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ABSTRACT 

For years a major concern of schools all over the nation has been 
the effectiveness of their high school English programs. Have they 
adequately prepared students to function in institutions of higher edu¬ 
cation. Or, for that matter, have schools given their students who do 
not seek higher education a sufficient background in the basics of the 
language to "get by" in the every-day world. Helena Senior High School 
like so many other schools did not believe it was. It decided to 
reorganize its English program drastically so as to provide an orderly 
approach to the teaching of language built primarily around a unified 
and sequential writing program. This program provides for a basic 
semester of composition in the tenth and eleventh grades to begin from 
fundamental treatment of descriptive and narrative writing skills and 
to progress through expository writing. The second semesters of the 
tenth and eleventh grade programs and all of the twelfth grade year are 
divided into nine-week blocks of various other language and literature 
considerations which provide ample opportunity for making use of skills 
acquired from the basic semesters. 

The following paper deals with the history, thinking, and planning 
that went into the change of the general program and treats specifically 
the guide for the basic semester of composition in the tenth grade. It 
lays out in some detail an orderly plan of instruction, example, drill, 
suggested assignments, and evaluation for teaching descriptive writing.. 
A number of literary and student models accompany each new treatment 
throughout the guide complete with comments for use. Conclusions and 
recommendations are then drawn by the author after having observed the 
new program in operation during the 1969-1970 school year. 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Many high schools across the U.S. have for many years followed 

English curriculums which are weak in, if not wholly without, fundamen¬ 

tal writing and language building courses. The school in which I began 

teaching in 1959 was no exception. Twelfth grade English at Helena 

Senior High School was primarily an historical approach to English lit¬ 

erature from a Harcourt-Brace textbook, Adventures in English Literature 

only incidentally did the teacher introduce anything on language skills, 

written or oral. Those who did digress from the regimented textbook 

approach were the more imaginative new teachers or the veteran teachers 

with solid communications backgrounds who realized that the course as it 

was did not accomplish all that should have been accomplished despite 

some truly outstanding jobs of presentation on their part. The eleventh 

grade program suffered the same pains with an American literature format 

and tenth grade English was almost as bad off with a sort of world lit¬ 

erature orientation from the Adventures in Appreciation text. The tenth 

grade plan allowed greater latitude in teaching and drilling various com¬ 

munication skills such as grammar, composition, oral work, and listening, 

but even this latitude was haphazard and almost totally without unity 

among the tenth grade teachers. Many of us were uncertain about the con¬ 

tent of the course and the methods we were using and were dissatisfied 

with the results, when we even stopped to consider the results. Some of 
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us changed our approach every year and complained that we couldn't pos¬ 

sibly give ample time to all the so-called skills that were accumulating 

in the English program (a very common complaint among English teachers). 

Host teachers blamed the system, or the state course of study, or the 

principal, or influential tenured teachers, or all of them, but most 

also were content to wade through another year doing essentially the 

same things because they had no better solutions to the problems. Those 

feelings of frustration and inadequacy undoubtedly reflect a very weak 

program offering in this area for the students, although I feel it 

necessary to add in defense of the school system that most other systems 

which I have been in contact with since, both in this state and elsewhere 

in the Northwest, are no better off. 

This situation, no matter who was to blame, existed during my own 

experience in teaching English for seven years. In 1966, much discour¬ 

aged and bewildered but little changed, I accepted an N.D.E.A. institute 

at Carroll College, the subject of which was composition, an area in 

which I had become more and more interested. At this institute I met 

Dr. John Semmens, the first man in my educational training who had what 

seemed to be a logical plan for teaching English and the man ultimately 

responsible for the basics of a composition program which was installed 

at Helena Senior High in the fall of 1969. His fundamental idea was 

that "Writing is a skill that can be taught"; this idea is the theme of 

this guide. 



- 3 - 

About thirty-five people, mostly from Montana, attended the insti¬ 

tute; most of them taught English programs similar to ours. Some ex¬ 

pressed satisfaction with what they had been doing; some were very du¬ 

bious. Almost all recognized a basic weakness in their composition, 

results reflected mainly by the poor performances of their students at 

the college level. In eight weeks in classes, in seminars, and in pri¬ 

vate conversations I learned that almost all were happy at having a plan 

offered which was both simple and practical. Mostly they were happy to 

learn that someone believed that composition could be taught, thereby 

providing hope for them to improve their own curriculums. 

None of them were naive enough to think that this idea was a 

miracle or that Dr. Semmens was a miracle man. They realized that the 

success of this plan, as with any program, depends upon the skill of the 

teacher in implementing it. But they seemed to recognize rather quickly 

A Plan which, quite in contrast to the doldrums of previous experiences, 

gave promise of revitalizing English curriculums with an approach that 

would aid in the development of a most fundamental tool for students— 

their writing skills. 

Several of my associates and I at Helena High took this attitude 

back to classes that next fall. However it wasn't simply a matter of 

walking in and establishing a new program. In fact none of us felt we 

had the obligation, let alone the power, to change the whole curriculum. 

We were, for the most part, somewhat selfishly thinking of experimenting 
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with some of the new ideas in our own classrooms and not presenting our 

ideas to the rest of the staff. About this time, however, we received 

some hints that tenth grade English, as we knew it, might be done away 

with because it was too much a repetition of ninth grade English, and 

that American literature, heretofore the core of the junior English pro¬ 

gram, would be moved down to the sophomore level to open up one of the 

last two years for elective courses in related English areas. These 

ideas seemed to suggest an improvement over the existing method, but 

those of us teaching tenth grade English felt that we would be better 

off replacing one of the other years of English. We felt also that the 

tenth grade course should be developed into a fundamental skill teaching 

year in communications as a springboard for other senior high school 

work. Since the eleventh and twelfth grade English programs encouraged 

little formal writing instruction, such a course would be very desirable 

for those.for whom the sophomore year might provide the last opportunity 

in high school for such fundamental training and a good opportunity for 

those who were planning to continue their education to really acquire 

the basic fundamentals of communication for college so often reported as 

inadequate. This belief was held by a few, although somewhat silently, 

for some time. Then in September following the Carroll College summer 

institute, we conducted an inservice session on school time to inform 

the entire English staff of what we had learned and how we felt about 

sophomore English. In one half day we presented our discoveries with 
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the two of us who had taken the full load (3 classes) at the institute 

placed in charge of the meeting. We enthusiastically tried for four 

hours to sell the program and, actually gained some disciples. But for 

the most part we met the same kind of attitude which we ourselves had 

possessed before the institute and heard the following typical skeptical 

remarks from those who did not wish to interfere with the status quo: 

"We tried that twenty years ago and it didn’t work." 

"If you think I’m going to break my back with all the 

paper work that kind of program would produce, you’re 

crazy." 

"I haven’t got time to do all the things I’m suppose 

to do now. How would I manage to fit this in?" 

Belief in change and what it could do for sophomores made those of 

us who did feel we had found something determined to continue. If what 

we had found wasn’t an innovation of staggering proportions, it was at 

least something practical, possible, and, above all, necessary. So we 

set out that year to experiment with it. 

In the intervening two years most of the disciples of the program 

had left the system, leaving only this writer and a few teachers who had 

embraced the idea second-hand through me. At this time our group of 

tenth grade teachers seemed especially compatible and when our new prin¬ 

cipal called a meeting of our group and announced that a complete cur¬ 

riculum change in English was in the offering, we were ready. During the 

fall of 1968 we met several times with the principal and found our think¬ 

ing on what was needed at the tenth grade level jibed with his. We also 
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managed, at the request of some of the teachers (eleventh and twelfth 

grade teachers included), to set up a ten-session extension course with 

Dr. Semmens so that all could get the program first hand. We did this 

late in the fall of 1968 with the idea of trying the new basic semester 

of composition during the winter and spring of 1969. 

During the trial period all sophomore English teachers followed the 

same prearranged format of presenting assignments and defining termin¬ 

ology. They also began their instruction by using duplicate sets of 

previously organized writing samples, some of which were gathered from 

the works of professionals (Hemingway, Twain, Hawthorne to name a few) 

and some of which were previous attempts by students (college freshman 

in Dr. Semmens classes and some of my own tenth graders from the pre¬ 

ceding two years). Aside from following a common format and using some 

of the same beginning models, teachers used pretty much their own devices 

to involve classes in discovering the concepts to be taught, gathering 

more models, and guiding and prompting them in developing an under¬ 

standing of the intricacies of written communication. Periodically 

teachers got together to check progress, to discuss problems common to 

the group, and to try to answer some individual questions. 

Some stumbled, a few complained, but most•recognized a valuable 
# 

plan that they had the added advantage of being able to work out the 

rough spots in during the semester trial period prior to the program’s 

actual implementation in the fall of 1969. 
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Before I attempt to list some of the problems encountered by mem¬ 

bers of the group, the reader should have a general overview of the kind 

of early assignment used and the method of dealing with it. Some teachers 

began with formal introductions or class discussions or diagnostic pre¬ 

test assignments, but most, with some individual variation in amount of 

material covered, handled the first assignment in the following way: 

A sample assignment follows: 

Write a brief paragraph describing a static scene 

(little if any action). 

1. Use active vivid verbs. 

2. Avoid linking and nto be" verbs as much as 

possible. 

3. Limit passive constructions. 

The assignment was put on the board several days or 

a week before it was due. The intervening time was 

used to "teach to" the assignment. Teaching to an 

assignment would include defining any new terms pre¬ 

ferably by induction and example, illustrating how to 

proceed by examining and discussing the professional 

and nonprofessional models, and allowing time for 

personal proofreading, interchange of ideas, group 

comment, and class discussion. At the conclusion of 

this procedure and on the day the assignment was due, 

the final draft was recopied neatly in ink on 

specially provided paper. 

The directions are kept as clear and concise as pos¬ 

sible and some key words are underlined. These are 

the main ones to be explained and illustrated in the 

prewriting stage. Students in this way clearly un¬ 

derstand exactly what is expected of them, and if 

their papers are graded only for those issues which 

appear in the assignment, they should gain confidence 

in this understanding. All too often we donft know 

what we*re looking for in grading written assign¬ 

ments and the student doesn’t know then what to expect. 
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The problem of withholding "red marks" save for those issues pecu¬ 

liar to a given assignment was the leading one discussed at the group 

meetings. Most other questions concerned how to use the models effec¬ 

tively, how to develop class involvement, and how to define terms. In 
* 

short most other questions stemmed from lack of confidence in something 

new. Most teachers agreed upon the need to control the "red marks" and 

as for the other problems most agreed that there was no shortcut. We 

had to plunge in and work them out as we went. 

Recognizing that the trial plan, although relatively successful, 

was still without a guiding form and further that some teachers who had 

been involved from the beginning would be gone the following year and 

new teachers would walk into the program cold, we felt it necessary to 

write up a general guide. 

Toward the end of the 1968 school year I was chosen as coordinator 

of the new tenth-grade English curriculum for the 1969 school year. 

Part of my job was to lay out the guidelines which would provide a nu¬ 

cleus for the course. Some of the general outline work, as a result of 

the 1968 spring semester trial, had already been done and some guidelines 

had already been suggested by the principal, Homer Loucks. Mainly I was 

to try to draw this work together and watch the progress of the program 

during the year. The following guide is not the final work on methodology 

and is not all inclusive; at the same time it is a source of aid and in¬ 

formation for the new teacher and a reliable reference for those who 
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were a part of its experimental stages. The guide suggests desirable 

practices which can be and are being followed to help each student reach 

the goal of effectiveness in communicating ideas and feelings. 

The basic hypothesis of this guide is that writing is a skill which 

can be taught by having students practice the fundamentals necessary to 

that skill in much the same way as one practices the piano or learns to 

dribble a basketball. Though those who are tone deaf may never be con¬ 

cert pianists and those who lack sufficient coordination may never be ex¬ 

pert dribblers, by practice of the right sort on the most serious weak¬ 

nesses, most students can become more proficient at the given skill. 

So it iSj I feel, with writing. Furthermore at the tenth grade level, if 

not before, a planned attempt should be made to actually teach the skill 

of writing, to examine the things which made a piece of writing artful 

or miserable for the sake of skill in communication. 

The phrase "practice of the right sort on the most serious weak¬ 

nesses" is the key to the success of the proposed program. One of the 

principal weakness in student writing witnessed by this researcher has 

been the use of broad generalities which very often say nothing because 

they are followed by further generalities rather than by specific sup¬ 

porting ideas. Writing is not easy for most people. To develop the 

skill, students need practice under skilled direction in creating speci¬ 

fic images. I feel that descriptive writing provides the most conveni¬ 

ent vehicle for exploring creativity in the use of language and in de¬ 

veloping a sense for specific detail, so the controlled work in our tenth 
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grade plan begins with, and strongly emphasizes throughout, work in de¬ 

scriptive writing. Students in the sophomore age group, as well as 

those slightly younger, are interested in the concrete and are not ready 

for abstractions. Any genuine writing on any level must begin with ex¬ 

periences of the writer—his own responses to reality. We cannot teach 

thinking, but we can offer students opportunities for response and there¬ 

by set up a catalyst for beginning the chain of thought processes. 

For the purposes of this guide and at the risk of oversimplifica¬ 

tion we will treat all composition in two areas (even though other areas 

may be identified for the purpose of portraying the whole composition 

picture in a general way): 

1. Creative: writing concerned with the impression that a work 

makes on all or some of the senses. This includes narrative 

and descriptive writing. 

2. Expository: informative writing of either an informal or a 

formal nature in which the primary intent is to give informa¬ 

tion or to supply evidence in support of an opinion. This will 

include only the most elementary facets of exposition as a sort 

of groundwork for further development in the junior English pro¬ 

gram. 

This guide, although defining the two areas separately, does not 

wish to treat them separately. Instead it hopes to cover the skills 

that may be applied to any type of writing within the framework of this 

course. Arthur J. Carr of the University of Minnesota said that, "to 
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adopt another’s assignments is difficult, but to adapt them is easy." 

This guide is meant to be used in the adaptive sense by the individual 

teacher. 

Those of us who have experimented with some of the ideas to be pre¬ 

sented in this guide feel that of the two general areas of composition, 

creative and expository, the first provides the best opportunity to de¬ 

velop the skill of choosing words properly (developing diction) and to 

arrange elements within a sentence artfully and correctly (developing 

syntax), while the second is probably the most frequently used by stu¬ 

dents in their classwork and therefore is of the most immediate impor¬ 

tance to them. Therefore the plan of this basic semester of composition 

begins with the fundamental skill-building portion of the course, with 

emphasis on improving diction and syntax primarily through work in de¬ 

scriptive (and perhaps some narrative) writing. It will move from there 

to some organization and control of paragraph work and finally to the 

rudiments of expository writing as the factors of time and success with 

creative and descriptive areas dictate. Most skills will be developed 

through assignments of short paragraphs and sentence groups and through 

examination of pieces of writing, both professional and nonprofessional, 

which illustrate particular skills or lack of them. 



CHAPTER II 

THE GUIDE 

As previewed in the introduction, the course offered to the sopho¬ 

mores at Helena Senior High in the fall of 1969 was agreed upon by mem¬ 

bers of the high school faculty and the principal after much planning, 

deliberating, discussing, and trying during the previous year. For the 

purpose of giving the reader a clear picture of the total composition 

plan, the writer is including a very general topic outline submitted by 

the acting secretary of our planning group which identifies the general 

areas to be elaborated upon in the sophomore year. By referring to this 

handy outline, the reader will be able to form a clearly unified pic¬ 

ture of the operation of the plan. The outline follows: 

I. Diction (beginning in descriptive writing) 

A. General concepts of descriptive writing 

1. Active voice (avoid passive) 

2. Avoid commentary 

3. Avoid repetition 

a. wordiness 

b. duplication 

4. Avoid cliche 

B. Verbs 

1. Begin with those found in static situations 

2. Avoid passive (as much as possible) 

3. Avoid "to be" verbs (use active) 

4. Avoid over-worked words 

C. Nouns (Concept of detail) 

1. Define and illustrate 

a. Abstract 

b. Specific 

c. Concrete 
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D. Adjectives and Adverbs 

1. Too many of either suggest weak nouns and verbs 

2. Avoid trite adjectives - cute, nice, beautiful, etc. 

3. Avoid trite adverbs or overworking any adjective or 

adverb 

II. Syntax 

A. Sentence structure 

1. Variation of length for effect 

2. Variation of sentence beginnings 

3. Variation in sentence movement 

a. Loose 

b. Periodic 

c. Balanced and parallel constructions 

4. Descriptive Elements 

a. Parenthetical expression 

B. Selectivity of Detail 

1. Description 

2. Support of controlling idea (topic sentence) in exposition 

III. Organization (as preview for junior year) - (Time and necessity 

permitting) 

A. Point of view and dominant impression 

1. General Action - calm to intense to calm 

2. Place 

a. Set off sections 

b. Approach, focus, withdrawal method 

The outline shows that formal work begins with "Diction11 and it 

uses descriptive writing as a means to begin. Note: We are not taking 

into consideration any pretesting, diagnosing, or other means of intro¬ 

duction when we say "begins." Teachers will discuss at preschool 

meetings whether some form of diagnostic pretest will be used, but this 

most likely will be a matter of individual choice. It is the intention 

of this writer to present each of the lettered sections of the general 

outline (under I. Diction, II. Syntax, and III. Organization) as the 

units of the course in the following way: 
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1. Define terms used. 

2. Give aims of each unit. 

3. State desired skills for each section. 

4. Give some applicable drills and sample assignments. 

5. Give some good and bad examples with comments for usage. 

In this way the guide should have unity as a whole as well as pro¬ 

vide functionality for the individual units if taken separately. 

I. DICTION 

A. Definitions of Concepts: 

1. ; Diction—is the use of words in oral or written discourse. A 

simple list of words makes up a vocabulary; the accurate, careful 

use of these words in discourse makes good diction. 

2. Voice 

a. active—situation in which the subject is acting; action is 

more immediate. (Example: uThe continuous pressure of the 

water cracked the walls of the dam.") 

b. passive—situation in which the subject is receiving the action 

of the verb. It loses its immediate effect. (Example: "The 

walls of the dam were cracked by the continuous pressure of the 

water.") 

3. Commentary—statement of fact about the who, what, where, when, 

why, and how of a matter. This is popular in news reporting be¬ 

cause it tells. It does not show which is the principal concern 

of descriptive writing. (Example: "Clark’s Peak, which was 
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named for Horace Clark, a miner back in 1879, jutted savagely 

above the low-hanging cloud bank.") The "which" clause makes no 

contribution to the description. It tells rather than shows. 

4. Repetition 

a. Wordiness—saying the same thing in several different ways; 

popular among those who are trying to count words. (Example: - 

"The modern student of today.") 

b. Duplication—repeating the same word or phrase inadvertantly 

throughout a piece of writing. 

5. Cliche—overworked or trite expressions which have lost effect 

because of overuse. (Example; "sadder but wiser," "red as a 

rose," "pitch black," etc.) 

B. Verbs (Probably most important single words in a sentence) 

Definition of terminology: 

1. Use active voice (defined and illustrated above) 

2. Avoid passive as much as possible (defined and illustrated above) 

Examples for comparison from The Elements of Style by Strunk and 

White: 

a. I shall always remember my first visit to Boston. 

b. My first visit to Boston will always be remembered by me. 

The first sentence is much more vigorous even more immediate 

though the action of both concerns remembering out of the past. Sentence 

is also more concise and even omitting the "to me" from sentence b_. 
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doesn^t help because then we don't know who is supposed to do the 

remembering. Sentence Jb. is then indefinite. Sometimes the passive is 

convenient and necessary. 

a. The dramatists of the Restoration are little esteemed today. 

b. Modern readers have little esteem for the dramatists of the 

Restoration. 

Sentence a., would be preferred if the paragraph were about the dramatists 

of the Kestoration; sentence Jb., in a paragraph on the tastes of modern 

readers. 

3. Avoid "to be" or linking verbs as much as possible in descriptive 

writing. This means keep the ratio of "am", "are", "is", "seem", 

"appear", "feel", "look", "become", etc. and related words to a 

minimum because they can't help show something vividly. For 

example: 

a. Deep red marks were on his face. 

b. Deep red marks scarred his face. 

or 

a. The wind seemed cold. 

b. The wind bit fiercely at nose, cheeks, and wrists. 

or 

a. You can hear the sound of the wind. 

b. The wind howled. 

4. Avoid overworked verbs. Any verb can be overworked in a given 
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instance but in descriptive writing this caution applies mainly to 

such situations as the following: 

a. Using words like "said11, "ran", "talked" over and over when 

more vivid words like "snarled", "sprinted", "chattered" would 

provide more accurate sense impressions. 

b. Settling for a lopsided ration of old standby verbs such as 

"have", "do", "let", "stand", "get" to name a few, when search¬ 

ing for synonyms at least for variety's sake would be more in¬ 

teresting. This is perhaps the chief source of difficulty in 

dealing with static scenes, and this is precisely why the early 

assignments in descriptive use of verbs begin with static 

scenes. Writers must come to grips with situations which by 

their very nature lean on uninteresting, static word choices 

and must be much more descriminate in choosing the vigorous 

ones than they would be if the subject matter were highly active. 

In the latter case the action itself will tend to suggest many 

of the choices and although there is a definite art in develop¬ 

ing a good description of action, it doesn’t present quite the 

same kind of discipline as describing a static one. 

Aims of the Verb Unit: The aims of this unit will be simply to make 

students familiar with the words which carry the main work load of a 

sentence, and to discriminate in choosing them so that the student will 

always have the word most vivid or apt for the given situation. 
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Statement of Desired Skills: Through drill, exercises, examination of 

models, and practical assignments we hope students acquire a good working 

knowledge of: 

1. Being selective in using proper verbs and verbals. 

2. Understanding terminology and the functions of the various terms. 

3. Understanding the relationships between the role of the verb and 

other sentence elements. 

Evaluation of such skills will be based upon the attainment of one skill 

at a time. 

Applicable Drills and Exercises: The possibilities here are almost 

unlimited. This guide presents only two or three suggestions. Numerous 

available source materials contain many applicable drills. A biblio¬ 

graphy at the end of the guide lists some of my sources. 

1. Orally, as board work, with the overhead, or as a written assign¬ 

ment give lists of common verbs such as looked, walked, ran, said, 

went, moved, etc. and have students record more vivid verbs for 

each (Example: walked, ambled, strutted, staggered, limped, 

shuffled, etc.) 

2. Ask students to substitute more vigorous verbs in sentences con¬ 

taining weak verbs (again orally or as written work). Or give 

sentences leaving the verbs out and ask students to supply them. 

3. Examine passages from literature from the standpoint of their verb 

power. Or have students examine a well chosen series of models, 



- 19 - 

professional and nonprofessional, good and bad, with the specific 

intent of evaluating why some fail and why some are successful, 

on the basis of verb choice. (See "Good and Bad Examples") 

Sample Assignment: One sample assignment for this unit appears in the 

introduction on page 7. Others could be modeled after it. The object 

is to put assignments, simply stated, on the board at the very beginning 

of a unit. Between that time and the time the assignment is due (a 

matter which will be based on trial and error) teachers will explain, 

illustrate, and discuss thoroughly all terminology so that the student 

knows exactly what the issues of the assignment are. Teachers will then 

grade only on those issues, not for every mechanical error, misspelling, 

or grammatical mistake. Work in mechanics, spelling, and grammar will 

proceed from needs determined in assignments. In this way the student 

is led to understand exactly what is expected of him in each assignment 

and gains confidence in the knowledge that the teacher will evaluate for 

only those issues. As the student's confidence grows and he experiences 

some success, we hope (as has been experienced in trial classes) that he 

will become more critical of his own shortcomings in spelling, punctua¬ 

tion, and grammar, and seek help on his own. At this time the teacher 

will counsel him personally or refer him to any one of a number of 

reliable source materials on the subject. 

Good and Bad Examples: The following is a student theme written by a 

college freshman, a simple description of a campus scene with little 
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action. It does not convey a very clear picture because it relies on 

telling the reader rather than showing him. 

1. The Campus at Night 

The campus at night i^s a quiet and motionless scene. 
As you walk through the campus about 9:00 P.M. at night you 
can readily see the emptiness around you. The sidewalks 
which during the day were filled with students hurrying 
from class to class are now empty. The activity which the 
day had seen is no longer present; instead there calm 
from lack of movement. Walking towards the gym, you can 
only hear the sound of the wind as it passes through the 
trees, and you can feel the cold wind as it strikes your 
body sending a chill through you. Looking around again 
you can see and feel the dark, quiet and motionless cam¬ 
pus which shall remain so till another day. 

Comment on #1 

1. This theme is very general. It says little. 

2. Note the underlined verbs and verbals 

a. number of "to be" verbs 

b. number of passives 

c. number of tellings rather than showings - can see, can feel, 

etc. 

d. amount of commentary indicated in the "which" clauses 

2. The Campus at Night (Rewrite) 

The campus lay quiet and dark. Some heavy gray clouds 
blotted out the stars and moon and the only light came from 
a single campus street light which was partially hidden by 
the over growth of a huge spruce tree. A solitary figure, 
huddled against the chill night breeze, makes its way along 
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the walk toward the dorm. Only the rhythmic shuffle of 
feet and the gentle creaking of the spruce tree echo 
across the deserted campus grounds. 

Comment on //2 

1. Note the reduction of "to be" verbs and the elimination of 

passive situations. 

2. This theme could be further detailed but note the improvement 

in the creation of the mood of a campus at night. 

The following excerpt from a student selection is a good example of 

use of vigorous verbs in describing a simple action: 

3. Trout Stream 

On a thin blade of dead grass jutting out over the 
riffle a brown grasshopper struggled, trying to regain 
its balance. The trout remained motionless, aware of the 
insect within feet of him. Finally the insect lost con¬ 
tact with the blade and toppled into the current. The 
trout awaited it. He drifted to the surface, directly in 
the path of the floating grasshopper, and gently mouthed 
it. Only a few rings marred the surface, revealing the 
action. The trout wheeled around and jerking his huge 
head spasmodically rocketed downstream with the current. 

Comment on #3 

1. Note that although not every verb is unusual or particularly 

active most of them are. The ratio of good verbs such as 

jutting, struggled, toppled, mouthed, etc. is much greater 

than the ratio of fairly static verbs such as trying, remained, 

or awaited. Naturally there has to be a place for both in any 
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kind of writing but in descriptions, especially descriptions of 

actions, the former are more valuable to creating a vivid picture. 

The following example is a good student attempt at describing a static 

scene: 

4. Christmas Tree 

The trunk of the young pine stands remarkably straight 
reaching to within inches of the textured ceiling so that the blue 
light which perched atop it actually reflected in the white dull 
gloss. The young limbs bow heavily under the weight of bright 
Christmas decorations. Strategically placed below the blue light 
on the crown, complete with contrasting and matching star-shaped 
reflectors, some 50 red, orange, green, yellow, and blue lights 
dot the pine creating a roughly cone-shaped kaleidascope of color. 
Near each splash of light hangs a perfectly round glass ornament 
about the size of a tennis ball, its surface shiny blue, green, 
red, or yellow and each surface catching the colored reflections 
from every angle forming the illusion of hundreds more tiny lights. 
Multiplying the tiny colorful lights to thousands, the silver 
icicles shimmer brightly from the spiny gold tinsel, draped grace¬ 
fully round the young limbs, and dangle like, frozen ice slivers 
from the tips of thickly-needled branches. A fluffy white cotton 
skirt covers several pine bows arranged around the base to com¬ 
plete the decoration. 

Comment on #4 

1. Note that though the ratio of strong to weak verbs is more 

nearly the same here than in descriptions of actions, the pre¬ 

sence of such verbs as perched, bow, dot, shimmer, draped, and 

dangle raise this attempt above mere static listing and give it 

a certain vitality. 

C. Nouns (a concept of detail — that is calling things by specific 

names) 
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Definition of terminology: 

1. Abstract — a general term (word or phrase) lacking specificity. 

Example: car or It was a cold morning. 

2. Specific details — those that give exact information about a sub¬ 

ject by answering who? What? When? Where? or How Many? Often 

they are names, dates, places, and numbers. 

Example: Chevrolet or It was ten degrees below zero. 

3. Concrete details — specific details that gain their exactness 

through sense appeals - sight, sound, smell, taste, or touch. 

Examples: 1969 red Impala convertible screeching around the comer 

or On the porch, the milk cartons bulged. 

Aims of the Noun Unit: The aim of this unit is to make students con¬ 

scious of the importance of calling things by exact names and of 

appealing to a reader's senses. 

Statement of Desired Skills: Through the same procedures used in the 

verb unit we hope students will acquire a good working knowledge of: 

1. The meaning, uses, and importance of the three kinds of detail. 

2. The fact that the three terms are relative to the situation in 

which they occur. For instance car is more abstract than Chev¬ 

rolet, but it is more specific than vehicle, and Chevrolet is more 

specific than car but is more abstract than 1969 Impala. 

3. The fact that things have names and that names can aid vividness 

and clarity if used discriminately in the selection of detail. 
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Applicable Drills and Exercises: Possible activities here are as abun¬ 

dant as they were for verbs. In fact all three that were listed for 

verbs could be used for nouns. Other suggestions follow: 

1. Give a list of abstract words and have students develop more 

specific choices. Example: game (a relatively general word) - 

tennis» croquett checkers, football, pinochle, etc. (specific 

kinds of games). 

2. Give an abstract word or phrase such as was contained in the ex¬ 

ample under "Definition of Terminology" and have students suggest 

possible specific and concrete developments of it. Example: 

Abstract - picnic food. Specific - a hot dog. Concrete - a hot 

dog sizzling over the charcoal fire. 

3. Work on discrimination between nouns by concentrating on synonyms 

and discuss them from the standpoint of how context suggests one 

over the other and how substituting may change the whole context. 

Example: Present lists such as the following and generate a dis¬ 

cussion or written exercise from the degrees of difference in mean¬ 

ing: a. house 

b. hovel 

c. cottage 

d. home 

e. residence 

Sample Assignment: Keeping in mind the disciplines of the verb assign¬ 

ments, students again might describe static scenes or simple actions with 
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additional focus being placed on noun choices or selection of detail. 

Again assignments should be graded for the issues of the assignment 

which should include reinforcement of the previous issues as necessary. 

Close work with the instructor and exchange of work with classmates prior 

to handing in assignments is strongly encouraged. This will help to in¬ 

volve students in the language game and make them even more discrimin¬ 

ating in making word choices. 

Good and Bad Examples: In the following example the nouns and modifier 

- noun combinations are underlined. Note the effect of these, accurate 

choices. Perhaps a graphic way to underline the effect would be to 

reproduce this or similar examples with abstract terms in place of the 

specific names or have students do this on the overhead or as board 

work: 

1. Trout Stream 

The silence was disturbed only by the river, whispering, 

bubbling, meandering through the hill country of eastern New York. 

. Spring freshets poured a constant supply of cold water into the 

river at certain locations, and it was at these locations that 

many brown trout could often be found. 

One large trout homed at a certain freshet, in sole posses¬ 

sion of the junction. He usually could be found there, except 

sometimes at dusk when he frequently searched some distance for 

food. He was there now, a vague shadow beneath the* ripples. The 

rays of the September sun, refracted and' twisted by the water and 

the tawny pebbles, complete his camouflage. The trout moved, his 

great streamlined shape becoming clearly evident. Tiny jet black 

specks were scattered haphazardly over his broad tan back and dor¬ 

sal fin, and off-color pits and blemishes revealed old age, as 

fish go. The trout hovered in the current for some time, with no 

visible movements except for his fins and speckled; tail sliding . 

back and forth slowly and rhythmically. 
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Comment on //I 

1. Pay special note to the possible noun choices that would have 

been less effective. 

2. Note the inseparability of some modifier-noun combinations 

insofar as they name specific things. 

The next example, a professional piece from Stephan Crane’s "Hie Pace ' 

of Youth," illustrates well the use of specific nouns and is also an 

exercise in figurative language which might be approached cautiously in 

conjunction with the other work in this unit. 

2. The Pace of Youth 

Within the Merry-Go-Round there was a whirling circle of 

ornamental lions, giraffes, camels, ponies, goats, glittering 

with varnish and metal that caught swift reflections from windows 

high above them. With stiff wooden legs they swept on in a 

never-ending race, while a great orchestration clamored in wild 

speed. The summer sunlight sprinkled its gold upon the garnet 

canopies carried by the tireless racers and upon all the devices 

or decoration that made Stimson’s machine magnificent and famous. 

A host of laughing children bestrode the animals, bending 

forward like charging cavalrymen, and shaking the reins and 

whooping in glee. At intervals they leaned out perilously to 

clutch at iron rings that were tendered to them by a long wooden 
arm. At the intense moment before the swift grab for the rings, 

one could see their nervous little bodies quiver with eagerness; 

the laughter rang shrill and excited. Down in the long rows of 

benches, crowds of people sat watching the game, while occasional¬ 

ly a father might arise and go near to shout encouragement, 

cautionary commands, or applause at his flying offspring. Fre¬ 

quently mothers called out: "Be careful, Georgie!" The orches¬ 

tration bellowed and thundered on its platform, filling the ears 

with its long monotonous song. Over in a corner, a man in a 

white apron and behind a counter roared above the tumult: 

"Popcorn! Popcorn!" 
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Comment on //2 

1* Note the listing effect of detail (nouns) and the effect they 

have in helping give the description of a Merry-Go-Round some 

of its action. 

2. Note again the modifier-noun combination in some instances. 

3. Disorder in the Bathroom (a student example) 

The bathroom, empty and quiet, showed signs of hectic activity. 
Hair rollers lay scattered on the floor. A wet wash rag hung over 
the side of the shower stall. Water spots dotted the mirror and 
shower curtain. Wrinkled and wadded on the floor lay a used bath 
towel. Bottles, cans, and tubes common to a typical bathroom 
stood on the sink. The place was a mess. 

Comment on //3 

1. Only "hair rollers", "wash rag," and "bath towel" really begin 

to identify objects by names and even those are fairly general. 

2. Statements such as "Bottles, cans, and tubes common to a 

typical bathroom," demand too much of the reader because they 

call different images to the minds of different readers. 

3. Compare #3 with the improved version below which was corrected 

by the same student author. 

4. Disorder in the Bathroom (rewrite) 

The bathroom, empty and quiet showed signs of hectic activity. 
Misshapen brush hair rollers of all sizes spilled over the sides 
of a beat-up, ancient shoebox and lay scattered on the floor. The 
air was wet and muggy from a recent shower. A dripping orange 
wash rag sat wadded on the ledge of a white shower stall. Con¬ 
densed on the green shower curtain and on the mirror and water 
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faucets opposite were shimmering drops of water. A striped 
green and white bathtowel lay wrinkled and wet on the floor in 

front of the sink. A high small window propped open with a 

silver bottle of hairspray let in a cool breath of fresh air and 
a stream of bright sunshine that flooded over and assortment of 

bottles, jars, and tubes lying uncapped on the sink. Except for 

the metallic plunking of the dripping shower all was quiet. A 

small, black faced kitten thrust his nose into the room, jumped 

up into the middle of the stack of towels, curled into a little 

ball, and went to sleep. 

Comment on #4 

1. Note what the addition of a few specific items does for the 

description not only by more accurately specifying words like 

"hair roller," "wash rag" and "bath towel" but by naming a few 

specific items to replace "Bottles, cans, and tubes common to 

a typical bathroom." 

As a fifth model here, one might refer to the example entitled "Christmas 

Tree" on page 22 from the verb unit. It is a good example of the use 

of specific nouns, especially in a static setting that could have been 

very general. Again a rewrite of this paragraph, changing specific 

nouns to general ones might be effective. 

D. Adjective and Adverb Modifiers 

1. According to Strunk and White in The Elements of Style, "The 

adjective hasn't been built that can pull-a weak or inaccurate 

noun out of a tight place." They say the same is true of an 

adverb where a verb is concerned, but there is a proper place for 

both. The problem comes from overdependence on modifiers rather 
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than proper noun and verb choices. Work through the first two 

units should have gone a long way toward solving this particular 

problem. An elementary example of overworking modifiers might be: 

a. The exceedingly tall, heavy man when giant might work better. 

b. He moved the latch back and forth rapidly when he jiggled the 

• latch would do. 

On the other hand once we have been selective with our choice of noun 

or verb a modifier might be used to further strengthen the image. 

Example: 

1. the clumsy giant or the gentle giant 

2. he jiggled the latch violently or he jiggled the latch gently 

2. Avoidance of trite and overused modifiers suggested in items 1 and 

2 of the general outline is pretty much self-explanatory. Adjec¬ 

tives such as cute, nice, wonderful, beautiful, and grand have 

lost much of their meaning and usually lead us into generalities 

which are disastrous unless we give them supporting detail. As 

for adverbs, certain ones such as very, extremely, terribly, and 

awfully, not only sound affected but when used with some of the 

overworked adjectives simply aggravate the problem. (Example: 

He is wonderful, tells us little enough but He is terribly 

wonderful, not only tells us little but is a contradiction in 

meaning.) An interesting detour concerning 1^ words, which we are 

told to keep to a minimum, can be taken here by recalling the 
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Tom Swifties which were popular several years ago. Several of 

them follow and an activity based on them might be used to lead 

into adverb problems: a. ,,Ifm glad I passed my electrocardiogram," 

said Tom wholeheartedly. 

b. "No, Doctor, my headache1s gone," said 

Tom absentmindedly. 

c. "No, sir, I never touch martinis," 

said Tom dryly. 

d. "I can always identify a tree by its 

bark," said Tom doggedly. 

Aims of the Unit on Modifiers: The aims of this unit will be to 

familiarize students with the different types of modifiers, when they 

should be used and when they should be avoided. 

Statement of Desired Skills: Through conscious attention to drills, 

exercises, and models we hope students will acquire an understanding of: 

1. Exactly what an adjective is and what it can do to or for a noun. 

2. Exactly what an adverb is and what it can do to and for a verb. 

3. The process of being exact to such a degree that they will be able 

to recognize when they need a modifier and when they are being 

overdependent on a modifier. 

Applicable Drills and Exercises: Much the same approach can be used here 

as was used with verbs and nouns. Continually stress the importance of 
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achieving exactness with proper noun and verb choices but drill on the 

function of modifiers as well. Some suggested drills follow: 

1. Examine any piece of writing and toy with adding or subtracting 

modifiers. Previous examples such as The Pace of Youth or Trout 

Stream might be used. This might be accomplished with strictly 

original structuring extemporaneously in class. 

2. An exercise dealing with abstracts and specifics might be used 

with adjectives. Give a general adjective such as ugly (face) 

and ask students to list more specific substitutes such as 

scarred, pitted, swollen, craglike, sallow, pimply, etc. 

3. Certain adjectives are often associated with certain nouns as are 

certain adverbs with certain verbs. Ask students to think of as 

many adjectives as they can which modify water or as many adverbs 

as they can which modify the way one sings. (Example: water— 

shallow, muddy, swift, deep, clear, cascading, or the way one 

sings—shrilly, loudly, off key, proudly, softly, boisterously) 

Sample Assignment: These would again be the same kinds of assignments 

as the earlier ones—spelling out the new issues while reinforcing the 

old. In fact it would probably be a matter of taste with 'individual 

teachers whether assignments on modifiers would be treated separately or 

incorporated with earlier work, or for that matter whether any of the 

work so far would be entirely separate as far as assignments are con¬ 

cerned. This would depend in large part on the ability of the class to 

master the issues. 
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Good and Bad Examples: Since any of the others already included particu¬ 

larly The Pace of Youth, would serve as good examples for work with 

modifiers only one new one will be included. 

1. Fanny Herself (Edna Ferber) 

The pantry was fragrant as a garden with spices, and fruit 
scents, and the melting, delectable perfume of brown, freshly baked 
dough, sugar-coated. There was one giant platter devoted wholly to 
round, plump cakes with puffy edges, in the center of each a sunken 
pool that was all plum, bearing on its bosom a snowy sifting of 
sifted sugar. There were others whose centers were apricot, pure 
molten gold in the sunlight. There were speckled expanses of 
cheese kuchen, the golden-brown surface showing rich cracks through 
which one caught glimpses of the lemon-yellow cheese beneath—cot¬ 
tage cheese that had been beaten up with eggs, and spices, and 
sugar, and lemon. Flaky crust rose, jaggedly, above this plateau. 
There were cakes with jelly, and cinnamon kuchen, and cunning cakes 
with almond slices nestling side by side. And there was freshly 
baked bread—twisted loaf, with poppy seed freckling its braid, 
and its side glistening with the butter that had been liberally 
swabbed on it before it had been thrust into the oven. 

Comment on #1 

1. Ferber*s style of describing the foods in the pantry with a 

listing effect suggest a much less active situation; therefore 

modifiers are extremely helpful in creating this picture. Much 

of the work is done with nouns but added effect of the adjective 

support is undeniable. 

II. SYNTAX 

A. Sentence Structure 

Definition of terminology: 
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1. Syntax — the patterns of formation of sentences from words and 

phrases, their arrangement, and the study thereof. 

2. Vary the length of sentences for effect. Make sufficient use of 

both long and short sentences depending upon purpose. (Illustrated 

under "Good and Bad Examples") 

3. Vary the beginnings of sentences not only for the sake of variety 

but also to make one sentence flow more smoothly and rhythmically 

into another. (Illustrated under "Good and Bad Examples.") 

4. Vary sentence movement. 

a. Loose — sentence in which the main statement comes first 

followed by subordinate elements that give explanatory or am¬ 

plifying detail. Examples: 1. He got up / early in the 

morning. 

2. The President decided to veto 

the bill / even though he 

realized that Congress would 

probably override his veto. 

b. Periodic - a sentence in which the major thought is not com¬ 

pleted until the final word or phrase. 

Examples: 1. It is wonderful to think young—provided that one 

can think maturely. 

2. Give me liberty, or give me death. 

c. Balanced and Parallel Constructions - sentences in which two 



- 34 - 

or more parts are of equal value so that they are expressed in 

the same grammatical form are said to be parallel structures. 

When parallel constructions, especially clauses, are noticeably 

equal in length and similar in movement the sentence is called 

balanced. Examples: Parallel 

1. That he was young, that he had wealth 

beyond even the dreams of most men, and 

that he was living in the most luxurious 

and cultured city in the entire world 

were evident to John. 

Balanced 

2. To err is human, to forgive, devine. 

I came; I saw; I conquered. 

5. Descriptive elements in the form of parenthetical expressions 

(incidental additions or interruptions) such as absolute construc¬ 

tions - function as subordinate clauses and modify the whole main 

clause rather than a single word. Effective in descriptive prose 

for adding details. 

Examples: 1. Everything considered, you did very well. 

2. Taking a long viex\r,this seems best. 

3. He stalked like the specter of a soldier, his eyes 

burning with the power of a stare into the unknown.— 

Stephen Crane, The Red Badge of Courage, p. 59. 
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4. With our love of record keeping — doubtless a 

mark of our business society — the origin of almost 

everything is known or easily discoverable. — 

Jacques Barzun and Henry Graff, The Modern Researcher, 

p. 8. 

Example //4 is not actually an absolute construction in the strict 

sense but is grouped here under a rather general heading of 

parentheticals which in this guide will refer to any incidental 

additions or interruptions. 

Aims of the Unit on Sentence Structure: The aims of the first unit under 

syntax are to make students aware that the great variety in sentence 

beginnings, lengths, and movements that results from trying to state 

ideas clearly helps maintain reader interest. Furthermore we hope that 

they will understand that ability to manipulate some of the main sen¬ 

tence elements can lead to better communication of ideas. 

Statement of Desired Skills: We hope the student will acquire the 

following skills: 

1. Ability to vary the length of sentences to better accomplish a 

purpose. 

2. Ability to vary the beginning of sentences for smoother transition 

of ideas between sentences and for variety. 

3. Ability to fit the above mentioned skills to the rhythm and move¬ 

ment suggested by the subject matter. 
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Applicable Drills and Exercises: Many exercises could be employed here. 

Following are three suggestions: 

1. Give students a number of short sentences to be combined into 

longer ones. At the same time give them some long sentences to be 

broken into shorter ones. It is important to emphasize that one 

is no better than the other except in a specific instance. , 

Example: a. Many auto accidents occur on the roads. High speed is 

one cause. Lack of courtesy is another. (Combine into 

one sentence) 

b. High speed and lack of courtesy are the causes of many 

auto accidents. 

c. We crept through the hall cautiously when suddenly we 

heard a door slam and a key turn in the lock. (Divide 

into two or three short sentences). 

d. We crept through the hall cautiously. Suddenly we heard 

a door slam. A key turned in the lock. 

2. Have students experiment with rewriting various chosen passages of 

literature or their own works, paying particular attention to how 

the changing of the sentences, whether in length, beginning, or 

movement, changes the mood, style, or effect of the passage. (See 

comments on the model by Hemingway in the "Good and Bad Examples" 

p. 38 for illustration of how short and long sentences function 

to speed or slow-up the action.) 
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3. Consult any good writing textbook for further drills. (Writing: 

Unit-Lessons in Composition, Books I or II, Ginn and Co. are 

especially good in this area. Composition: models and exercises 

by Fleming and Glatthom put out by Harcourt, Brace and World is 

another source. 

Sample Assignment: As was done with the units on diction, assignments 

should cover issues cautiously and deliberately and should be evaluated 

only as the issues are met or not met. Probably the syntactical pro¬ 

blems mentioned so far would not be the issues of one assignment. Nor 

would they necessarily have to be covered in as many different assign- 
> 

ments. But whether presented one at a time, several at a time, or all 

together, the assignment should be kept short but interesting. Issues 

should be clearly defined and illustrated well ahead of "due dates." 

Good and Bad Examples: The following short original passage about Nick 

Adams by Ernest Hemingway and a rewrite of the same passage show what 

tampering with Hemingway's terse sentences does to the model: 

1. Nick Adams (Hemingway) — "Big Two-Hearted River - Part II" 

There was a tug on the line. Nick pulled against the taut¬ 

ness. It was his first strike. Holding the now living rod across 

the current, he brought in the line with his left hand. The rod 

bent in jerks, the trout pumping against the current. Nick knew 

it was a small one. He lifted the rod straight up in the air. It 

bowed with the pull. 

2. Nick Adams (Rewrite) 

When there was a tug on the line, Nick pulled against the 

tautness. It was his first strike. Holding the now living rod 
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across the current, he brought in the line with his left hand 
while the rod bent in jerks as the trout pumped against the cur¬ 
rent. Because he knew it was a small one, he lifted the rod 
straight in the air and it bowed to the pull. 

Comment on //I and //2 

1. Version #1 is alive with action because the sentences are short 

(there are 8 in this short paragraph) and give a fragmentary ef¬ 

fect much like the action itself. Hemingway makes use of 

balanced sentences as well as both loose and periodic (sentence 

four) to add variety and change of direction, again duplicating 

with sentence variety some of the immediacy and variety in the 

action. 

2. Version #2 by combining some of the short sentences into longer 

ones (there are now 4) and changing all but one into periodic 

sentences, has slowed action down contrary to what should have 

been the intent of such a paragraph. 

Two paragraphs by Edgar Allan Poe - one the conclusion of "The Cask of 

Amontillado," and the other from "The Fall of the House of Usher" - 

illustrates how the same writer uses different methods to accomplish two 

different purposes. 

3. "The Cask of Amontillado" 

No answer still. I thrust a torch through the remaining 
aperture and let it fall within. There came forth in return only 
a jingling of the bells. My heart grew sick; it was the dampness 
of the catacombs that made it so. I hastened to make an end of 
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my labor. I forced the last stone into its position; I plastered 
it up. Against the new masonry I re-erected the old rampart of 
bones. For the half of a century no mortal has disturbed them. 

4. "The Fall of the House of Usher" 

During the whole of a dull and soundless day in the autumn of 
the year, when the clouds hung oppressively low in the heavens, I 
had been passing alone, on horseback, through a singularly dreary 
tract of country; and at length found myself as the shades of even¬ 
ing drew on, within view of the melancholy House of Usher. I 
know not how it was—but, with the first glimpse of the building, 
a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded my spirit. . . I looked 
upon the scene before me—upon the mere house and the simple land¬ 
scape features of the domain—upon the bleak walls—upon the vacant 
eyelike windows—upon a few sedges—and upon a few white trunks of 
decaying trees—with an utter depression of soul which I can com¬ 
pare to no earthly sensation more properly than to the after-dream 
of the reveller upon opium—the bitter lapse into everyday life— 
the hideous dropping off of the veil. There was an iciness, a 
sinking, a sickening of the heart—an unredeemed dreariness of 
thought which no goading of the imagination could torture into 
aught of the sublime.—Edgar Allan Poe, "The Fall of the House of 
Usher" 

Comment on #3 and #4 

1. The short sentences in #3 achieve a sense of hurry and finish. 

No commentary is needed on the action. The action itself is 

the important thing, and the short, brisk sentences convey a 

feeling of haste to the action. Long, involved sentences would 

weaken the effect of haste. Yet even here sentence beginnings 

were somewhat varied. Also note the rhythm and movement in 

sentences. 

2. Example #4 on the other hand intends to slow things down, to 

give a feeling of dreariness, to oppress. All of this is 
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accomplished with masterful use of such devices as parallel con¬ 

structions, parenthetical additions, and repetition of words and 

phrases. Note that there are only four sentences in the paragraph. 

B. Selectivity of Detail 

Definition of Terminology: 

1. A definition of the two types of writing, descriptive and exposi¬ 

tory, has already been included in the introduction. 

2. Topic sentence and controlling idea are used interchangeably in 

this guide. They refer to the statement in a paragraph which pro¬ 

vides the unity for the paragraph. Example: "The day was 

oppressively calm", might serve as a controlling idea of an ex¬ 

pository paragraph if the rest of the paragraph contained details 

supporting the attitude of oppressive calm. (Note: a descriptive 

paragraph may be expository if its chief purpose is to support a 

controlling idea.) 

Aims of the Unit on Selectivity of Detail: The aims of this unit are to 

acquaint students with the importance of controlling a piece of writing 

by being selective in choosing detail. 

Statement of Desired Skills: Hopefully this unit prepares the student 

for handling dominant impression and point of view, two issues taken iip 

in unit III, which actually are almost inseparable from selecting de¬ 

tail. By being selective in detail, a writer is creating a dominant 
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impression or a single point of view and this necessarily aids organi¬ 

zation (the topic of unit Roman Numeral III.) Because of this fact 

desired skills, drills, and assignments will be included here and re¬ 

ferred back to in the later unit (III) while good and bad examples will 

be deferred here until the later unit (III). Three skills or steps are 

primary to this unit: 

!• Perception - actually seeing. 

2. Expression - putting down what you see. 

3. Selecting - weeding out details that don’t fit the picture. 

Applicable Drills and Exercises: Drills to aid perception might include: 

1. Having a student leave the room and then have the rest describe 

the clothes he has on — color, type, etc. 

2. Staging an "impromptu" disruption in your class, then having stu¬ 

dents describe what was said and done. 

Drills to aid expression (aside from actual assignments) might include 

the same kind of thing mentioned under drills for concept of detail 

under the "Noun" unit: Give an abstract word or phrase and have students 

supply specific and concrete examples. 

Here are some sample drills on selecting appropriate detail: 

1. Think of some place with which you are well acquainted that 

impresses you as having a very definite mood. Make a list of the 

items of the place that contribute to your dominant impression. 

Make another list of items that seem contradictory. 
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2. Select any example from literature that creates a dominant 

impression; then underline the details that contribute to the 

impression it creates. 

Sample Assignment: Following up the suggested drill #1, students could 

be asked to develop a paragraph on the place they chose using the list 

of details which contributed to the mood and carefully avoiding details 

from the list of contradictory items. The paper would be judged on the 

basis of how carefully the student selected detail and controlled the 

paragraph in creating the mood. Be sure to handle the same as all other 

assignments in trying to be as objective as possible. 

Good and Bad Examples: Almost any one of the good models already used 

in this guide as well as numerous others from literature could be used 

to point out how careful selection of detail accomplishes the purpose. 

Any other models are being deferred until the unit on dominant impres¬ 

sion. (See unit Roman numeral III) 

III. ORGANIZATION 

A. Point of View and Dominant Impression 

Definition of Terminologyi 

1. Point of View—is in simple terms the point from which the author 

views things. In its most elementary form, narratives, it has 

come to mean first, second, or third person. In the case of 
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simple description of a scene, point of view may be the physical 

point at which the author is standing to view the scene. In 

cases where physical location is not important, point of view may 

be the particular stand an author takes on an issue or the parti¬ 

cular feeling he has about his subject. The point of view, 

especially in exposition, may be a specific statement in the form 

of a topic sentence or it may, especially in description, be 

embodied in the work itself. 

In this guide we are most concerned with the latter two with more 

emphasis on the last one. 

Example: 

1. Ring Lardner's short story "Zone of Quiet" illustrates the 

extremes of point of view. The story could easily have been 

light and gay, or a tribute to nursing in a Florence Nightengale 

frame of reference, but instead, as Lardner saw it, it became 

a sarcastic dig at the type of person the nurse represented. 

Most of Poe's works could be viewed in the light of the or¬ 

dinary setting, but usually Poe's intent and therefore his 

point of view was directed toward creating a feeling of horror. 

2. Dominant Impression - closely allied with point of view, this 

is the single effect which the author intends to create 

through his particular point of view. In description it may 

be to create, as Poe often did, a feeling of horror. It may 
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also include trying to create a feeling or sense of size, quiet, 

loneliness, beauty> gaiety, or simple like or dislike for some¬ 

thing. In expository writing, terms such as the underlined ones 

above may be contained as attitudes in a topic sentence and if 

the topic sentence is then supported by adequate detail this 

definite statement becomes, in effect, the dominant impression. 

Usually in description the dominant impression is more subtly 

achieved than open statement and is more accurately sensed through 

the author's treatment of his subject—his choice of words and 

selection of detail. (See "Good and Bad Examples" p. 46 for 

illustrations) 

Aims of this Unit: Aims of this unit are much the same as those expressed 

in the last unit ("Selectivity of Detail"). We wish students to be able 

to develop a sense for detecting the point of view of others and for 

developing their own. We wish also for them to gain an understanding of 

the importance of point of view in creating dominant impressions in their 

own writing. 

Statement of Desired Skills: 

1. To understand the meanings and functions of the terms, point of 

view and dominant impression. 

2. To develop a critical sense in examining the writings of others 

insofar as point of view and dominant impression are concerned. 
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Applicable Drills and Exercises: Most drilling and exercising of these 

two items will probably have to come in the form of assignments. 

Writing: Unit-Lessons in Composition, Books I and II, has some very 

good exercises and assignments in this area. One or two suggestions 

follow: 

1. List a dozen or more details about something on the board. Suggest 

a dominant impression to be formed from the details; then have 

students list those that could and those that couldn't be used. 

The lists may vary among students. This is as it should be. 

2. As a variation on exercise //l, have students suggest a list of 

details and perhaps a dominant impression, point of view, or mood 

toward the list; then have them weed out those details which con¬ 

tribute to the impression or various impressions which they have 

formed. 

3. Practice determining author's point of view or a writing's dominant 

impression. It is questionable whether being able to do so is 

very valuable, but it is usually an experiment of high interest 

and enjoyability to students once they catch on to it. 

Sample Assignment: This is similar also to the assignment suggestion 

under "Selectivity of Detail." A person might develop a paragraph from 

either of the drills, //I or //2, or any other topic organized in similar 

fashion to those two. Again the teacher would clearly spell out the 

issues and grade the assignment on the basis of selection of detail 
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(reviewing diction) organization of detail (reviewing of syntax) and 

the effect of the single impression created (reviewing the features of 

organization, point of view and dominant impression.) 

Good and Bad Examples: Since I have deferred much to this unit because, 

after all, organization is inherent in all of the work of this course, 

more examples will be included here than have been in other units. 

Actually all models included in this guide could be studied for their 

applicability to almost all other units in the guide. 

1. From MA Sound of Thunder11 by Ray Bradbury 

It came on great, oiled, resilient, striding legs. It 

towered thirty feet above half of the trees, a great evil god, 

folding its delicate watchmaker's claws close to its oily rep¬ 

tilian chest. Each lower leg was a piston, a thousand pounds of 

white bone, sunk in thick ropes of muscle, sheathed over in a 

gleam of pebbled skin like the mail of a terrible warrior. Each 

thigh was a ton of meat, ivory, and steel mesh. And from the 

great breathing cage of the upper body those two delicate arms 

dangled out front, arms with hands which might pick up and ex¬ 

amine men like toys, while the snake neck coiled. And the head 

itself, a ton of sculptured stone, lifted easily upon the sky. 

Its mouth gaped, exposing a fence of teeth like daggers. Its 

eyes rolled, ostrich eggs, empty of all expression save hunger. 

It closed its mouth in a death grin. It ran, its pelvic bones 

crushing aside trees and bushes, its taloned feet clawing damp 

earth, leaving prints six inches deep wherever it settled its 

weight. It ran with a gliding ballet step, far too poised and 

balanced for its ten tons. It moved into a sunlit arena warily, 
its beautifully reptile hands feeling the air. 

Comment on #1 

1. Creates a single effect (dominant impression) of overwhelming 

awe and horror which Bradbury intended in his science fiction 

story. 
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2. Note the selection of detail and the choices of words which 

accomplish the effect. 

2. Maui (A student example) 

From the high mountains, from lower plains, from the pleasure 
grounds, the island of Maui stands in the middle of a wide ocean 
as a beautiful resort and tourist area. Maui is unique in its 
area distribution. 

The heart of the island is completely taken over by the deep 
crater known as “Haleakla" or "House of the Sun". Lined with 
changes of deep brown with streaks of silver and gold to olive 
green is the rim of this vast channel of God’s handiwork. The 
center is changed from a golden brown to a flashing green as the 
sun creeps up from the outside wall of the crater. Squirrels 
begin to move. Rabbits looking for the early morning food move 
about briskly. An occasional deer is seen as you gaze from one 
side to the other. People are aware of another day as they hear 
the bellow of the mountain goat. Here 10,000 feet above the city 
below a brisk air is felt. 

Comment on //2 

1. This example is a description of a place but it is vague and 

lacks control because the author did not carefully select 

details or set off sections appropriately. 

2. There is no dominant impression. 

3. It is quite artificial. 

3. Main Street (Sinclair Lewis) 

She glanced through the fly-specked windows of the most pre¬ 
tentious building in sight, the one place which welcomed strangers 
and determined their opinion of the charm and luxury of Gopher 
Prairie—the Mimmiemashie House. It was a tall lean shabby 
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structure, three stories of yellow-streaked wood, the corners 

covered with sanded pine slabs purporting to symbolize stone. In 

the hotel office she could see a stretch of bare unclean floor, a 

line of rickety chairs with brass cuspidors between, a writing- 

desk with advertisements in mother-of-pearl letters upon the glass- 

covered back. The dining-room beyond was a jungle of stained 

tablecloths and catsup bottles. She looked no more at the Minnie- 

mashie House. 

A man in cuffless shirtsleeves with pink arm-garters, wearing 
a linen collar but no tie, yawned his way from Dye^s Drug Store 

across to the hotel. He leaned against the wall, scratched a while, 

sighed, and in a bored way gossipped with a man tilted back in a 

chair. A lumberwagon, its long green box filled with large spools 

of barbed-wire fencing, creaked down the block. A Ford, in reverse, 

sounded as though it were shaking to pieces, then recovered and 

rattled away. In the Greek candy-store was the whine of a peanut- 

roaster, and the oily smell of nuts. There was no other sound nor 

sign of life. 

Comment on #3 

1. This example skillfully describes a place (in contrast to 

"Maui")* We get not only a picture of the street but also a 

feeling for it, because we see it from the point of view of the 

young girl, Carol Kennicott, fresh from New York. Her pretense 

of gentility creates the dominant impression of the shabbiness 

of the street. 

4. A Disturbance (A student example) 

Tall, green-velvet mountains plunge to a deep gorge below. 

Icy blue and white waters flow over jagged rocks and under out¬ 

stretched pine branches. A dirt road cuts its way through the 
wilderness, bordered on one side by a hill which gently slopes to 

the stream below and on the other by the bottoms of the mountains. 

It is spring. Mountain trout glide with the frigid stream, 

then pause in the shadows of an overhanging bank. Birds float in 

the sky while chipmunks play in lofty tree branches. Wild flowers 
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carpet the hill beside the road in a multi-colored pattern, and 

yellow and black bees wing from flower to flower, lazily collect¬ 

ing nectar. 

A low rumble echoes from the gorge. The chipmunks stop their 

playing and sit like small brown statues in the trees. The rumble 

flourishes to a roar. A logging truck rounds a curve. The bees 
flee towards the stream. Roadside flowers bend under a force of 

air as the huge wheels speed by. 

The roar gentles to a quiet roll and then fades as a soft 

breeze lifts it across the mountains to the sky. The bees return 

and the chipmunks renew their games while the sound of the brook 

echoes through the canyon. 

Comment on //4 

1. This is a description of general action which proceeds from a 

feeling of quiet or calm, to intensity, and back to calm. 

2. It is quite controlled as it sets off the parts and then 

treats them separately. 

3. Note the short sentences when the action occurs as opposed to 

the others. 

5. A Storm at Sea (A student example) 

The sea is calm and quiet. The sky, a dull and hazy yellow, 

absorbs the sun's piercing ray. The heat, a sticky, wet heat, is 

occasionally overcome by the wisping breezes that are scattered 

about by the tradewinds of the area. 

The ship moves slowly for there is hardly a sailing breeze. 

The windless sails droop from their masts, buffeting about 

occasionally by the soft breeze, not billowed and full. The 

timbered ships creaking and squeaking creates a rhythm with the 
cracking of the mainsail in the breeze. 

Then an unyielding breeze from the west wrenches the ship's 

sails and twists them all in one direction. The breeze gathers 

speed rapidly, just as the sky darkens to a dull gray. The gray¬ 

ness of the sky dims the hazy sun even more. The breeze, now a 

wind, strains against the port side of the awkwardly tilting ship. 
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A moment later it lashes at the sails powerfully; the wind is a 

full gale, forceful and swift. 

The sea is a mass of turbulence. The waves are getting 

larger as the wind increases. They rise to the cumbersome ship 

at a steady pace. Plunging into them, the ship then rears back 

out of the trough she has made, meeting the waves again at the 

height of their force. 

Then the rain comes, warm and wet, stinging and blinding. 

Hard and fast it comes. Wind and water twist and wrench the ship 

in all directions. It buffets about carelessly, wearily, and 

yieldingly. . . weakly. 

The rain is stopping and the wind is dying. The dashing 

waves, with no force, settle back flat again. Moments pass; the 

storm is over. The grayness of the sky melts back to the hazy 

yellow as before, and the sticky heat is even more noticeable 

when the rain stops. 

The ship creaks wetly and moves slowly and lazily over the 

sea. 

Comment on #5 

1. As in #4 note the clear division of parts. The first two 

paragraphs represent the calm or approach; the second three 

represent the intensity or focus; the last two represent the 

calm again or the withdrawal. 

6. Street on the Shore (A student example) 

A dirty white gull glides lazily by the burnished windows of 

the dazzling lighthouse and swoops off in search of quarry. The 

lighthouse stands proudly under a coat of fresh white paint in 

serious contrast with the never ending blue of the sea and the sky. 

It mothers a town, a small, sleepy fishing village, filled with 

sun and sand and the tangy aroma of salt and fish. The street is 

a mixture of sand and stones, descending and ending where the white 

froth of the sea licks the crystal sand of the shore. Small gray 

cottages, painted weather-beaten by the harsh east winds, neatly 

dot both sides of the street. A small boy, naked except for a tight, 
faded bathing suit of Hawaiian origin and a mop of light brown hair, 

gingerly rakes over his private garden of bleaching moss. A pair 

of patched, green hipboots stands beside an ancient, wicker rocking 
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chair. An old, bewhiskered man silently patches a net with his 

thick, scarred fingers while in the background a few broken 

lobster pots are strewn—his work for the morrow. The street is 
deserted except for a few children brown from the relentless sun. 

The mackerel run is on—there is money to be made and work to be 

done. 

Comment on #6 

1. This piece represents the creation of the dominant impression of 

desertion through maintaining a controlled point of view. The 

method is often referred to as zeroing-in. Note the scene be¬ 

gins with a wide-angle view, of sea and shore, moves to the 

town, then to a street, then to a yard, then to an individual, 

and finally to his "scarred fingers" patching a net. 

7. Heat (A student example) 

The bronzed, stoic-faced boy heaved another pitchfork full of 

alfalfa onto the trailer. It was July; the sun beat down inces¬ 

santly as if to burn the already scorched earth. Leaning against 

his fork, the boy took off his battered straw hat and wiped the 

sweat from his face with his forearm. In the distance he could 

see the heat waves flow in an unceasing stream, piercing the still 

air with sweltering hotness until the whole land seemed like a 

gigantic oven. The sky was a furious bright blue with just a fringe 

of dust still in the air. There wasn’t a cloud in sight and the 

sky seemed like a beautiful azure dome covering the vast prairie, 

unbroken from horizon to horizon except by an occasional farm 

building or a distant elevator. 

He wiped his face again and then threw another forkful of dry, 

green hay on top of the trailer. Some leaves fell from the load 

and a few landed irritatingly on his flaming neck. Sweat dripped 

from his nose, burned his eyes, and he could taste the salt when 

he licked his cracked lips. As he worked he could feel the warm 

water run down the small of his back, and it made him wish that he 

could take a cooling swim in the creek. "Din-n-ner!" A far-off 

voice floated across the field to him from the house. Wiping his 
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face once more, the boy climbed onto the trailer and turned the 
big brown horses homeward. 

Comment on #7 

1. Note the number of senses appealed to here to create the 

dominant impression of heat. 

2. Note also the particular words and phrases which contribute to 

the impression. 

Many more examples could be included but probably enough have been to 

give readers an idea of what to use and how to use it. In fact a great 

deal of the success of the program will depend on the individual teacher’s 

continuing to search out examples in both the world of professional 

writers and the world of their student writers. To aid in the search, I 

have included a complete bibliography of sources used in developing this 

guide. Also, I have identified models printed here by author and title 

whenever possible and a fairly large stockpile of student examples has 

been and is being accumulated at Helena High School. We hope to make the 

collection and categorizing of models an integral part of our program 

and perhaps eventually to have a central resource storage room to expe¬ 

dite the program. 

Writing is a total act. We have attempted the division of skills 

presented in this guide solely for convenience sake. We agreed that at 

the tenth grade level we should present materials starting with particu¬ 

lars - mastery of verbs, nouns, modifiers, sentence variety, point of 
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view, etc. and building to the whole — a completed paragraph developed 

from the writers point of view and creating a dominant impression or 

single effect. Many advocate the reverse, but it is our contention 

that teachers have for so long warned away from any particularization of 

written skills in lieu of the ,,whole,, theme that it is time we returned 

to this method. And where better to begin than in the first part of 

their last years in free public schools. 



CHAPTER III 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This follow-up is being written in the spring of 1970 after the 

semester in which the writing program was fully installed at Helena High 

School. The author was an active participant in as well as nominal head 

of the program. At the risk of repeating some of the materials outlined 

in the introduction, the following is a summary of the operation from 

the initial pre-classroom preparation, through the actual classroom 

work, and including several stop-check and follow-up meetings of the 

teachers involved. 

Early in September during teacher orientation meetings our group of 

twelve sophomore English teachers met for a half a day. Copies of the 

guide were distributed and discussed and the few teachers who had partici 

pated in the trial semester the previous spring made reports. Also at 

this time the few materials on hand, which are so important to the succes 

of the program, were made available to new teachers. From here teachers 

took the initiative and began work immediately in their classrooms. We 

held periodic meetings frequently through the first six or eight weeks 

then less often throughout the rest of the semester. We discussed 

problems at these meetings and made some adaptations^or future discus¬ 

sion. We constantly sought new models and exercises and added to the 

stockpile of materials including reproductions of student work. At the 

end of the semester teachers had one half day release time from school 
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and one evening meeting at which to discuss the strengths and weaknesses 

of the writing program. Much discussion between individuals and small 

groups took place during the course of the semester also. The following 

are some of the negative points brought out as a result of the meetings: 

1. There was not enough time devoted to orientation of teachers at 

the preclassroora meeting. 

2. There were not sufficient printed models and exercises to sustain 

the momentum after the first few weeks. 

3. There was not sufficient instruction on how to use the models and 

exercises that were available. 

4. It was hard to maintain interest and enthusiasm on the part of 

both students and teachers for an entire semester of writing. 

5. The program doesn‘t leave time for literature pursuits or other 

things felt necessary for a good English program. 

Some positive points or observations are as follows: 

1. There is enough freedom within a program like this to allow the 

creative teacher opportunities to cover almost any ground. 

2. The organization within the sophomore writing semester and the 

sequential organization between the sophomore and junior years is 

a good thing and will bring some order to the system. 

3. It was fun and rewarding not only to search for professional 

models pertinent to the lesson and to use student models for in¬ 

struction but to create one's own to fit a situation. 
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The author’s observation after working with the individuals and 

the program for a year is that the program was moderately successful as 

a whole and highly successful for two or three individuals. As was 

suggested several times in the introduction, regardless of the strength 

or weakness of a program or a lesson in itself it is still successful or 

not successful depending upon the skill of the presentation. The two or 

three who had great success this past year were enthusiastic, inventive, 

and above all sold on the value of the program. Those who were less 

successful or who felt frustrated were more skeptical of the program’s 

value or more unsure of their role in presenting the program. 

In defense of the latter there were definitely some weaknesses 

which were primarily administrative. For example the first three 

negative points brought out on page 55 were valid. Due to the author’s 

having to spend the entire summer at summer school and then returning to 

start coaching duties as well as the usual confusion of starting a new 

school year, the preparation for the orientation meeting was insufficient. 

Also because most of the teacher’s involved taught junior English too, 

and that program was still in the experimental stage they felt frustra¬ 

tion bordering on panic at the thought of plunging into two new programs. 

Finally the same lack of time which caused insufficient planning for the 

orientation meeting also caused insufficient stockpiles of readily 

available models and exercises. Teachers faced with the many other 

problems of adapting and adopting new programs certainly had little time 
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to search out and reproduce models and exercises. These administrative 

problems, however, can and will be remedied. 

Insofar as the last two negative points are concerned the author 

believes that the answers are at least partially contained in the posi¬ 

tive points brought out on page 55. As teachers gain more confidence in 

themselves and the program and as the administrative problems are worked 

out, the negative points will, for the most part, resolve themselves. 

We have gained much from the experience and with more attention given to 

some of the weaknesses noted we should have a smoother operation next 

year. 

The one obvious conclusion that the author would make is that the 

program needs further testing, that the positive and negative aspects 

of the first year's trial balance each other, and that definite improve¬ 

ments must be made. Some of the administrative problems are already 

being remedied and only further experience and experimentation will 

remedy the remaining problems. 
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