sentences contain -active and immediate verbs?   Where could your verbs 
be more interesting? Can you cut out words, such as "would" and "decided?"

• Practice: Find several sentences in which ho-hum verbs could be replaced with verbs that kick.

Passive: "She decided to take the notebook back." 
Active: "She snatched back the notebook."

Where do your sentences show instead of tell? Where could you show more?

• Practice: Find a sentence or two in which you could show instead of tell.

Telling: "She was mad." 
Showing: "She threw a chair across the room."

Telling: Julie was a courageous girl when it came to riding the bus. 
Showing: Despite the crusts of sandwich and spit wads flying past her ear, Julie refused to respond 
to the busload of boys vying for her attention. She sat right behind the bus driver, "So John, how 
much training did you get before you took this job?"

Where is your language fresh? Where could you invent a more creative image? 
"She was as sweet as honey" has been done before and doesn't really tell us much. But take a look at how 
Katherine Paterson uses sweet food in a fresh way:

"Listening to that woman was like licking melted. ice cream off the carton" (from The Great Gilly 
  Hopkins).

• Practice: Scan for clichés and invent a more creative image. Pair two things that don't normally go 
together. For instance, your little brother and a fish: "Trying to get Jack to eat cooked carrots was like 
trying to convince a bluegill to walk for a day."

• Practice: Use alliteration in at least one sentence ("fire flickers ... .. the mailman mutters"). Check out 
the poetry of Paul Fleischman and others to find some more examples.
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Where do you use specific nouns? Where could you be more precise? 
Specific words create more visual images and luscious language.

• Practice: Replace general nouns with specific names.
   General: tree, bird, man 
   Specific: weeping willow, cardinal, bus driver.

Where are your sentences free of clutter? Where could you cut words? 
Remember extra words slow the reader down and muffle your voice.

• Practice: In one paragraph, cut at least one word per sentence. You may need to deconstruct, and 
   then reconstruct the sentence before cutting out words.

Where are you sentences complete? Where do you have run-on sentences or fragments? 

• Practice: Scan for possible fragments. Read the line aloud. Does it make sense? For instance, if you 
   said, "Playing soccer" to someone wearing a jersey, they would look at you like you were crazy 
   because that's not a complete sentence and it doesn't make sense. But if you said, "I like playing 
   soccer" or "Playing soccer is fun," they might ask you to join the game.

Where are your sentences free of "nots"? Sentences are generally clearer if stated positively. 
Is there a different word you could use to replace "not" or "never?"

• Practice: Find one sentence that you can change from negative to positive form.
   "Notted" sentence: She did not pay attention to me. 
   Not-free: She ignored me.

   "Notted": I did not think she was right. 
   Not-free: I thought she was wrong.

Where do your sentences flow? Each sentence should move nicely to the next.

• Practice: Read your writing aloud. Find one choppy spot and fix the sentences so that each one 
   clearly follows the next.

* Where do you use unique details to describe your character? Where could 
you be more specific?

• Practice: Oh, THAT Sort of person: Write the name of your character on the top of the page, and 
   make up five sentences about him or her. "Lucas is the sort of person who wears his shirt backwards 
   at least three times a week."

• Practice: Take one character and write a meaty sentence that describes him or her. Try writing at 
   least five of these types of sentences. Here is an example.

   "She put down her cigarette, which had about a four-inch piece of ash dangling at the end of it, wiped 
   a tear out of her eye, swore for emphasis, and took the waffles out of the waffle maker."

-Polly Horvath
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Where do you use rhythm of language to show tone?
• Practice: Show the emotion of a character or set the tone by experimenting with short and long 
   sentences.

   For instance, if your character is panicked, she might speak in long sentences, such as in this example 
   from Everything on a Waffle, by Polly Horvath:  "If I don't learn how to make cinnamon rolls, I can't 
   go with Uncle Jack after school, and if I can't go with Uncle Jack after s chool, I'll either be arrested 
   for shoplifting, teased because I don't believe my parents are dead, or...”

   Here's an example from Skellig by David Almond, in which the short sentences create a dark tone:
   "The winter was ending. Mum had said we'd be moving just in time for the spring. Nobody else was 
   there. Just me. The others were inside the house with Dr. Death, worrying about the baby."

Where do you use stellar punctuation? Remember a comma can make or break your writing! 
Look at how master authors use punctuation to make their writing sing.

• Practice: Underline at least three places where you think you did a stellar job placing a period, 
   comma, question mark, dash, colon, or exclamation mark. Then, find at least three places to 
   experiment with punctuation. Could you combine two sentences? Separate a long sentence into two 
   shorter ones. Does the sentence need a comma?

• Practice: Experiment! Try using fancy punctuation, such as a dash, colon, or quotation marks in at 
   least two places. Look at your favorite pieces of writing. How do these authors master punctuation?

   Here's an example of a masterfully used dash from The Great Gilly Hopkins, by Katherine Paterson. 
   Notice how the dash really sets off that last simile.

Gilly had thought she hated all schools so much that they no longer could pain or disappoint her, 
but she felt heavier with each step–like a condemned prisoner walking an endless last mile.
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Practicing and Re-Envisioning the Big Stuff
*Included with packet.

*How do you begin your writing? How does your lead pull in the reader?

• Practice: Read the beginnings of pieces of writing that you love. Rewrite your own lead at least three 
   times.

From whose point of view is the story told? How do you stick with this person's point of 
view?

• Practice: Take one scene in your story. Write from a different point of view.  If your character gets 
   injured on the soccer field, write from the perspective of a jealous teammate, the competitive coach, 
   the nervous parent, a player on the opposing team, the guy who sells peanuts.

What is the theme of your piece? What is the "bigger meaning" of your story, poem, or essay?

• Practice: Write one sentence about what you think your piece is about now. What parts of your 
   piece support this theme? Is there another hidden message? How do master authors get their message 
   across?

Where do you explode (expand) important ideas or moments?
• Practice: Find one or two sentences that could be exploded. For instance, "We rode the roller 
   coaster," could be turned into an entire scene.

Where do you use the five senses? Taste, Touch, Smell, Sound, See
• Practice: Find three places where you could include at least one of the five senses. You might even be 
   able to sneak in a simile here.

What objects carry deep meaning in your writing? 
In Polly Horvath's Everything on a Waffle, Primrose jots down fun recipes. But the recipes are also her 
only connection to her lost mother. This makes the recipes powerful. What objects are important in 
your story?

• Practice: Take one object that's important to a character and write about it. For instance, perhaps 
there's a necklace hanging on the lamp by your character's bed with a half-heart charm with the word 
"BEST" imprinted on it. Who has the "FRIEND" half? Why is it hanging on the lamp instead of around 
your character's neck?

What does the setting of your story tell us about your character? 
If someone broke into your bedroom, he or she would likely be able to create a profile of you. You 
should be able to do this for your characters.

• Practice: Describe one setting in your story. Your character can be present or absent, but the setting 
must show details about the character's personality, habits, and outlook on life.

©DKF2002 page 6



How do your characters grow and change?
• Practice:  Write about what the character is like at the beginning of the story, then write about how 
   the character is different at the end. If you think your characters stay pretty much the same, then 
   write about how you would like them to change. How could you make this happen in your writing?

How do you get your characters talking?
• Practice:   Take one of your story's paragraphs and rewrite it entirely in dialogue.

Who is your audience? What parts of the story, essay, or poem will make sense to your audience? 
What might be confusing?

• Practice:  Give your writing to a classmate to read. Tell them who your audience is. Ask them to 
   mark one place that makes a lot of sense and another place that could be made clearer. Rewrite the 
   confusing spot.

Where is the writing most riveting?
• Practice:  Mark the places in your writing that have the most energy. Then, mark places that feel 
   slow. In places where your writing drags, try rewriting that scene or paragraph. Do you even need 
   that part at all?

What do you think about the structure of your writing?
• Practice:  Start your story in a different place. What happened the week before to the character?  Try 
   starting in the middle.

• Practice:  If you're writing an essay, try starting with a different paragraph. Why did you choose to 
   start where you did?

How is the story or essay unified?
• Story Practice:  Make a thumbnail sketch. Write down only the main events of your story. How do 
   these events build on one another?

• Essay Practice:  Write down the main idea of each chunk. How do these chunks build on one 
  another?   

• Practice:  Reread the final sentence in each paragraph. How does that sentence pull you into the next 
   paragraph? Rewrite at least two sentences that end paragraphs so that they better connect with the 
   next paragraph.

How does your story or essay end? With a final image? A prediction for the future? Dialogue? 
What's powerful about the ending? How does the ending fit with the rest of the story?

• Practice:  Read master authors' chapter and book endings. Rewrite your own ending at least three 
   different ways.
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First Lines from Novels
The beginning of a story should pull you in.  Notice the different techniques these authors use right from the 
start: dialogue, poetry, setting description, action, mystery, short sentences, long sentences, generalizations, 
first person, third person.

PRACTICE:   Write the first few lines of your piece in five different ways.

When Zachary Beaver Came to Town, by Kimberly Willis Holt:

Nothing ever happens in Antler, Texas. Nothing much at all. Until this afternoon,. when an old blue 
Thunderbird pulls a trailer decorated with Christmas lights into the Dairy Maid parking lot.

All Alone in the Universe, by Lynn Rae Perkins:

Our town is called Seldem. My dad likes to add, "If ever."

Bud, Not Buddy, by Christopher Paul Curtis:

Here we go again. We were all standing in line waiting for breakfast when one of the caseworkers came 
in and tap-tap-tapped down the line. Uh-oh, this meant bad news, either they'd found a foster home for 
somebody or somebody was about to get paddled.

The Birthday Room, by Kevin Henkes:

Two of the things Benjamin Hunter received for his twelfth birthday took him completely by surprise: 
a room and a letter.

Skellig, by David Almond:

I found him in the garage on a Sunday afternoon.

A Long Way from Chicago, by Richard Peck

You wouldn't think we'd have to leave Chicago to see a dead body.

The View From Saturday, by E.L. Konigsburg:

Mrs. Eva Marie Olinski always gave good answers.

Because of Winn-Dixie, by Kate DiCamillo:

My name is India Opal Buloni, and last summer my daddy, the preacher, sent me to the store for a box 
of macaroni-and-cheese, some white rice, and two tomatoes and I came back with a dog.
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First Lines, cont'd.

The Tiger Rising, by Kate DiCamillo:

That morning, after he discovered the tiger, Rob went and stood under the Kentucky Star Motel sign 
and waited for the school bus just like it was any other day.

Homeless Bird, by Gloria Whelan:

"Koly, you are thirteen and growing every day," Maa said to me. "It's time for you to have a husband." 
I knew why. There were days when my maa took only a bit of rice for herself so that the rest of us–my 
baap, my brothers, and I–might have more.

Just Juice, by Karen Hesse:

"Where's Juice?" Ma says, spreading grape jelly so thin on the sliced white bread, you can hardly find 
the purple. "If she doesn't get herself to school this morning, that truant officer'll be here before I can 
finish breakfast dishes."

Out of the Dust, by Karen Hesse:

As summer wheat came ripe,/ so did I) born at home on the kitchen floor./ Ma crouched) barefoot, bare 
bottomed/ over the swept boards) because that's where Daddy said it'd be best.

Love That Dog, by Sharon Creech:

I don't want to because boys don't write poetry.

Girls do.

Dear Papa, by Anne Ylvisaker:

Dear Papa,
Today in school we are learning proper letter-writing form. We are supposed to write to someone we 
haven't seen in a long time.

©DKF2002 page 9



Oh, THAT Sort of Person
Carefully chosen details can make your characters come alive. For instance, in the Christopher Paul Curtis' The 
Watson's Go to Birmingham–1963, Kenny describes his older brother, Byron, using telling details:

"Byron had just turned thirteen so he was officially a teenage juvenile delinquent and didn't think it was 
"cool" to touch anybody or let anyone touch him, even if it meant he froze to death. Byron had tucked 
the blanket between him and Dad down into the cushion of the couch to make sure he couldn't be 
touched."

Here's an example of an excellent character description of Kate Bowzer, owner of the restaurant The Girl on the 
Red Swing, in Polly Hovarth's Everything on a Waffle.  Horvath has Miss Bowzer crying, smoking, swearing, 
and making waffles–what a combination!  If Miss Bowzer just smoked and swore, she wouldn't be very 
interesting.  But since she's emotional and making waffles too, she's intriguing.  Check it out:

"She put down her cigarette, which had about a four-inch piece of ash dangling at the end of it, wiped a 
tear out of her eye, swore for emphasis, and took the waffles out of the waffle maker."

Write the name of one of your characters at the top of the page. Fill in this sentence five or ten times:

____________________is the sort of person who____________________________________________

Remember to show instead of tell and be specific. For instance, instead of writing "Mr. Steckelberg is a boring 
teacher," try, "Mr. Steckelberg is the sort of person who falls asleep standing up while lecturing about 
Columbus discovering America."

Here are a couple more examples:

Eva is the sort of person who won't eat fruit that's touching.

Eva is the sort of person who can run the mile while juggling.

Now you try! 
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VERBS THAT KICK
Action will make your writing more immediate to the reader. No need to make bombs explode; even simple 
actions will make your writing come alive.

He flung himself up and down the aisles, receiving the journals as if they were manna from heaven.
Walk Two Moons, by Sharon Creech

His joints creaked as he struggled to rise from the floor.  He whimpered in pain.  He leaned against us. 
He tottered and wobbled as he rose.

Skellig, by David Almond

Exercise:

Scan your writing. Find places where you could substitute a verb that kicks for a ho-hum verb. Make a list of 
verbs that kick. If you're stuck, ask a friend or consult a thesaurus.

Example:

"She turned around."

Ho-Hum Verb: turned

Verbs that Kick:
• spun
• whirled
• twisted

Will one of these verbs work in your writing?

Exercise:

Find places where you can make the action more immediate.

Passive: The note was gripped in my hand.
Active: I gripped the note in my hand.

Passive: She was embarrassed.
Active: She buried her head in her hands and slumped down deep in her chair.
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CONSIDER REVISION
Questions for Round Table Discussion

September 14, 2002

• What are some revising strategies that have worked well for you in your classroom?

• What are some of the challenges that you and your students face with revision?

• What do you hope students achieve in their writing through revision?

• What would you like to change about revision in your classroom?

• How do you get students to revise for meaning? Style? Grammar?

• How much time should students spend revising a piece?

• How much revising time is realistic considering the constraints of the school day and 
pressure to produce a certain amount of writing?

• How can professional writers be used to model the revision process?

• In what ways does literature inspire revision?

• What are the benefits and drawbacks of writing with students in order to show them 
our revision processes?

• How effective is peer feedback?

• What are some strategies that make peer feedback work?

• What are the best ways to motivate students to revise, and then continue to sustain 
their interest in reworking a piece?

• Where can students publish their revised work outside of the classroom?

• What should be the place of technology in the revision process?
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