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➺ Introduction  

Writing is thinking. To write well is to think clearly. That's why it's so hard.  1

Young students need to learn how to think well; how to make arguments; how to 
approach literature (nonfiction and fiction) with sensitivity; and how to express their 
thoughts with precision. Writing is an especially effective way for students to think their 
way into a text, particularly as they reexamine it under the focused conditions writing 
assignments provide. The task of the young writer is to make an argument, and this 
argument should communicate a plausible, precise, and coherent understanding of the 
text itself. To write is to think, and thus the exercise of writing—from sentences to 
essays—is an exercise that trains the mind. When we teach writing, we are training 
young minds to make the connection between words and thought. 

Engaging with significant, substantive texts is critical to learning how to write well. It 
furnishes young minds with something concrete to consider. In the case of imaginative 
literature, the students should be taught to enter the text by way of the details of the 
story, the development of the character, and the imaginative world created by the 
author. In expository literature, students should be trained to soberly and respectfully 
engage and then evaluate the author’s argument. As readers, we work inside these 
distinct forms and out to an understanding that expresses itself in writing. Formally, 
that expression becomes an essay.  
  
When writing is separated from reading, or when the reading material is facile, the 
students are forced back into the confines of their own experiences, memories and 
imaginations, and their thinking remains narrow and shallow. Students should read 
literature that taxes them and pushes their thinking in significant and new directions. 
Having lived in the imaginative world of the text or having engaged the argument of an 
expository piece, young writers have an opportunity to reflect on what they have seen 
and learned. Practically speaking, this means that writing should always be wedded to 
significant reading material; that literature courses should always accompany the 
writing program; and that the students’ writing should draw on the literature under 
consideration. Instead of having students write about their summer vacations, for 

 David McCullough in an interview with NEH chairman Bruce Cole, “The Danger of Historical 1

Amnesia,” Humanities, Vol. 23, No.4 (July/August 2002), https://www.neh.gov/humanities/
2002/julyaugust/conversation/the-danger-historical-amnesia.
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instance, they can write about Odysseus’ epic journey home to Ithaka. The examples 
and writing samples included in this guide reflect our commitment to substantive 
imaginative and expository literature.   

One of the goals of this program is to lead the students to develop their own 
investigations of the text. We encourage the students to ask and answer reflective 
questions of their own since good writing begins with thoughtful questions. We 
encourage any plausible interpretation of the text, and plausibility is not a function of a 
rigid format of interpretation. The students are being directed to unpack the text in an 
independent, textually sensitive fashion.  

However, just as there are no univocal readings of the text, there are some that are 
sloppy, imprecise and ultimately indefensible. The teacher’s mission is to redirect 
students who are wandering off in implausible directions and to elicit better readings 
through Socratic questioning. This raises confidence in the students and alleviates the 
fear that often accompanies writing. Our teaching is more like coaching, a coaching that 
increases skills while encouraging independent thought. We encourage the students to 
view their writing exercises as provisional and open to editing and revision.  

The program 

Level I begins early writing instruction with careful training in proper sentence 
structure, beginning with simple sentences and gradually progressing toward the 
development of compound and complex sentences. Next, the students learn how to 
organize their thought into paragraphs. At this early stage of development, we 
recommend that the instruction focus on imaginative literature, on the sensual details of 
the narrative, and on the chronological development of the story. The students will 
learn how to illustrate by way of description, narration and examples; how to develop the 
distinctive properties of something through definition; and how to explain by offering 
reasons supportive of their topic sentences. The skills of illustration, definition and 
explanation drive young students toward a deeper, more precise understanding of the 
text and prepare the students for later essay composition. 

Level II marks the beginning of formal instruction in essay composition. Beginning with 
the tools that they acquired in Level I, the students will support their positions, 
expressed now in one governing thesis sentence and developed over several 
paragraphs. As they are ready and as their reading requires, students will ask questions 
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that at times require more sophisticated tools. For this reason, they will learn to use the 
tools of process (forms 1 and 2). At this stage of development, we recommend that 
expository literature be added to the students’ study of imaginative literature. 

As they master these tools or patterns, they will move to more advanced tools of 
development in Level III: cause/effect, parts, and compare/contrast.  

We have divided this guide into the above three levels, which gradually build writing 
skills. Level I would typically apply to grades 6-8. Level II would apply to grades 8-9 
(overlap occurs here because some eighth-graders will struggle to enter Level II and 
some will leap forward). Level III would typically apply to grades 9-12 (overlap occurs 
for the same reason stated above). We have split the guide into these three levels since 
student writing hardly ever conforms to a rigid application of grade levels. The teacher 
should feel free to step into the guide, moving forward and backward as needed. For 
instance, a ninth-grade student who is ready for more sophisticated commentary could 
be introduced to the tools of Level III that would help him accomplish this. Similarly,  a 
twelfth-grade student might need to develop a thesis using reasons or examples. All of 
the tools and skills a student has acquired may be applied across the program. 
Consequently, the teacher at every level should read the entire guide to understand its 
scope and direction.  

Notes on the program 

We discourage the use of rubrics, obscure terminology and checklists. Writing should be 
a humane process of thought, composition, coaching and revision. We recommend that 
terminology be introduced to the students as they are being led to discover its meaning 
and use. In any case, the terms we do use are common and already familiar to most 
students because they use them regularly in speech.  

We discourage the use of formulas because we believe they undermine genuine 
thinking. The students eventually resort to the formula and sometimes even abandon 
their own deeply held convictions because they cannot make them conform to the given 
formula. This is a serious mistake. Exercises and workshops are included that will help 
students see writing as a process of sharpening their skills and their thought rather than 
as an accommodation to formulas. For the same reason, we discourage dividing 
instruction in form from discussion of content.  
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Effective writing instruction includes teaching good reading habits. At the earliest 
stages of formal writing instruction, the students should be taught how to read and 
carefully mark a text, how to make a marginal index of important passages, and how to 
use different mechanisms to indicate relative importance: stars, circles, double lines in 
the margin, short notes and underlining. We recommend that the teacher adopt a 
program of careful, textual marking and impart that program to the students.  

The students should, at some point, be taught how to outline, a skill that will serve 
them well in all of their courses. Students may outline non-fictional texts, but they 
should not be directed to outline imaginative literature. A sample of an outline can be 
found in The Teacher’s Toolkit. 

The students must be instructed in the structure and grammar of the language, from the 
parts of speech to clauses and punctuation. This instruction should be wed to the act of 
writing. We encourage the teacher to make use of a complementary grammar program 
alongside this writing guide. (We recommend the Holt Handbook series or The Little, 
Brown Handbook, but any excellent grammar program will suffice.)  We also recommend 
ample practice in diagramming sentences. Prerequisite training or, at least, 
simultaneous training in grammar is an extremely important requirement for this 
writing course.  

Finally, a brief note on citation: This writing program discourages the use of outside 
sources. We want the students to engage the original texts exclusively. Since these are 
not research papers, there is no need for the students to consult any source other than 
the original text. The students will most often be working with the one text when 
writing the kinds of essays we have in this guide. They will also presumably be using 
the same edition of the text. Our recommendation is that students follow an adapted 
MLA style. MLA uses parenthetical citations within the body of the essay itself with the 
author’s name and page numbers referenced: (Twain 119). The adaptation we have 
made is that the students need not include a “works cited” page. The work and author 
must, however, be named in the opening passages of the essay (see Sample Student 
Essays). 
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Included in this guide:  

● The Writing Guide, Levels I, II, and III 
● The Teacher’s Toolkit with handouts and tutorials on mechanics  
● Sample Student Essays and opening paragraphs, modeling the tools of 

development 
● Writing Workshops for training the students toward specific skills 
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The Writing 
Guide





 

Level I 



The first goal of Level I is to teach the students to write precise, concise sentences that 
grow in sophistication as the students gain a wider vocabulary and a better 
understanding of grammatical structures. As the students learn about phrases and 
subordinate clauses, we should expect them to use those expressions in their writing. As 
the students learn grammar and punctuation, their exercises should be drawn from the 
literature they are reading whenever feasible. Grammar and punctuation exercises that 
are isolated from writing skills are easily forgotten. Time should be spent evaluating 
sentences for their clarity of expression as produced by correct punctuation and 
appropriate grammatical forms.  

As soon as the students are prepared to write paragraphs, they should be introduced to 
brainstorming (see Level II, Brainstorming).  

Level I includes instruction first on writing sentences and then on writing paragraphs 
that employ the following tools of development:  

● Illustration utilizing description  
● Illustration utilizing narration  
● Development by definition 
● Illustration utilizing examples  
● Explanation utilizing reasons   

The following are strategies and tips for teaching students to write clearly and precisely 
in simple sentences. Once these skills are firmly in place, the students should be ready 
to compose compound and complex sentences to accommodate their increasingly 
sophisticated thought. 
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➺ The Simple Sentence  

The sentence is a basic unit of communication in English, and every sentence has its 
purpose. Learning how to write clear sentences that decisively move the reader forward 
is a foundational skill. As the students’ thought becomes more complicated, they should 
be introduced to complex and compound sentences. However, the youthful and 
unskilled writer should be encouraged to employ the following guidelines: 

● Write in short simple sentences that refer to particular, sensual details, using this 
order: subject—verb—indirect object—direct object. 

● Avoid generalizations and abstractions. 
● Find characters and make them the subjects of strong action verbs. 

⌘  Edit for Clarity  2

The following are helpful tips for coaching the students in writing concise and precise 
sentences: 

● Act as if you are writing poetry in which every word counts. Remove words that 
do not add new material. Ex: Her performance was flawless, without any mistakes. 

● Avoid unnecessary compound prepositions. Ex: He walked out of the door. 

● Remove redundant adjectives; use powerful verbs instead. Ex: The embarrassed 
student blushed and quickly hurried from the room. 

● Substitute a powerful word for a cumbersome phrase. Ex: Despite the fact that I 
hate to eat dessert before my dinner, the chocolate brownie was too delicious to resist. The 
delicious brownie tempted me to abandon eating dinner first. 

 Some material adapted from Joseph M. Williams, Style: Lessons in Clarity and Grace, 9th Edition 2

(New York: Pearson Education, Inc., 2007), 112–116.
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● Eliminate clichés. Ex: very, truly, much, really, great, interesting, more and more, on 
and on, and then, a lot, exciting, and so 

● Generally, write in the affirmative, in declarative sentences. Ex: Hazel decided not 
to abandon the quest. Hazel decided to persevere in the quest. 

● Do not use disclaimers. Ex: Even though many might disagree, Darcy is the one that 
exhibits the most pride in Pride and Prejudice. 

● Do not write in fragments. Ex: Because he thought her beneath his position. 

● Do not write in run-ons. Ex: Huckleberry and Jim travelled down the Mississippi they 
had many adventures. 

● Do not run separate thoughts together in one sentence. Ex: Frodo and Sam were 
friends, so Sam wanted to help Frodo on his quest when he overheard the conversation 
between Gandalf and Frodo, and then Gandalf told Sam he would be going with Frodo, 
and so Sam agreed to never let Frodo out of his sight. This is also a run-on sentence. 

⌘  Choosing Verbs  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Exercise: Pick an active, precise verb  

The teacher should first give a couple of examples of imprecise verbs that lead to 
vague and empty expression. Sentences with imprecise verbs can be handed out 
for the students to edit on the board. Then discuss. 

       Ran becomes raced    Walked becomes plodded 
       Showed becomes argued     Talked becomes chattered  
               Liked becomes admired            Changed becomes reversed  
       Had becomes harbored      Made becomes crafted  



  
 
Ask students for more examples, and practice writing more effective sentences together 
on the board and in solo assignments.  3

 For a discussion of nominalization and further exercises see Williams, 33-52.3
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Exercise: Using precise verbs  

Sentences are made weaker when verbs are turned into nouns. This is called 
nominalization. The following exercise provides practice for turning nouns back 
into verbs. Have the students use the following in sentences. Then, have them 
edit their sentences using the verb instead of the nominalization. Put some 
examples on the board and discuss them.  
  

Exaggeration   Dispersion   Feeling  
Demonstration                    Communication                        Collection  
Resolution                    Discussion                                Argument  
Inspection                    Creation                                    Conversion 

Ex: The exaggeration of the protagonist’s sacrifices is apparent in the film.➙The film 
exaggerates the sacrifices made by the protagonist. 

Ex: The communication was issued by the head of the warren that all rabbits must 
follow certain protocols.➙The head of the warren communicated that all rabbits must 
follow certain protocols. ➙The head of the warren threatened all of the rabbits and 
insisted they follow certain protocols. 
  
Ask students which of the following sounds stronger:  

The troops were subject to the inspection of their sergeant.  
The sergeant inspected the troops.  



⌘  Choosing Prepositions 

Even after memorizing a list of prepositions, students often choose the wrong 
preposition to express their meaning. Correction and continued practice with 
prepositions should help them learn to make the proper choices. The following is the 
kind of exercise the students will find useful.  
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Exercise: Picking the correct preposition  

Provide examples of misused prepositions. Have the students identify the 
misuse and find a better choice. Give the students plenty of practice. 

Examples:  

By the time the old man arrives back to at the harbor, he is worn out. 

The struggle was around  between two creatures of with fighting natures.  

She is irritated when the new teacher disapproves about of the fact that she can already 
read. 

The girl seems to have an obvious dislike to of Mrs. Turpin. 

Once Ruby is smacked around on the eye with the book, she stops talking. 

Seeing her there with a desperate, painful look in on her face, Raskolnikov decides to 
confess. 

The wage laborers produce competition between  with the bourgeoisie. 

They are dying in droves from at the hands of the Trojans. 

He is tactful in at the appropriate time. 



⌘  Introducing Phrases and Verbals as Modifiers 

Once the students have a secure foundation in the basic elements of the simple sentence, 
the teacher can introduce them to adjective, adverb, and verbal phrases. These will still 
produce simple sentences, but phrases add precision, variety, interest and rhetorical 
beauty when used properly. We have found that diagramming sentences, moving from 
simple to compound to compound/complex sentences, teaches students how to use 
these forms in their own writing. Understanding these sentence structures is a useful 
tool for careful reading as well. We strongly recommend that the teacher have the 
students construct, by way of imitation, sentences of their own that incorporate these 
structures.  

● Adjective (Prepositional) Phrase: The members of the Owsla wanted to keep these new 
arrivals, with their helpful talents, as members of their warren. Use prepositional 
phrases to modify nouns and pronouns. 

● Adverb (Prepositional) Phrase: With great speed, they jumped across the river to 
safety. Use prepositional phrases to modify verbs, adjectives, or other adverbs. 

● Appositive Phrase: The composer Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart was born in Salzburg. 
The appositive is the noun or pronoun that identifies another noun or pronoun. 

● Participle Phrase: Seeing the raft, Hazel concocted a brilliant escape strategy. Use a 
participle phrase as an adjective to modify nouns and pronouns. 

● Gerund Phrase: Scout feared telling her father the truth about what happened that 
night at Boo Radley’s house. Add -ing to a verb and use the phrase as a noun in any 
grammatical function a noun would play in a sentence—subject, predicate 
nominative, direct object, indirect object, or object of a preposition. 
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● Infinitive Phrase: Staying up too late is a difficult habit to break. Infinitives are 
ordinarily formed by placing to before a verb, and they are used as nouns, 
adjectives or adverbs. 
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➺  More Complicated Sentence Structures  

As the students’ writing skills increase and their ideas mature, they are ready to begin 
writing more complicated sentences. Linking grammar and punctuation lessons to 
writing exercises provides the opportunity for the students to begin writing more 
substantive sentences. (We recommend the Holt Handbook series and The Little, Brown 
Handbook.)   

Young students often write paragraphs using a string of short sentences; the thought 
expressed is choppy, disjointed and sometimes even fragmented. Once the students 
have become proficient at writing precise, concise and powerful simple sentences, they 
should be instructed to write with more complicated sentence structures. They are 
ready to combine sentences using compound subjects, compound verbs, and compound 
sentences. Finally, they will compose complex and compound/complex sentences.  

Additionally, writing by pattern imitation is a useful way for students to practice these 
structures. The teacher can choose sentences from the literature the students are reading 
and coach the students to imitate those structures (see the exercise on Hemingway’s Old 
Man and the Sea on p. 20 and Workshop 6). Having them habitually construct their own 
sentences that incorporate these structures is a useful practice.  

When introducing students to more complicated writing skills, the teacher needs to 
provide instruction on the various sentence structures, offering examples of each kind 
of sentence. This instruction should also include the proper use of commas and 
semicolons. 

● Compound Subject: Hazel, Fiver, and Bigwig escaped from the warren just in time. 
This is still a simple sentence, but the subject is compound. 

● Compound Verb: Hazel listened to Fiver, made plans for their escape, and led the 
rabbits to safety. This is still a simple sentence, but the verb is compound. 

● Compound Subject/Compound Verb: Hazel’s leadership and Fiver’s prophetic gift 
guided the rabbits to safety and caused the other rabbits to look to them for leadership. 
This is still a simple sentence, but both the subject and the verb are compound.  
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● Compound Sentence: Hazel’s leadership guided the rabbits to safety, and Dandelion’s 
stories inspired them with hope. Compound sentences combine two or more 
independent clauses and are often joined by a comma and a conjunction. This is 
no longer a simple sentence. 

● Complex Sentence: Complex sentences include the following subordinate 
constructions. These subordinate (or dependent) clauses must always be wed to 
at least one independent clause to avoid fragments. When students finally learn 
how to write complex sentences, their thought is often substantially deepened. 
Obviously, these are no longer simple sentences. 

○ Adjective Clause: Belle was the one who broke the engagement. Use 
these relative pronouns to introduce adjective clauses: who, whom, 
whose, which or that. 

○ Adverb Clause: When Scout and Dill spoke with Mr. Raymond 
outside the courthouse, they learned that he was not the drunkard they 
had assumed he was. Use these common subordinating conjunctions 
to introduce adverb clauses: when, since, after, as, although, because, 
before, if, once, until, unless, whereas, while, whether, whenever. 

○ Noun Clause: That Ruby Turpin secretly harbors such ugly 
thoughts is proof of her hypocrisy. Use these words to introduce noun 
clauses: that, how, what, whatever, who, whom, when, where, whoever, 
why. 

● Compound/Complex: Many of his compositions that were written in the 
twentieth-century [intervening subordinate clause] were written for the piano [end 
of 1st independent clause], but he scored them for orchestra as well [2nd 
independent clause]. A compound sentence (two or more independent clauses) is 
joined to at least one subordinate (or dependent) clause, forming a compound/
complex sentence. This is the most advanced sentence structure the students will 
utilize. They will immediately feel the weightier nature of these sentences.  
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Exercise: Combining clauses and phrases 

Have the students read paragraphs aloud that utilize short sentences that could 
be combined. Then have the students combine those sentences, experimenting 
with the various types of sentence structures described above. Put as many on 
the board as possible so that the students can see and discuss the variety of ways 
in which sentences can be combined. This discussion should include a 
conversation about the meaning of each newly composed sentence: Is it true?  
Does it communicate what the writer originally intended to communicate? 

Sample Exercise: Use adverb clauses to improve this paragraph.  

Original 
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is a book written by Mark Twain. Huck is basically 
an orphaned boy. Jim is a black slave. They end up traveling south on the Mississippi 
River together. Huck is reluctant to help Jim. He was raised to think that slaves are 
property. It is wrong for Jim to escape. It is like stealing to Huck. Huck becomes 
convinced that Jim should not be a slave. His thinking leads him to resolve to help Jim to 
freedom. It does not matter what society thinks of him for helping a slave escape. 

Rewritten 
In Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, the title character and an escaped 
slave, Jim, travel south down the Mississippi River. Because of what he has been taught 
by society, Huck is initially reluctant to help the escaping slave. Nevertheless, as he 
spends more time with Jim, he becomes convinced that Jim should not be kept a slave but 
should be free just as any man or woman should be. Although he will be judged wicked 
by society, he resolves to help Jim escape to freedom.



Below is an example of the kind of exercise in imitation teachers can assign. We 
recommend that teachers design their own exercises, incorporating structures their 
particular students need to practice. 
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Exercise: Imitation 

Analyze the following sentences drawn from Hemingway’s Old Man and the Sea. 
Imitate the following sentence structures by modeling your own sentences on 
them. Please notice that the author did not punctuate the sentences according to 
the rules of punctuation. You will need to punctuate them before getting started 
on your own imitations. 

1. He knew he would need his hands before this was over and he did not like to 
be cut before it started. 

2. He knelt down and found the tuna under the stern with the gaff and drew it 
toward him keeping it clear of the coiled lines. 

3. Holding the line with his left shoulder again and bracing on his left hand and 
arm, he took the tuna off the gaff hook and put the gaff back in place. 

4. After a while the fish stopped beating at the wire and started circling slowly 
again. 

5. On each calm placid turn the fish made he was gaining line and he was sure 
that in two turns more he would have a chance to get the harpoon. 

6. On the next circle the fish’s back was out but he was a little too far from the 
boat. 

7. On the next circle he was still too far away but he was higher out of water and 
the old man was sure that by gaining some more line he could have him 
alongside. 
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8. When he was even with him and had the fish’s head against the bow he could 
not believe his size. 

9. When the old man saw him coming he knew that this was a shark that had no 
fear at all and would do exactly what he wished.



➺ The Paragraph 
Now that the students have mastered the grammar and punctuation of writing rich and 
complicated sentences, they are ready to compose paragraphs.   

Paragraphs should never be treated as outlines for an essay or as mini-essays. The 
paragraph is a free standing, thoroughly developed idea. When a paragraph is part of 
an essay, its connection to the other paragraphs is communicated in the introductory 
paragraph of the essay and through the transitional elements that lead the thought 
forward to the essay’s conclusion. When the students are eventually introduced to essay 
composition, they will learn how to construct an introductory paragraph for an essay, 
but that is an entirely unique and independent exercise. That is why it is given the 
special name introductory paragraph. It serves a specific purpose in the context of the 
entire essay. That purpose will be addressed in Level II.  

Level I writing is a good place to begin to elicit sensory observations from the students. 
The teacher should compose questions that draw students to show, rather than tell. 
Answering these questions, the students begin to conduct careful observations that lead 
to illustration, definition and explanation by utilizing the tools for development 
available to them at this level:  

● Illustration utilizing description  
● Illustration utilizing narration  
● Development by definition 
● Illustration utilizing examples  
● Explanation utilizing reasons  

The students are beginning to understand that the writing process is an exercise in 
grouping ideas and recognizing patterns. In fact, when students understand that 
writing is ordered thought, some of the mystery of writing is eradicated. Readers need 
directions, and ordering one’s writing provides the directions. The tools of development 
help the students think and write in this ordered fashion. When writers are clear in their 
thinking, their writing will likewise be clear, and the act of writing itself clarifies 
thought.  
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The following exercise helps students see the need for clear order. 
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Exercise: Why order is necessary 

Human beings group things and look for patterns. Once we see patterns, we 
organize what we see to produce order. The teacher should lead a discussion 
posing the cases detailed below. The discussion should elicit from the students 
how they might address these various problems: 

● Imagine that your science teacher asked you to build a model of a cell but 
gave you no information regarding its structure.  

● Imagine you are working as a barista and have been given no training in 
what goes into each coffee drink and in what order. 

● What happens when the rules of a game are either unknown or changed?  

● Someone gives you directions to his house but starts in the middle, then 
gives you his address and finishes his directions at your house!  

● Have you ever listened to someone who was so excited he tells you about 
an event but keeps jumping back and forth between what came first and 
next and last?  Were you able to follow?  

● Have you ever listened to your siblings defend their positions while they 
hop back and forth from one important justification to another less 
important justification or even no justification at all?  

The students should begin to recognize that, in addition to clear sentence 
structure, the tools of development (description, narration, definition, examples and 
reasons) will help them order their thoughts and will help their readers follow 
them to the conclusion of the idea.  



The teacher should then instruct the students in the following elements of the unified 
paragraph: 

Introductory Sentence(s) 

Topic Sentence 
  
The Body of the Paragraph, an appropriate number 
of sentences that sufficiently develop the topic 
sentence, employing only one tool of development 

Concluding Sentence  

⌘  Introductory Sentence(s) 

The paragraph must refer to the text and its author, and the most logical place for such a 
sentence is at the beginning of the paragraph. As the students advance in skill, such 
information may become part of their topic sentences. Sometimes, students will need 
more than one opening sentence to introduce their topic sentences. 

We do not encourage students to artificially grab the attention of the reader with a 
“hook.”  However, context for their topic sentences creates interest in what the students 
will say. Thus, the introductory sentence of a paragraph builds a degree of anticipation, 
leading to the statement of purpose that is the topic sentence. Occasionally, this takes 
the form of an implied question. Most of the time, it is simply some kind of contextual 
reference. 
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⌘  Topic Sentence 

Put simply, the topic sentence is what the paragraph is about. It is the one, controlling, 
unifying idea that governs the content of the paragraph. Writing competent topic sentences 
and sticking to the development of that one topic sentence throughout the paragraph 
are crucial steps in the development of ordered thought. If the topic sentence includes 
too much information or too many ideas, the paragraph itself will not be unified and 
coherent.  

Furthermore, the topic sentence should be plausible and arguable. (See pp. 47-49 of this 
guide.)  It will often be the answer to a question posed by the teacher:  

● What is Gandalf’s role in the quest to recover the Arkenstone? (The Hobbit)        
Ex: Gandalf provides the necessary leadership for the quest by assembling the party, 
providing the map, and intervening in times of crisis. 

● Who ended the relationship? (A Christmas Carol)  Ex: Belle ends the engagement by 
releasing Ebenezer Scrooge from the marriage contract. Ex: Because it is Ebenezer who 
could have prevented the breakup, he is the one who essentially ends the relationship.  Ex: 
Ebenezer ends the relationship by his actions long before Belle comes to formally release 
him from the contract. 

● What character trait does Hazel have that makes him an effective leader of the 
expedition to find a new warren? (Watership Down)  Ex: Hazel’s sheer determination 
to save his warren in the face of multiple obstacles and crises makes him the natural 
leader of the group. 

The topic sentence need not appear at the beginning of the paragraph; it should be 
written where it logically makes sense. When the students are first learning how to 
compose paragraphs, however, they should put their topic sentences in the beginning 
part of their paragraphs. For the most part, we will put the topic sentence in the first 
part of the paragraph in our samples. 
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At first, the students will write topic sentences that are strong simple sentences 
although a more adept student may be able to develop a complex sentence across one 
paragraph.  

The students will need to revisit the topic sentence several times before it says exactly 
what they want to communicate. The teacher should coach the students, discussing 
their brainstorms with them to locate the thread of their thought.  

Again, the formulation of a competent topic sentence is the key to a successful 
paragraph.   

Finally, in this guide, topic sentences (and theses) will be printed in bold type within 
their accompanying paragraphs. 
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Five Tips for Devising a Good Topic Sentence: 

1. Generally, topic sentences should not be compound sentences since that 
would signal too much information for one paragraph. The sentence may 
be complex, however. 

2. Topic sentences should employ active verbs and avoid the passive voice 
as much as possible. They should not begin with there is or it is.  

3. When writing on imaginative literature, the students should write in 
the literary present tense and use the third person. When writing on non-
imaginative, expository texts, they should generally use the past tense 
and the third person. 

4. The topic sentence should be stated in the affirmative. It should say 
what something is, not what it is not.  

5. The topic sentence should avoid begging the question, i.e., the predicate 
should not simply restate the subject.  



⌘  The Body of the Paragraph 

When the students choose supporting sentences for a paragraph, they will typically do 
so in accordance with an assignment directing them to illustrate (by description, narration 
or examples); to define; or to explain (by providing reasons). Most questions will be some 
variation on the following patterns and can be supported in the following ways:  

How did the character, event or place look?  

● Develop the topic sentence describing a character, an event or a place. 

How did something happen?   

● Develop the topic sentence by narrating an event or action in chronological 
order. 

What is it?  What does it include?  What does it exclude?  

● Develop the topic sentence defining something. 

What happened? 

● Develop the topic sentence by providing examples. 

Why did the character act that way?  

● Develop the topic sentence by providing reasons.  

If students have brainstormed with a clear understanding of the question posed, their 
brainstorms will contain the seeds for their supporting sentences (see Brainstorming). 
Brainstorming a second time with this provisional topic sentence to guide them, 
students are in a good position to pick out the most relevant evidence to support their 
topic sentences.   

The students should write supporting sentences that do not follow strict parallel 
sentence structure. Parallel sentence structure in a paragraph often introduces formulaic 
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writing and produces what looks more like an outline than a continuously developed 
thought. In general, formulas produce formulaic thought and thus undermine the rich 
process of thinking we want to encourage. 

Nevertheless, it is best that the students adhere to one tool of development throughout 
the paragraph: description, narration, definition, examples or reasons. The tool chosen to 
support the topic sentence should fit the question asked and is usually implied by the 
assigned question in the manner outlined above. This is especially true in the early 
years of writing.  

Furthermore, the supporting sentences of the body of the paragraph should satisfy the 
following requirements:  

Sufficient   

The support provided for the topic sentence should be sufficient for the conclusion 
expressed by the topic sentence. This is a matter of good judgment.  

Textually accurate   

Each sentence must be textually supportable and should reflect a sensitive reading of 
the literature. This is a difficult but necessary intellectual skill for younger students to 
acquire, and it makes later essay composition possible. They need to learn how to 
consult the text for evidence without twisting the text to support a prior prejudice. 
Again, learning how to write is interconnected with learning how to read properly, and 
both are oriented toward clear thinking. 

Unified   

A unified paragraph is one in which only one idea is developed. The supporting 
sentences should not wander off the conclusion expressed in the topic sentence, and 
they should cohere with each other. If a paragraph includes information that does not 
directly support the topic sentence, the student should be coached to either remove 
those sentences or edit them so that they do, in fact, support the topic sentence. Too 
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often, however, students and teachers eliminate sentences when the reasons for their 
presence in the paragraph are not immediately evident. A conversation regarding why 
the student included those thoughts often pushes the student to greater clarity and 
richer, more penetrating thought. It may be that those sentences that did not at first 
appear relevant were actually necessary but only poorly expressed. Revision might lead 
to their ultimate inclusion. 

One excellent way to train the students to these three requirements is to give them 
examples of paragraphs that do not satisfy them and then correct the paragraphs 
together.  

⌘  Concluding Sentence 

The concluding sentence may serve different purposes. As the summary of preceding 
information, the concluding sentence may be similar to the topic sentence, but it should 
not be a direct repetition of it.  If the paragraph is long, the concluding sentence may be 
a restatement of the topic sentence as a reminder to the reader of what has just been 
developed. If the paragraph is part of a larger writing assignment, the concluding 
sentence will provide a transition from one paragraph to the next. 

Students should be discouraged from engaging in parting shots, sweeping 
generalizations or clinchers. Such rhetorical devices most often detract from the 
formality and effectiveness of the paragraph. They also lend a formulaic quality both to 
the writing and to the students’ thought. 
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➺ The Body of the Paragraph and the 
Tools of Development 
Once the students have composed sturdy topic sentences, they should decide which 
tool of development best suits their idea. They should then write several sentences that 
develop and sustain the topic throughout the paragraph while adhering to the three 
requirements listed above: sufficient, textually accurate, and unified. The tools of 
development are detailed here: 

 ⌘  Illustration Utilizing Description 
  
Young writers benefit especially from exercises in descriptive writing as it requires 
attention to detail and thoughtful reflection on a character, event or place. It takes them 
back to the text to inventory important details that they may have missed on their first 
reading. It is thus an exercise in careful reading as well.  

A descriptive paragraph is developed through the specific observation of the senses: 
sight, hearing, smell, taste and touch. The detailed account of those sensory perceptions 
informs the reader of the imagined world and causes him to feel a particular way. In the 
example below from A Tale of Two Cities, every sense but taste has been employed by 
Dickens to draw the reader into the imaginative moment. Have the students find them: 

The Dover road lay, as to him, beyond the Dover mail, as it lumbered 
up Shooter’s Hill. He walked uphill in the mire by the side of the mail, as the 
rest of the passengers did; not because they had the least relish for walking 
exercise, under the circumstances, but because the hill, and the harness, and 
the mud, and the mail, were all so heavy, that the horses had three times 
already come to a stop, besides once drawing the coach across the road, with 
the mutinous intent of taking it back to Blackheath. Reins and whip and 
coachman and guard, however, in combination, had read that article of war 
which forbad a purpose otherwise strongly in favour of the argument, that 
some brute animals are endued with Reason; and the team had capitulated and 
returned to their duty. 

© 2018 Cana Academy®                                                                                                                            30



With drooping heads and tremulous tails, they mashed their way 
through the thick mud, floundering and stumbling between whiles as if they 
were falling to pieces at the larger joints. As often as the driver rested them 
and brought them to a stand, with a wary “Wo-ho! so-ho then!” the near 
leader violently shook his head and everything upon it—like an unusually 
emphatic horse, denying that the coach could be got up the hill. Whenever the 
leader made this rattle, the passenger started, as a nervous passenger might, 
and was disturbed in mind. 

There was a steaming mist in all the hollows, and it had roamed in its 
forlornness up the hill, like an evil spirit, seeking rest and finding none. A 
clammy and intensely cold mist, it made its slow way through the air ripples 
that visibly followed and overspread one another, as the waves of an 
unwholesome sea might do. It was dense enough to shut out everything from 
the light of the coachlamps but these its own workings, and a few yards of 
road; and the reek of the labouring horses steamed into it, as if they had made 
it all (Dickens 7).  4

  
Because the students are not writing fiction, however, their composition will take on an 
analytical flavor when they write their paragraphs. While a writer of fiction will likely 
not provide a topic sentence for a descriptive paragraph, the students must.  

Young writers need to be directed to sensory observations as they read, and it is 
important that they be trained to recognize that these observations inform their feelings 
about the text at any given moment. For example, students might write of Gandalf: 
Gandalf is an unfamiliar figure. They feel this strongly. They have never seen anyone like 
Gandalf, but the observation of the feeling remains unsupported unless the sensory 
details are provided. Coached by the teacher and directed back to the text, the students 
might unpack “unfamiliar” in the following fashion: Gandalf’s powerful carriage, 
authoritative demeanor, piercing eyes, and long hair and beard make him unfamiliar. By 
leading the students back to the text to inform their imaginations, this exercise directs 
them toward a closer reading. Having imagined the person of Gandalf in a more 
detailed and concrete fashion, the students have entered into Tolkien’s imaginative 
world more deeply.  5

 Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities (New York: Bantam Dell, 2003), 7.4

 J. Karl Nicholas and James R. Nicholl, Rhetorical Models for Effective Writing, 3rd Edition (Boston 5

and Toronto: Little, Brown and Company, 1985), 22.
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One way to introduce students to this form of development is by reading aloud a 
descriptive passage (much like the Dickens passage above) from a text the students are 
currently reading. The students can then summarize the character or setting in single 
words or short phrases that are written on the board and discussed. As the students 
explain and textually defend their summary words and phrases, the teacher writes the 
textual citations and explanations under the appropriate description. The teacher can 
then point out that they have just written a skeletal outline for a paragraph. Introducing 
the language of a topic sentence and supports, the teacher directs them to do the same 
on their own with another character, event or place. 

In the descriptive paragraph, the opening sentence or phrase is followed closely by the 
topic sentence that introduces the unifying idea about the character, event or place to be 
addressed in the paragraph. That topic sentence will then be followed by supporting 
sentences that develop that description in greater detail.  

Example: 

 In Flannery O’Connor’s short story, “Revelation,” [topic sentence] the revelation of 
the story’s title fittingly occurs in a cramped, cheerless, ugly space that physically 
mirrors Ruby’s interior judgments. When Ruby Turpin and her husband Claud first arrive at 
the doctor’s office, Ruby immediately dominates the waiting room with her imposing figure, loud 
declarations and officious instructions. The room is rectangularly shaped and narrow in size, 
and, since the seating is insufficient, Ruby must wait to be seated until another patient is called 
by the nurse. The room’s “inadequate” size is only accentuated by Ruby’s need to “reduce”; even 
the chair she eventually occupies must hold “her tight as a corset”(O’Connor 489). One wall of 
the room is dominated by a giant, opaque, plateglass window through which only grotesque 
shadows of the outside world can be seen. The door is heavy and makes an unpleasant sucking 
sound as it tightly seals the patients inside. There is no mention of a fan or open windows, and 
the one time the outer door is opened by a delivery boy, one feels a sense of release that abruptly 
ends when the door closes behind the departing youth. Gently bubbling behind Ruby’s bossy 
judgments are the saccharine notes of music jingling from a radio tucked somewhere behind the 
screen that sets the patients apart from the rest of the office. The waiting room is dingy with 
cigarette butts and bloody cotton balls spilling from the green ash tray. Outdated magazines are 
randomly cast on the coffee table in the center of the room, and an unsightly plastic fern is the 
only aesthetic adornment. It is here in this cramped and ugly space that Ruby Turpin 
unwittingly awaits the revelation that might heal her narrow, cramped soul.  
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The above paragraph is just the beginning of something much larger since the student 
has not yet fleshed out Ruby’s interior life, but this is a good beginning for a student 
practicing description. The student is keeping close track of the sensory perceptions 
detailed in the opening passages of the short story, perceptions that will later be 
mirrored in Ruby’s interior dialogue. The reporting is done largely in the student’s own 
voice and vocabulary.  

When engaging in this kind of descriptive exercise, the students should use their own 
words as much as possible rather than quote directly from the text. It is important that 
they build a descriptive vocabulary of their own without straying from the meaning of 
the text. The skill of paraphrasing is a critical one, and this is a good opportunity for the 
students to begin developing that skill. This is also a good opportunity for them to learn 
how to effectively weave partial quotations into their writing. 

  

⌘  Illustration Utilizing Narration 

Illustration using narrative development builds upon the skills practiced in descriptive 
illustration, advancing and deepening the students’ powers of observation. Narration 
proceeds chronologically, adding actions to description. The key to successful narration 
lies in picking out the significant details of an event and ordering them in an organized, 
coherent fashion. The students will usually write too many details when they first begin 
a narrative account. As they zero in on their topic sentences, they can edit their 
narration to include only those details necessary to support the topic sentence.  

Example:  

 Stave Two of Charles Dickens’ Christmas Carol describes the scene in which the 
engagement between Belle and Ebenezer ends. [topic sentence]  This is a pivotal moment in 
Scrooge’s life when he makes a decisive choice that cements the future course of his life. 
The Ghost of Christmas Past takes Scrooge back to this moment in order that he might clearly 
witness and reflect on the decision he made to end his relationship with Belle. Before the 
narration of the conversation in which the relationship ends, Ebenezer is described as showing 
the “signs of care and avarice” (Dickens 34). These are characteristics Belle has observed 
emerging over the years of their long engagement, and it is Belle’s judgment that she has been 
replaced by a “golden idol” (Dickens 34). While it is Ebenezer who argues against ending the 
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engagement, the argument he makes is in defense of himself rather than in defense of his love for 
Belle. He argues that he has grown wiser in his understanding of the world and its 
condemnation of poverty. When he cynically observes that the world is equally hard on those 
who pursue wealth, he seems to be capturing Belle in that category. Belle recognizes the change 
in him wrought by these thoughts and choices, and it is that change that ends the relationship. 
When she asks, “Would you seek me out and try to win me now?” he knows inwardly that she 
has already accurately anticipated his answer, although he puts the blame on her for drawing the 
conclusion (Dickens 35). When she “release[s]” him from his contractual promise, he says 
nothing; when she leaves, he does nothing (Dickens 35). Ebenezer ends the relationship when he 
chooses to value money more than his “nobler ideals” and more than his Belle. In the next scene, 
the Ghost shows Ebenezer the joyful, domestic life of Belle with her husband and children. 
Ebenezer is overcome with remorse and sorrow at what could have been his own life. He grasps 
the Ghost’s extinguisher-cap and presses it with all his might, but he cannot “hide the light 
which stream[s] from under it, in an unbroken flood upon the ground” (Dickens 38).  

In this paragraph, the student offers a careful chronological narration of the conversation 
that has led the student to conclude something important and significant, i.e., that it 
was Ebenezer who ended the relationship, even though Belle was the first to declare its 
end, and that it was this choice that set the course of his future life, a life he now regrets. 
This student has selected the key narrative forces driving towards the conclusion. The 
choices made are contributive to the conclusion, and the narrative details are treated 
respectfully. In other words, they are not twisted to a preconceived conclusion. Once 
again, the events detailed here are largely in the student’s own voice and vocabulary, 
and quotation is employed sparingly. 

⌘  Development by Definition 

When faced with an abstraction or a concept, younger students often fall back on a 
dictionary definition of the concept. Learning to define something within the context of 
an expository work is a superior approach. This form of development should generally  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be reserved for expository work rather than imaginative literature. We do not want to 
treat characters as abstractions subject to definition. 

Defining something identifies the essential characteristics of a thing, noting what makes 
something what it is. Sometimes this happens as one compares the thing to other things 
that seem like it and then contrasts it with other things that do not resemble it. 
Sometimes it is a matter of looking at the thing’s purpose. 

The following exercise helps students understand the significance of definition as more 
than simply looking up a dictionary definition. 
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Exercise: What makes a table a table? 

Give students a word that indicates various items. Start with something simple; 
take, for instance, table. Have them draw a simple picture of what they think of 
when they hear that word. They will come up with a variety of examples: a 
dining room table, a coffee table, a drafting table, a table of contents, the periodic 
table, a graphing table. 

Now ask the students what these various instances of “table” have in common. 
Why do we use the same word for all of them?  Can we come up with some 
defining features?  Try to push the definition to greater specificity. 

Next try something more difficult: a concept such as courage. Again, have 
students write down a description of instances of courage. Discuss these various 
instances and, as with the table, try to narrow them to a common definition. 

This is the process used in developing a paragraph using definition. The students 
must be clear about what they are looking at. Are these acts of courage or 
compassion, of self-interest or prudence? Then, examples are selected to 
illustrate and support the characterization. 



Example: 

[topic sentence] The Constitution of the United States established a government that 
limits itself. The founders understood the need to replace the Articles of Confederation with a 
stronger federal government, but they also recognized the desire for self-government as 
foundational to the American experience, from the colonial period through the War for 
Independence. This principle of self-government had already been articulated in the Mayflower 
Compact and in several individual state constitutions, and it rested on a notion of limited 
government. What is a government that limits itself?  The written constitution that contains the 
enumerated powers limits the federal government’s spheres of operation, preserving space for 
state constitutions and governments to rule themselves. Furthermore, each branch of the federal 
government checks the other two branches, investing each with an interest in limiting the others. 
Just as the Constitution’s enumerated powers delegate reserved powers to the states and to 
individuals, the first three articles map out the balance of power between the three branches of 
government. These are the elements that ensure a limited government, which in turn ensures 
self-governance. 

⌘  Illustration Utilizing Examples 

Once students have mastered simple and complex sentences, and once they have 
learned the first two tools of illustration (description and narration) and definition, they 
can now develop paragraphs through illustration using examples. This skill of 
developing arguments using examples (offering instances of) will be further applied in 
Level II writing when the students begin to compose essays. 
   
An important aspect of learning how to write paragraphs and essays employing 
examples is learning what constitutes legitimate evidence for an argument. Making good 
arguments requires that the students learn how to treat the text with respect and 
sensitivity and how to not distort the meaning of the text in order to suit their prior 
judgments.  
  
Example:  

 In J.R.R. Tolkien’s Hobbit, Thorin seeks to reclaim his rightful inheritance as the king of 
the dwarves. To accomplish this, he must lead the quest to the Lonely Mountain, land of his 
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forefathers. Although Thorin must ultimately lead the expedition, [topic sentence] Gandalf is 
the most important member of the quest. His powerful carriage, imposing features and 
authoritative demeanor fill Bilbo’s home with his presence and command the attention of the 
unruly dwarves. He brings order to the meeting, setting before the dwarves their clear task, a 
critical map and a promising strategy. When the dwarves doubt Bilbo’s inclusion in the quest, 
Gandalf energetically defends him and persuades the dwarves to accept Bilbo as an important 
member of the team. This persuasion will prove critical when Bilbo’s quick and brave action 
saves the dwarves. Later, when the dwarves and Bilbo are caught in dangerous circumstances, it 
is Gandalf who courageously rides to the rescue and saves them from the clutches of trolls and 
goblins. Gandalf is the most indispensable member of the quest.  

Building on the earlier descriptive development of Gandalf’s outward appearance 
(above), the student has moved beyond focusing on the mere physical details of 
Gandalf’s appearance toward observations on his character. He has begun to notice that 
Gandalf’s authoritative manner brings order and focus to the quest, that his energetic 
defense of Bilbo proves critical, and that his courage impels him to defend the dwarves 
and Bilbo when they are endangered. All of this began with the student’s elementary 
observation that Gandalf was “unfamiliar.” That initial observation developed further 
when the student noticed the peculiarities of Gandalf’s demeanor. Why is Gandalf’s 
authoritative demeanor significant? Why is his powerful carriage important? Perhaps 
these characteristics have something to do with Gandalf’s character and his ability to 
drive the action of the story. Finally, the student may conclude that if not for Gandalf’s 
participation and leadership in this quest, the journey might well have been a failure. 
The student might step back and decide Gandalf is the most important member of the quest. 
Thus, the student has moved from the ambiguous statement that Gandalf is 
“unfamiliar” to the substantive conclusion that he is the most important member of the 
quest by looking carefully at the development of his character in the text and instances 
where his leadership is critical. Yes, he is “unfamiliar,” but leaders often are set apart by 
their unique and prominent characteristics. The topic sentence Gandalf is the most 
important member of the quest could then serve as a reasonable topic sentence for a 
youthful and still inexperienced writer, and it is a topic sentence supported by textual 
examples. This is a good beginning for a young student first learning how to make 
textually sensitive arguments.  
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⌘ Explanation Utilizing Reasons 
       
Once the students have acquired some ease with writing paragraphs developed with 
examples, they are prepared to compose paragraphs utilizing reasons. Development by 
reasons refers here to justification or rationale. Developing a paragraph with reasons is, 
in some ways, the easiest for young students because they are accustomed to justifying 
their choices in their daily conversations. 
       
Like development by examples, development by reasons is a tool the students will 
continue to utilize as they encounter ever more complex stories and arguments. These 
two developmental tools, examples and reasons, will reappear in Level II when the 
students begin to compose essays. It is imperative that the students first acquire the 
ability to write paragraphs that utilize these two tools. Like development by examples, 
development by reasons requires the students to learn how to reach for the relevant 
textual passages without distorting the text to suit a prior judgment. 
       
In the passage below, the student is addressing the reasons Scout is able to resist the 
temptation to cynicism and instead mature over the course of the three summers 
chronicled in To Kill a Mockingbird. 
       
Example: 
       
 Over the course of three particularly memorable years in Harper Lee’s novel, To Kill a 
Mockingbird, [topic sentence] Scout Finch resists the temptation to cynicism, acquiring 
instead a mature understanding of the complexity of human beings. Listening to Mayella 
Ewell’s testimony during Tom Robinson’s trial, Scout is moved to a sympathetic understanding 
of the evil effects Mayella bears from her crushing poverty and loneliness. In the midst of her 
degradation, Mayella still longs for something beautiful in her life as she cultivates geraniums, 
and she longs for human companionship when she reaches out to Tom Robinson. Although 
Mayella’s false testimony ultimately contributes to the death of Tom Robinson, Scout realizes 
that a mixture of good and evil resides in the hearts of even the seemingly worst people. During 
the same trial, Scout encounters Dolphus Raymond, whom she and everyone else in Maycomb 
have dismissed as the town drunk. However, as Raymond confides, he is only acting the part to 
give people an excuse, other than prejudice, for disliking his choices. Scout is surprised to learn 
this and begins to see that people are not always what they seem to be. Towards the close of the 
story, Boo Radley saves the lives of Scout and her brother Jem, revealing himself to be their friend 
and protector, not the deranged killer or frightening monster Scout had imagined. When she 
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escorts Boo home and finally ascends the steps of the Radley porch, Scout reflects that the view 
she has from that porch is like walking in someone else’s shoes, something Atticus has 
consistently encouraged her to do. In fact, it is by standing in the shoes of others and seeing the 
world as they see it—from Mayella Ewell, to Dolphus Raymond, to Boo Radley himself—that 
Scout grows in generosity in her judgments of others.  

These are the reasons Scout is able to resist the temptation to cynicism: Scout is able to 
see people as admixtures of good and evil; she recognizes that human beings are not 
always what they seem to be; and she is able to identify more closely with others by 
learning to see the world through the eyes of others. 

The following are some sample questions appropriately addressed utilizing examples or 
reasons development. Note that the questions do not invite students to stand outside the 
text; rather, they direct the students’ attention back to the text for support for their topic 
sentences. These are all exercises directed at interpretation of the text by the students.     6

Ex: In Danny Saunders’ judgment, did his father do the right thing in raising his son in 
silence?  Do not just rely on the final passages of the book, but go back and look at 
earlier passages as well. (The Chosen)  

● The topic sentence will state a position that interprets Danny’s judgment. The 
supporting sentences will provide the reasons Danny has for reaching his 
conclusion.   

Ex: What do the fly and the spider at the close of Chapter 9 represent?  (The Chosen) 

● After a student carefully rereads the passage and any other significant related 
passages, she must draw a conclusion to be expressed in a topic sentence. The 
examples that illustrate the interpretation will be given in the supporting 
sentences. 

 Please see the Cana Classical Guide, Teaching Fiction from the Inside Out to see more examples 6

of questions that work well for students writing on fiction.

© 2018 Cana Academy®                                                                                                                            39



Ex: In your notebook, carefully trace all of the encounters between James and Captain 
Keller. Thoughtfully reflect on those encounters. What is the central problem that afflicts 
their relationship?  (The Miracle Worker) 

● After the student traces the encounters in his brainstorm (see Brainstorming), he 
will state the central problem in his topic sentence. A particularly salient 
encounter could be used as part of the introduction to the topic sentence, thereby 
providing context. The paragraph is then developed supplying the examples that 
illustrate the determination expressed in the topic sentence.  
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Level II  



Level II marks the formal beginning of essay composition. When the paragraph has 
proven insufficient for expressing richer, more mature thought, students will welcome 
the longer format the essay provides. The above samples on Dickens’ Christmas Carol 
and O’Connor’s short story, “Revelation,” are good examples of the students’ thought 
stretching beyond the confines of mere paragraphs. These present opportunities for the 
teacher to train the students to essay composition.  

Regardless of its development, the formal structure of the essay typically follows this 
five-paragraph format. When necessary, this format can be expanded to accommodate a 
much larger essay by the extension of the body of the essay to more than three 
paragraphs.  
    

Introductory Paragraph   

   Body of the Essay (as many paragraphs as needed, minimally 3) 

   Concluding Paragraph 

It is important for both the teacher and the students to understand that the essay does 
not consist of disconnected paragraphs. The thesis is the governing idea for the entire 
essay, and each topic sentence of the body of the essay directs each supporting 
paragraph as one part of the development of the thesis statement. Just as a topic 
sentence governs the paragraph, the thesis statement governs the entire essay. The tool 
chosen to develop the thesis carries the main idea throughout all of the supporting 
paragraphs of the body of the essay, and transitional words and phrases support this 
development (see Transitional Words and Phrases). The following are the tools of 
development covered in Level II: 

● Examples  (in more developed form) 
● Reasons  (in more developed form) 
● Process  (forms 1 and 2)  

Regardless of the tool utilized, each topic sentence of the body is an extension of the 
thesis, using the same developmental tool throughout the supporting paragraphs.    
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➺ Brainstorming 
As soon as possible, the students should be introduced to brainstorming. Even Level I 
students are capable of some brainstorming, but Level II students should be capable of 
more sustained brainstorming exercises.  

Brainstorming begins with good questions that direct the students to careful rereading 
of the text. The students may even generate their own questions, but all of the questions 
should direct students back to the text—its actions, its characters and its arguments. The 
teacher should expect careful reading and may discover in the students’ brainstorms 
where they may need some direction in developing their reading skills. 

Brainstorming is one of the single most effective tools for writing, yet it is often difficult 
to convince students of its efficacy. Students find brainstorming difficult because 
thinking is taxing. Alternatively, students assume that brainstorming is a waste of time, 
and they prefer to skip to outlining. However, our minds do not always think in a linear 
fashion; brainstorming permits a freedom of thought before the impulse to organize 
asserts itself. If we eliminate the act of brainstorming, much that is useful will never be 
discovered by the students. The brainstorm, like a conversation, will take many 
directions until one important question, reflection, or line of inquiry emerges as the 
thread the student wants to develop. We encourage frequent exercises in brainstorming 
whether the brainstorm results in an essay or not.  

No doubt, students come to the process with preconceived notions of what a brainstorm 
is, and the first step of the effective teacher is to disabuse them of their 
misunderstandings. While the following may be helpful to some students after 
brainstorming, brainstorming itself is not:  

● A bullet list  
● A diagram  
● An outline  
● A concept map  
● Cubing   
● Clustering  
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These are ordering tools, and, if used as brainstorming, they interrupt and halt 
unencumbered and unrestrained thought. Students need first to think freely, to empty 
their minds of all of the thoughts they have. In the end, some of the brainstorm will be 
discarded. However, the process of brainstorming helps the students discover ideas 
they did not realize they possessed, some of which are worthy of further development. 
Brainstorming forces these ideas into consciousness for further consideration. 

⌘  Beginning a Brainstorm  

The students cannot begin a brainstorm without a question or a topic to consider. A 
brainstorm presupposes that the students have something on their minds even if they 
are not always aware of it. The teacher presents the students with an assignment or a 
question. Even a careful description of a scene, an action, a piece of dialogue or a 
character will begin to focus the students’ thinking in a way that leads to richer 
reflection on questions and problems that emerge.  

It can be daunting to begin a brainstorm. The teacher should encourage the students to 
think of the blank page the way an artist might see the empty paper. Just as the artist 
splashes charcoal on the paper and then reworks it, the student spills his ideas onto the 
page, ideas that will ultimately be crafted and reworked until a clear picture of an idea 
emerges.  

⌘  Guidelines for Effective Brainstorming 

Encourage the students to proceed following these general guidelines:  

● Composition Book. Each student should have a composition notebook dedicated 
to brainstorming. All brainstorming should be done in this one place, including 
brainstorming for an essay.  

● Write in complete sentences as much as possible. Sentences are an expression of 
a complete thought. Words and phrases are not. Writing the brainstorm using 
only complete thoughts presses the students to some degree of clarity and 
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precision. Bullet points and word groupings will not achieve the same degree of 
clarified thought. Direct the students to complete their thoughts no matter what. 
This is perhaps the most important aspect of this type of brainstorming because it 
involves complete thinking rather than impulsive word associations. One 
thought may not follow the previous thought, but this is not important. The 
students should not stop to evaluate their brainstorm while they are doing it.  

  
● Write for a specific period of time without stopping. Set a timer. This creates a 

pressure cooker experience, which helps the mind focus intently on the subject at 
hand. Younger students will only be able to sustain a brainstorm for about five 
minutes. Add to the length as they mature in their abilities. An older student may 
be able to brainstorm for fifteen to twenty minutes. The teacher could do this in 
class with the students writing independently. The teacher says, “Stop,” and the 
students spend the next ten minutes or so rereading their brainstorms, returning 
to the book to look up passages, answering questions they posed, or posing new 
questions to be answered in the next brainstorm. The students are then ready for 
the second brainstorm for another fifteen minutes. After the second brainstorm, 
they should have a good idea of a working thesis, and embedded in the 
brainstorm will be the seeds of their supports. A likely tool of development may 
also begin to emerge. 

● Write whatever comes to mind. The students need to be free at this point, even 
to the point of writing down unrelated ideas that pop into their heads. It may 
sound strange, but writing these thoughts down usually gets them off the 
students’ minds, clearing space for what they really need to think about.  

● Write down questions that arise. Some ideas may not be completely formed 
because a student needs more clarity or information. Now is not the time to stop 
and look those things up, but those questions should be written down so that 
they can be investigated in the next brainstorm. Often, those questions eventuate 
in more developed and richer thought.  

● No erasing or correcting. Correcting is appropriate at a later stage of the writing 
process. Students need to be free to write without worrying about punctuation, 
grammar, spelling and neatness. They should never erase anything they have 
written even when the thought looks stupid or irrelevant. If they cannot resist the 
temptation to erase, direct them to use pens.  

© 2018 Cana Academy®                                                                                                                            45



● Write with a pen in hand. This is a tough guideline to follow as most students 
have personal computers. Encourage the students to brainstorm with pen and 
paper. Putting pen to paper is simply a different experience from typing on a 
keyboard. When students write on their computers, they backspace, correct, and 
edit their writing without even noticing. Doing this, however, shifts the exercise 
from brainstorming to drafting without them even realizing it. This undermines 
the brainstorming exercise. 

● Brainstorm frequently. Even when an essay has not been assigned, 
brainstorming deepens understanding. It is an excellent exercise whether an 
essay is going to be assigned or not. 

It may take an individual student more than two brainstorms, and older students may 
take as many as four before they arrive at a provisional thesis. The teacher should read 
the brainstorms of younger students, providing feedback on how to proceed. The 
teacher guides the younger students to see their theses and supports. This should all be 
done Socratically. For example, the teacher could write questions in the margins for the 
student to think about on subsequent brainstorms and highlight ideas worthy of further 
investigation. The teacher and the students should keep in mind that a student may 
produce several pages before a provisional thesis and a roadmap are found (see The 
Roadmap), but producing that thesis and choosing a tool of development for the body of 
the essay is the goal of the brainstorm exercise. 
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➺ The Thesis 

The thesis is the product of the brainstorm exercise. At the close of the brainstorm, the 
students should sift through what they have written to see if there is an idea worth 
developing. They should select one idea and fashion it into a statement of purpose that 
can act as a thesis for their essays. They may even find two or three compelling ideas 
they wish to pursue, and the teacher should permit them to explore more than one. The 
students may discover that those ideas are actually connected. In any case, the students 
should feel free to pursue the thesis with an understanding that the first several 
attempts at a thesis are provisional.  

A well-written thesis statement meets these four general requirements: 

Plausible   

The thesis states a plausible interpretation of the text. The point of the essay is to make 
the case for the claim made by the thesis. The student makes a reasonable claim, and 
that claim is supported by textual evidence and developed throughout the essay. 
Particularly when students are writing on fiction, the teacher should see them 
developing different lines of inquiry. Individual coaching of the students, using their 
brainstorms and provisional theses, is key to helping the students develop their own 
reading and writing skills.   

In these coaching sessions, the teacher might notice that a student has pursued a line of 
inquiry that cannot be successfully developed. His reading of the situation is too 
stunted and narrow. He has missed too much alternative evidence. Take the following 
example: 

● First Thesis: Clytemnestra kills Agamemnon because she is jealous that he brought 
Cassandra home from the Trojan War. 

This is a frequent response from inexperienced readers of the Oresteia, but it is not 
ultimately supportable by the text. The student should be directed back to the relevant 
passages in the Agamemnon to investigate what exactly is going on. The above reading is 
implausible for a variety of reasons. In this coaching session, the teacher might ask the 
following questions: How long has Clytemnestra been planning on killing 
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Agamemnon?  Why was she planning all these years before he even came home, before 
he ever brought Cassandra to court?  What did he do?  Didn’t she have her own illicit 
consort? What about Aegisthus? What is his involvement in the murder of 
Agamemnon? It’s not that the student is entirely incorrect. After all, bringing Cassandra 
home with him could not have helped Agamemnon’s case, but like many young 
readers, this student has fixated on one, simplistic explanation for the action of the 
story. Coaching the student back to the text will help him see the larger picture. 

● Revised Thesis: Clytemnestra believes that in executing Agamemnon she has restored 
spiritual order to the kingdom by purging the house of Atreus of its unclean spirits. 

This is a richer thesis that does greater justice to the story while respecting the 
complexity of human beings. The student could well devise a thesis other than this one, 
but he needs to take into account the complicated history of Clytemnestra and 
Agamemnon’s relationship as well as Agamemnon’s personal history.  

Arguable   

The thesis should address something significant, important and worthy of deeper 
reflection. A thesis need not be original or unique, but it should state a position with 
which one could disagree. Thus, a thesis should not state a fact or an obvious 
conclusion. If the introduction does not pose a significant thesis, it is not worth the 
student’s investigation. 

Nevertheless, a skilled teacher can help a student revise the thesis toward something 
arguable by asking good questions. For example, 

● First Thesis: Huck and Jim have many adventures on their journey down the 
Mississippi. This thesis is not arguable. The teacher should ask the student to dig 
deeper into the reasons she has for focusing on this fact. The teacher might ask, 
What happened on that journey?  Can you describe some of those adventures in detail?  
How did they happen?  Who was involved?  Where did those events occur?  At what 
point did those events happen?  Why did they act that way? 

● Revision 1: Huck and Jim have many adventures on their journey down the Mississippi 
when they encounter different people along the way. Now the student has noticed 
something that could be significant: The adventures Huck and Jim have are 
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wholly connected to the kinds of people they meet. The teacher might then ask, 
Who are these people?  How did they treat Huck and Jim?  

● Revision 2: During their many adventures traveling down the Mississippi, Huck begins 
to see “sivilization” as something to be avoided. Now the student has found 
something significant, more than mere fact, to develop into an essay. This 
provisional thesis is a good starting point for a young writer. With further 
consideration, she will come to a clearer notion of what “sivilization” means and 
clarify the thesis even more. 

Focused   

Typically, a thesis statement will be the answer to a posed question. The thesis might be 
a claim regarding a specific scene, a character in a story, a symbol, or an argument in an 
expository work. The thesis should say something specific about something specific. 
Otherwise, the student will not be able to adequately argue for the claim made by the 
thesis. If the thesis contains more than one cohesive idea, the essay will lack focus and 
purpose. However, if a student focuses the thesis too narrowly, the essay will be thin 
and vapid.  

Students often draw a blank when first faced with the task of writing a thesis. Good 
theses do not arise in a vacuum; they are the result of sufficient brainstorming that has 
provoked fresh thinking. A good brainstorm will often contain the roadmap, i.e., the 
thesis and the supporting claims for the body of the essay (see The Roadmap). By way of 
analogy, the students should be encouraged to think of the way binoculars work. While 
our vision is focused, the object is at the same time enlarged as we see things that were 
not visible before. The students need to simultaneously hold both the subject and the 
predicate clearly in focus. Finally, the students should be encouraged to abandon vague 
and imprecise language.  
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The following is an example of the development of a thesis from a brainstorm. The 
ideas are initiated by the brainstorm and are then organized by the student.  

● First Thesis: Odysseus is courageous. 
  
The teacher coaches the student to dig deeper into why she thinks Odysseus is 
courageous. What are her reasons for concluding that Odysseus is courageous?  What 
can she point to in her brainstorm? 

● Revision 1: Odysseus bravely meets all challenges. 

The teacher then coaches the student to think more specifically about those “challenges” 
since that word is too imprecise. What sort of challenges does Odysseus meet?  Did the 
student mention any in her brainstorm?  Have her summarize them in a list. 

○ Unbelievable risks to his life 
○ Temptations to ease and comfort 
○ Formidable and dangerous foes 
○ Sometimes overwhelming hardships 

The student might now be able to write some possible supporting claims, utilizing these 
examples of the “challenges” Odysseus faces. 

● In order to make a name for himself, Odysseus repeatedly risks his life in 
dangerous circumstances that test him. 

● Odysseus cannot return home and take his place as king of Ithaka unless he 
resists the temptations of pleasure, comfort and ease. 

● Odysseus must keep his wits to escape his formidable enemies.  

● However, for all his cleverness in escaping dangers, sometimes Odysseus must 
just persevere hardships with brute endurance.  

Now the student can draw a conclusion about the results of Odysseus bravely meeting 
challenges. The essay itself could develop this thesis in a variety of ways, incorporating 
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some of the material already generated above. The thesis is still provisional, but the 
student is moving forward: 

● Revision 2: Braving many obstacles on his journey home prepares Odysseus to finally 
assume his rightful place as king of Ithaka. 

Unified   

To maintain a unified thesis, the subject and the claim made regarding the subject need 
to be clearly connected. The subject and predicate of the thesis work together, making a 
claim that the essay can support. They are connected in a logical fashion; they are 
unified. If the thesis contains more than one, cohesive idea, the essay will lack unity. 

● First Thesis: Huck has lots of adventures traveling down the Mississippi River with 
Jim, and he decides to help Jim to freedom. 

Because the student has combined two different ideas into one thesis, he will have a 
difficult time writing the essay. This sentence seems to connect two wholly unconnected 
ideas: Huck has lots of adventures with Jim, and Huck has decided to help Jim escape to 
freedom. That he compressed both ideas into one sentence, however, could signal to the 
observant teacher that the student thinks there is a connection between these two 
things, i.e., Huck’s adventures with Jim and his decision to help Jim seek freedom. The 
teacher should lead the student to dwell on that connection. Utilizing subordinating 
clauses can help a student see a connection: 

● Revision 1: During his adventures traveling down the Mississippi River with Jim, 
Huck decides to help Jim secure his freedom. 

Simply adding the transitional word “during” has helped the student understand that 
the decision Huck makes is one contemporaneous with his travels. Now the student 
drives to more significant unity between the subject and predicate by asking whether 
the connection is simply temporal or causal. This exercise of unifying the subject and 
predicate could lead to the following: 

● Revision 2: Huck decides to help Jim escape from slavery because their many adventures 
together have led him to conclude that Jim is a human being worthy of respect and 
dignity. 
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The student will have to explain what this expression means since Huck would never 
use the language of human dignity. Nevertheless, the evidence for this realization is in 
the text, regardless of the language Huck employs. 
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Five Tips for Devising a Good Thesis: 

1. The thesis should be stated in the affirmative. It should say what 
something is, not what it is not. It is confusing and almost impossible for 
young writers to argue for a negative.  

● First Thesis: The encounters that Huck and Jim have on their journey do 
not show society in a good light. 

In the above case, the student should investigate the predicate further and 
arrive at something more precise and in the affirmative. What precisely 
does their journey reveal to Huck and Jim about the society they 
encounter?  

● Revised Thesis: The encounters that Huck and Jim have on their 
journey expose the depravity of a society that has lost its moral bearings. 

Again, this claim is a bit more specific, and it no longer asserts a negative. 
This revised thesis also points the way forward for the student. For 
instance, the development may provide examples of the depravity that 
Huck and Jim encounter. 
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2. Avoid compound sentences, compound subjects, and compound verbs: 

● First Thesis: Jim is treated badly by Tom and Huck, and Huck 
decides not to follow what society has taught him is wrong. 

The student sees a link between these ideas, but it is hard to tell how they 
are linked in this thesis sentence as written. As the governing claim of the 
essay, this thesis will lead the student in two different directions. As a 
thesis, it promises too much. Often a compound sentence or compound 
subject or verb reveals both the thesis and one or more supporting points 
for the body of the essay. In this case, the student has teased out a new 
thesis and the topic sentence for the first supporting paragraph of the 
body of the essay: 

● Revised Thesis: Huck decides to reject what society has taught 
him about right and wrong.  

  
● First supporting idea for the body of the essay: One reason he 

makes this decision is the uncomfortable feeling he gets seeing 
Tom play with Jim’s freedom. 

3. Avoid begging the question or circular reasoning in which the thesis 
statement’s predicate is merely a restatement of the subject. This is a 
common error in youthful writing. For example, 

● First Thesis: Hazel is the leader of the expedition because he safely leads 
them to a new warren. 

  
● Revised Thesis: Hazel’s unique qualities equip him to lead the rabbits to 

safety. 

The revised thesis points the way to the development of each unique 
quality and how it provides for the safe arrival of all of the rabbits at the 
new warren. 



 

The exercise of writing the thesis is a crucial step in the writing process and proceeds in 
an organic fashion from brainstorm to first formulations to the final edited version. As 
stated above, it is often the case that an essay is written with a provisional thesis to 
guide the writing. Developing support for the theses sometimes leads the students to 
deeper, more significant ideas.  
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4. When writing on imaginative literature, the students should be 
instructed to write in the literary present tense and use the third person. 
When writing on non-imaginative, expository texts, they should generally 
use the past tense and the third person. 

● By publicly dishonoring the priest Chryses and the warrior 
Achilleus, Agamemnon initiates the action of the Iliad. (literary 
present tense) 

● Athens set the stage for its own destruction when it put aside 
Pericles’ policy. (historical past tense) 

5. Choose strong subjects and muscular verbs whenever possible. Avoid 
starting the thesis sentence with there is or it is.



➺ The Body of the Essay and the Tools of 
Development  

Just as students wrote supporting sentences for their paragraphs that developed their 
topic sentences in an ordered fashion, they will now carry those developmental skills 
over to essay composition. 

● Each supporting paragraph in the body of the essay will contain a topic sentence 
that develops the thesis, using the most suitable tool of development. Each topic 
sentence governs the supporting paragraph in which it appears, and it may 
appear at the top, in the middle or at the end of the paragraph. While we have 
spread the various tools of development across Levels II-III, the students should 
be permitted to choose the developmental tool that best suits their theses as long 
as they have been trained in how to utilize it.  

  
● Each supporting paragraph in the body of the essay will include evidence for the 

topic sentence that, in turn, supports the thesis of the essay. Each supporting 
paragraph is necessary for the development of the thesis, and the essay would be 
ineffective if missing one of those paragraphs.  

● The number of supporting paragraphs sufficient for the body of the essay is the 
number necessary to fully develop the thesis. Older students may well discover 
that the standard, five-paragraph essay simply is not sufficient to carry the 
weight of their arguments. In those cases, more paragraphs are welcome. There is 
no reason the students should be restricted to five paragraphs once they have 
mastered the basic format.  

   
● The length of each supporting paragraph should be sufficient to expand the topic 

sentence so that its connection to the thesis is clearly articulated. Most of the 
time, these paragraphs will number between five and ten sentences. There could 
be more if necessary, especially in essays written by older students. The students 
need to acquire good judgment about what constitutes a compelling argument. 
This comes with ample practice and coaching.  
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● Transitional words and phrases that communicate the connections between 
individual paragraphs are necessary so that the reader can clearly detect the 
writer’s train of thought. This is a crucial element in essay composition, and it 
must not be overlooked.  In the absence of this training, the students will more 
often write in outlines rather than fully formed, developed thoughts. (See section 
on Transitional Words and Phrases.) 

(See The Teacher’s Toolkit for a student handout on the outline of the essay that can be 
reproduced and distributed to the students.) 
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➺ The Roadmap 
Once the students have completed their brainstorms, they will formulate theses that can 
be supported by the ideas and questions they have generated. Now they need to select a 
developmental tool that will develop that thesis across the body of the essay. 
   
Readers have a difficult time following the thought of an argument without some kind 
of directional tool to lead them. At the close of the opening paragraph of the essay, the 
students will lay out for their reader a precis of how they intend to make their 
arguments. In scholarly journals, the precis is the abstract or the summary of the entire 
argument. The precis is the thesis that clearly states the one, unifying idea of the essay 
and the statement of the supporting claims that develop that thesis. We will call this 
part of the essay The Roadmap since it informs the reader of the purpose and the 
direction the essay will take to fulfill that purpose. 

Levels II and III introduce the students to a variety of tools from which to choose. The 
tools of development for Level II are detailed below. 

⌘  Development by Examples   

The students have already learned to use examples to develop topic sentences in 
paragraphs. This same tool may be used to develop a thesis for an essay.  

In the following case, based on Watership Down, a thesis is developed using examples of 
contributions various characters bring to the mission.  
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Each supporting paragraph develops an individual example, focusing specifically on 
instances of each rabbit’s contribution to the success of the journey and how this 
contribution was instrumental in the survival of the expedition. All of the skills the 
students acquired in Level I descriptive and narrative writing will prove immensely 
useful in this exercise.  

⌘  Development by Reasons 

The students have already learned to use reasons to develop topic sentences in 
paragraphs. This same tool may be used to develop a thesis for an essay.  

Development using reasons is particularly useful when investigating the development of 
a character’s thought or the development of a philosophical argument. Development by 
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The Roadmap 

● Thesis: Under the vital influence of several gifted rabbits, the expedition 
members bond so strongly that they are able to survive their journey to a 
new warren. 

● The Supporting Examples:  
At critical junctures, Fiver’s prophetic gifts consistently expose the impending 
dangers the rabbits must face together in order to survive. 

Although Hazel was initially just an ordinary member of his home warren, he 
emerges as the rabbits’ undisputed leader in times of crisis, evoking the 
strengths of each individual member of the expedition and causing them to 
move as one unified tribe. 

In moments when fatal perils loom largest, Bigwig repeatedly risks his own 
destruction with selfless courage in order to save his fellow rabbits. 



reasons refers here to justification or rationale. Take, for example, the reasons Elizabeth 
Bennett (Pride and Prejudice) changes her mind about Darcy.  

 

⌘  Development by Process (form 1) 

In an essay that uses process development, the students are exploring how something is 
accomplished, rather than the when, that, or why of the thesis.  In the following example, 
each supporting paragraph offers some understanding of how Hazel’s leadership helps 
the rabbits survive their journey.   Each supporting paragraph’s topic sentence points to 
some quality or action Hazel exhibits.   The paragraph then provides specific instances 
that substantiate each topic sentence.  The students will employ the skills of description 
and narration they acquired in Level I writing. 
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● Thesis: Elizabeth finally recognizes Darcy’s goodness when she realizes her 
own pride and prejudice. 

● The Supporting Reasons:  
When Elizabeth discerns Wickham’s corrupt nature and how her own vanity has 
fed on his detraction of Darcy, she is freed from the scoundrel’s deceitful 
assessment. 

The praise that Darcy’s long-time Pemberley servant bestows on her master 
persuades Elizabeth of a goodness in him she could not recognize before. 

Finally, she is deeply moved to shame and gratitude by Darcy’s generosity when 
she learns of the sacrifices he has quietly made on behalf of her family as he saved 
them from public ruin. 



We discourage formulaic expressions of the supporting topic sentences; thus, the by is 
often implicit. 

Finally, unlike process 2, the supports in process 1 need not be in any particular order.  
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● Thesis: Hazel’s leadership helps the rabbits survive their journey to a new 
warren. 

● The Supporting Process:  
In order to protect the company from fatal danger, Hazel consistently devises 
intelligent strategies for escape. 

The honorable behavior Hazel exhibits provides a role model for the other rabbits 
for how to survive in times of crisis. 

His uncanny ability to detect and encourage the natural talents of the other 
rabbits saves the company. 



⌘  Development by Process (form 2) 

A somewhat stricter form of process details the relationships between elements in a 
linear process: one thing leads directly to another in a list of processes. Unlike process 1, 
this development requires that the supports be in an exact chronological order. This tool 
is aptly used when treating expository topics, but it generally should not be used to 
investigate literary characters since characters do not normally develop in linear 
fashion.   

The thesis of this process essay will link the beginning of the process to the conclusion 
of the process, and the supporting paragraphs of the body of the essay will tease out the 
necessary intermediate stages internal to that development: a → b, b → c, c → d. 

Each subsequent support depends directly on the previous support. Rousseau’s 
Discourse on the Origin of Inequality provides an excellent opportunity to practice this 
kind of essay since the second part of the text is largely his argument for a series of 
historical stages. 
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● Thesis: According to Rousseau, private property leads to the corruption of 
society. 

● The Supporting Process:  
The assertion of private property leads to the establishment of law. 

Once law is established, the institution of the magistracy is required to enforce 
that law. 

Finally, the institution of the magistracy leads to the rise of the corruptive forces 
of arbitrary power. 



This essay is drawing a direct process development from the assertion of private 
property, to the establishment of law, to the institution of government, to the corruption 
of society. These stages cannot be presented in any other order, which is what 
distinguishes this development from process 1. 
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➺ Writing Introductions  

Because the introduction contains the essential core of the essay, to have written a 
complete introduction is to have accomplished a great deal. A large amount of the 
student’s thinking is contained in the introduction.  

Writing the opening line of an essay often proves daunting for young writers. 
Something about that blank sheet of paper seems to bring out the worst in them. The 
most typical pitfall is the temptation to write a gauzy, overly broad generalization or 
abstraction. Every writing teacher is familiar with some variation on the clichéd, 
opening sentence such as, Throughout ancient history, men cared about justice. We should 
guide the students away from this kind of writing and encourage them to focus 
immediately on the text at hand. Young writers should be directed to reference the title 
of the text immediately in that opening line. This practice will eliminate the temptation 
to broad, unsubstantiated and largely irrelevant musings. The students may find the 
image of an upside down triangle helpful when thinking about the elements of an 
introduction.  While the essay begins in broader terms, it sharpens as it narrows 7

towards the Roadmap.  
 

 Lucile Vaughan Payne, The Lively Art of Writing (Chicago: Follett Publishing Company, 1965).7
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Title, Author, Context 

Context may include the following:  
● A narrative of events 
● Some discussion of the significance 

of the question to be addressed 
● An implied question if useful and 

natural 
● What other characters or authors say 

if appropriate 

The Roadmap: thesis stated in one clear, 
declarative sentence plus a statement of the 
argument’s development



Example of an introduction: 

In Chapter Twelve of Willa Cather’s My Antonia, Jim Burden finds himself often 
restlessly pacing the dark streets of Black Hawk, bored and dissatisfied with his life. He peers at 
the Black Hawk houses and contemplates that for all their frailty, there is a kind of ferocity 
lingering behind those closed doors: “How much jealousy and envy and unhappiness some of 
them manage to contain” (Cather 140). This speaks not only to the town of Black Hawk but to 
the whole prairie. On the surface, the prairie and its town look ordered and brimming with life. 
[the Roadmap]  However, it becomes increasingly clear over the course of the novel that 
a darker menace lurks beneath that order and life. This menace is prefigured in the 
immigrants’ experience of the stark and often cruel physicality of the prairie itself; it is evidenced 
in the disturbing history of the seemingly pleasant Russian émigrés, Pavel and Peter; and it is 
deepened in the habitual hypocrisy and deceit of the inhabitants of Black Hawk.  
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➺ Writing Conclusions  

The conclusion should summarize what has been accomplished in the essay. This not 
only reminds the reader of the overall structure of the essay, it also aids the students in 
the development of logical writing. It gives them an opportunity to review what they 
have written to judge whether they have fulfilled what they promised in their 
introductions. However, the students should not simply cut and paste what they wrote 
before. They should try to rework what they have said in somewhat different language. 
The conclusion should not include parting shots or “clinchers.”  They should not take 
the reader in an entirely new direction by posing yet a new thesis. On the other hand, 
the well developed writer could try to tease out any ramifications of the argument 
without introducing new material. Below is an example of a conclusion that draws 
together the most important lines of the argument and offers a key implication without 
introducing a new thesis. Having read Plato’s Apology, this student is writing as a wise 
juror deliberating on Socrates’ innocence or guilt: 

 In summary, Socrates promotes the notion among the young that most men are ignorant. 
The realization that the Athenian statesmen are ignorant and incapable of giving an account for 
their actions creates a profound disrespect for the laws and commands of the state. The 
realization of the ignorance of the religious leaders causes disillusionment among the young men 
about religious traditions, and it engenders a moral and cultural decline in Athens. The 
realization that most of Athens’ citizens are ignorant about public policy effects a loss of faith in 
the democratic system of government. In that sense, Socrates could be said to be guilty of 
“corrupting the young” in so far as he contaminates their minds with ideas that are ultimately 
incompatible with the current situation in the city of Athens. The way he does this is to make 
evident that a reasonable man cannot live contented in this city in its present condition. 
Although it may be said of Socrates that he turns the minds of the young men against the city, it 
may be that a city where the statesmen do not know right from wrong, the priests have no 
knowledge of religious matters, and the governors cannot govern wisely is not a city worth 
inhabiting.  
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➺ Transitional Words and Phrases  

The teacher should instruct the students on how to use transitional words and phrases 
and have them practice using them skillfully. Training in the proper use of transitions 
proves exceedingly important for young writers. Learning how to make connections is 
at the heart of learning how to think clearly. The writer’s use of transitional words and 
phrases helps the reader follow the progress of the writer’s thought. More importantly, 
transitional language helps students avoid becoming formulaic in their thinking and in 
their writing because they must think through how exactly one idea links to the next.  

One excellent location for the use of transitions is at the close of a paragraph as it leads 
to the next paragraph in an essay. Another location is at the opening of the next 
paragraph. Practicing these transitions will prove quite useful. The students should 
keep this list on hand when they are writing and employ these words and phrases.  

Transitional words:  

finally 
further  
furthermore  
therefore 
again 
also 
then  
besides  
moreover  
likewise  
similarly  
meanwhile  
simultaneously  
subsequently 

thereafter  
afterward  
before 
earlier  
formerly 
immediately  
although 
however  
nevertheless  
despite 
specifically 
altogether  
because 
accordingly  

consequently  
hence 
otherwise 
since 
then 
thus  
another  
first 
second  
third  
next 
unlike 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Transitional phrases:  

as long as 
at last  
at length  
at that time  
even so  
and yet  
for example  
for instance  

after all 
to illustrate  
in conclusion  
in brief 
in short  
in summary  
as a result 
equally important  

most important 
soon after 
besides that  
for this reason  
in addition 
on the other hand  
in contrast  

Please consult the section on Sample Essays for examples of transitional words and 
phrases in action.  
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Level III 



➺ The Tools of Development 
In Level II, the students learned how to write a thesis and how to develop that thesis 
throughout their essays by using examples or reasons or by indicating the process (forms 1 
and 2) by which the subject and predicate are related. They also learned how to 
construct introductory and concluding paragraphs. 

Now that they are asking increasingly deeper, richer questions, they want to express 
that thinking in their writing. In Level III, the students will learn more tools of 
development to add to what they have already learned. The students are introduced to 
the following new developmental tools: 

● Cause/Effect   
● Parts   
● Compare/Contrast   

⌘  Development by Cause & Effect  

The language of cause and effect poses some initial challenges for young writers, which 
is one of the reasons we have saved this pattern for Level III. Development by cause and 
effect refers to the origins and consequences of action. It can be difficult to separate 
causes from effects, to pinpoint the proximate causes, to link effects to their true causes, 
and to establish a direct link between the cause and the effect. Students usually 
understand the logic behind arguments from causes to effects, but they also need to 
understand how to make arguments from effects to causes.  
When introducing causal development, teachers should take the students through an 
exercise that will help them better understand the causal relationship. One way to do 
this is to have the students read a significant argument and analyze it. For instance,   
Madison’s Federalist #10 presents a significant argument that illustrates reasoning about 
causes and effects. Use examples from other literature they have read. Examine both 
good arguments and weak ones. Have the students identify the direction of the 
argument: from effect to causes or cause to effects.  
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In developing an essay using cause and effect, the students are developing either causes 
or effects, not both. To write one supporting paragraph of the body of the essay on 
causes and the others on effects confuses both the student and the reader.  

Here is an example of a roadmap and an opening paragraph for an essay on Robert 
Bolt’s A Man for All Seasons. In this sample, the causes are developed and linked to the 
effect, i.e., the death of Thomas: 

 

 In Robert Bolt’s A Man for All Seasons, Thomas does nothing criminally wrong, yet he 
is tried, found guilty, and executed by the close of the play. [the Roadmap] Thomas dies 
because of the weakness of other men who are ultimately concerned with their own 
self-interest. Because the Common Man cares more about his own safety than truth and justice, 
he collaborates with Thomas’ enemies. The Duke of Norfolk’s own internal division between his 
amoral pragmatism and his friendship with Thomas finally breaks towards his own self-interest. 
Richard Rich chooses to pursue a life of wealth and recognition instead of devotion to the truth, 
and by doing so, he proves to be Thomas’ final destruction.  
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● Thesis: Thomas dies because of the weakness of other men who are ultimately 
concerned with their own self-interest (effect). 

● The Supporting Causes:  
Because the Common Man cares more about his own safety than truth and 
justice, he collaborates with Thomas’ enemies. 

The Duke of Norfolk’s own internal division between his amoral pragmatism and 
his friendship with Thomas finally breaks towards his own self-interest.. 

Richard Rich chooses to pursue a life of wealth and recognition instead of devotion 
to the truth, and, by doing so, he proves to be Thomas’ final destruction. 



The following is an example of a roadmap and an opening paragraph on Charles 
Dickens’ Tale of Two Cities. In this case, all of the effects are developed and linked to the 
one cause, i.e., Lucie’s love: 

 As Charles Dickens’ Tale of Two Cities opens, the narrator intones that it is the best of 
times and the worst of times (Dickens 3). For the Darnays, the latter is certainly true. For much 
of the novel, either the father of the family seems hopelessly beyond healing or Lucie’s husband 
seems beyond rescue. Against the seemingly intractable, dark cloud that hangs over the Darnay 
family, one source of hope breaks through: Lucie’s love. In fact, [the Roadmap] the love Lucie 
has for others causes the ultimate salvation of the Darnays. Because of Lucie’s 
inspiration, Sydney Carton is transformed from a drunken scoundrel to a purposeful man who 
willingly sacrifices himself for the Darnays. Lucie’s generous acceptance of the eccentric Miss 
Pross evokes critical and needed devotion to Lucie and her family. Her affectionate, healing care 
for her father calls him back to life from a prisoner’s broken mind and spirit to courageous action. 
In all of these cases, each individual experiences the transformative love of Lucie; each, in turn, 
plays a critical role in saving her family. 
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● Thesis: The love Lucie has for others causes the ultimate salvation of the 
Darnays (cause). 

● The Supporting Effects:  
Because of Lucie’s inspiration, Sydney Carton is transformed from a drunken 
scoundrel to a purposeful man who willingly sacrifices himself for the Darnays. 

Lucie’s generous acceptance of the eccentric Miss Pross evokes critical and needed 
devotion to Lucie and her family. 

Her affectionate, healing care for her father calls him back to life from a prisoner’s 
broken mind and spirit to courageous action. 



⌘  Development by Parts  

Developing a thesis using parts is best suited to logically dividing an argument into its 
constitutive elements. An example of this can be found in the Roadmap below. This tool 
is generally better suited to expository work since it is strange to think of a character 
divided into parts. That is not to say it can never be used for imaginative literature. An 
example of its successful use in application to an imaginative piece can be seen in the 
Sample Student Essays section. (Examples, reasons, process 1, cause/effect, and compare/
contrast tools of development are appropriate for an examination of both imaginative 
and expository literature. Which tool of development to choose is largely a matter of 
judgment, something the students learn with ample practice.) 
 

This student has argued that Aristotle’s conception of human action, as expressed in his 
Nicomachean Ethics, can be divided into these three parts: happiness as its end, the 
means to attain that end, and the choices that attach to the means. 
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● Thesis: At the heart of Aristotle’s concept of human action lies a man’s 
voluntary choice. 

● The Supporting Parts:  
The best human activity—the highest human good that directs choices—is 
happiness or, perhaps better said, living well. 

Goods in life, the things that make up a life well lived, are largely a matter of 
deliberation: practical, reasonable measuring of what it takes to attain life’s good 
purposes or ends. 

In each case where there is a genuine choice—that is, voluntary action—
deliberation illuminates the means by which the individual ought to pursue the 
respective good. 



⌘  Development by Compare/Contrast 

We think it is important for students to begin to observe and make distinctions as soon 
as possible. Learning how to make distinctions is a significant part of the intellectual 
development of a thoughtful writer. The compare/contrast essay is a perfect opportunity 
for working on precision of thought. 

For the compare/contrast essay, the students begin by brainstorming on either the 
similarities (comparisons) between two characters, events or arguments or the 
differences (contrasts) between two characters, events or arguments. Here are two 
examples of theses, one that argues for comparison and another that argues for contrast. 
The first is from Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War, and the second is based on Hobbes’ 
Leviathan and Locke’s Second Treatise of Government. 

● Cleon and Diodotus disagree about what action Athens should take with respect to 
rebellious Mytilene, but they both fundamentally argue from the same principle of 
Athenian self-interest. (Difference leading to Comparison) 

● While Hobbes and Locke agree that the commonwealth must have a powerful executive, 
they disagree on its limitations. (Similarity leading to Contrast) 

When the focus of the essay is on comparison, the student develops the contrast in the 
introduction to make the point of comparison meaningful. The comparison is contained in 
the thesis and supported throughout the supporting paragraphs in the body of the 
essay.  
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When the focus of the essay is on contrast, the student develops the similarity in the 
introduction to make the point of contrast meaningful. The contrast is contained in the 
thesis and supported throughout the supporting paragraphs in the body of the essay. 
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● Thesis: Cleon and Diodotus disagree about what action Athens should take 
with respect to rebellious Mytilene, but they both fundamentally argue from 
the same principle of Athenian self-interest. 

● The Supporting Points of Comparison:  
Both Cleon and Diodotus believe that Athens is completely, morally justified in 
responding to what they view as Mytilenian aggression. 

They both want to forestall any future rebellion on the part of other city-states. 

Finally, they both believe that the Assembly’s actions should be motivated solely 
by what retains and increases Athenian power. 

The Roadmap (contrast) 

● Thesis: While Hobbes and Locke agree that the Commonwealth must have a 
powerful executive, they disagree on its limitations. 

● The Supporting Points of Contrast:  
Hobbes argues that the commonwealth should have the power to control the 
religious doctrines of the people, but Locke believes this power should not belong 
to the commonwealth. 

While Hobbes states that the power of the commonwealth should be absolute, 
Locke argues that a tyranny is even worse than the state of nature from which the 
people have escaped in the first place by forming the commonwealth. What 
Hobbes is prescribing is equivalent to tyranny. 

While Hobbes claims the commonwealth has the power to seize people’s property 
without their consent, Locke maintains that the commonwealth cannot do this 
because the primary purpose of the political compact is to protect man’s natural 
right to this property against its seizure by others. 



In the supporting paragraphs for either the comparison or the contrast thesis, each topic 
sentence in the body of the essay is developed with textual evidence. (See Sample Essays 
for a fuller treatment of this example.) The students should focus only on the 
comparison or the contrast in the supporting paragraphs. They should not try to show a 
comparison and a contrast in each support. That is too much material to manage. The 
thesis statement points out the significance of the comparison or contrast. Each 
supporting paragraph in the body of the essay develops the similarities (in a comparison 
essay) or the differences (in a contrast essay). Each topic sentence is supported with 
evidence. 

The normal constraints governing theses and topic sentences will not always obtain in 
the compare/contrast essay. For instance, the thesis might have to be a compound 
sentence (see Cleon/Diodotus thesis). The teacher should emphasize clarity and 
precision in any case.  

There are two alternative structures for the compare/contrast essay. Let’s examine the 
above example on Hobbes and Locke, a contrast essay:  
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Alternative #1 (5-paragraph essay): 

Opening paragraph begins with similarities but culminates in a thesis that 
details the primary difference 

Supporting paragraph I: Hobbes and Locke contrasted on first point 
Supporting paragraph II: Hobbes and Locke contrasted on second point 
Supporting paragraph III: Hobbes and Locke contrasted on third point 

Concluding paragraph

Alternative #2 (4-paragraph essay): 

Opening paragraph 

Supporting paragraph I: Hobbes’ three points of contrast 
Supporting paragraph II: Locke’s three points of contrast  

Concluding paragraph



In Alternative #2, both supporting paragraphs must be organized so that the points of 
contrast appear in exactly the same order. 

We prefer and recommend Alternative #1 since it is more likely to ensure that a one-to-
one comparison or contrast has been addressed on the same point.  

The comparison essay would follow the same above plan but with points of comparison 
rather than points of contrast.  

As always, the students may have more to say than can be contained in a 5-paragraph 
essay. In that case, the essay will simply follow the same model but extend beyond three 
supporting paragraphs.  
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➺ Notes on Style 
It is logical thought and deep reflection that we are after at this stage. The more our 
students write and read, the sooner they will begin to discover their own distinctive 
voices. Style in this program is therefore best addressed when the students have learned 
to use the tools of development properly and habitually. The emergence of a unique 
writing style in a young writer is fairly rare. At this point in the young writer’s life, 
clarity is most important. A unique, individual style may develop over time and with 
practice, especially as the students read increasingly more sophisticated imaginative 
and expository literature. In our experience, students already tend to imitate the voice 
of the authors whose texts they are reading. This is a natural and normal phenomenon, 
and imitation is often the beginning of the development of an individual style. In the 
meantime, the teachers should coach the students to precision in their language and 
structure and should encourage them to use a variety of sentence patterns. As Somerset 
Maugham quips, “Anything is better than not to write clearly. There is nothing to be 
said against lucidity, and against simplicity only the possibility of dryness. This is a risk 
well worth taking when you reflect how much better it is to be bald than to wear a curly 
wig.”   8

Some of the following tips have been addressed elsewhere in this guide, but they bear 
repeating as they relate to style.   9

● Maintain a formal tone by avoiding colloquial expressions (smart as a whip), 
contractions (couldn’t care less), and verbal tics (like, I mean, literally). 

● Only use  so  as a conjunction. 

● Use present tense with imaginative literature; generally use past tense with 
expository works. Maintain the same tense throughout. 

● Do not use first and second person. Do not use implied second person. Use only 
third person. Do not shift number or person. Watch those indefinite pronouns. 

 W. Somerset Maugham, The Summing Up, 13.8

 Special thanks to our colleague Marion Lin for her valuable insights on style.9
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● Use a variety of sentence structures. For example, introducing sentences with 
clauses or phrases is a good way to add variety (see examples under More 
Complicated Sentence Structures above). 

● Eliminate excessive use of modifying phrases and clauses, and organize them 
logically. 

Weak: Henry, the color bearer, whose friend is Wilson, who has now rejoined his unit, 
but who ran from the battle after the second advance, the inexperienced dreamer of great 
deeds, is now brave. 

Stronger: As their color bearer, Henry now bravely leads the men to heroic deeds.  

● Use a mixture of short and long sentences for greater impact. 

Weak: Henry, Jim, Wilson and even those in charge, the general himself, live at the whim 
of the mechanical and monstrous army. The army seemingly controls everyone, to the 
point that no longer does any person seem to exercise any freedom or decision-making.  

Stronger: Henry, Jim, Wilson and even the general himself live at the whim of the 
mechanical and monstrous army. The army is a tyrannical master.  

● Give the reader directions by using transitional words and phrases in subsequent 
sentences and transitional sentences between paragraphs (see Transitional Words 
& Phrases).  

● Do not use exotic, technical, or overly complex words simply for the sake of 
sounding more sophisticated, especially words you do not understand. Be 
prudent in your use of the thesaurus.  

● Use your own words. Only quote the text when justifiable. Weave partial 
quotation into your text when quotation is necessary.  

Weak: “To the youth it was an onslaught of redoubtable dragons. He became like the man 
who lost his legs at the approach of the red and green monster. He waited in a sort of 
horrified, listening attitude. He seemed to shut his eyes and wait to be gobbled” (Crane 
39). Then the youth runs.  
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Stronger: Recalling the stories he had read, the youth sees himself as one with his heroes 
who faced “the onslaught of redoubtable dragons”  (Crane 39).  

● Do not invent character dialogue. If you must employ dialogue, quote the text 
directly.  

● Whenever possible, return to the particular, sensual details of the story. Show, 
don’t tell.  

Weak: The scenes of battle are very violent.  

Weak: The scenes of battle are really violent.  

Stronger: The battle scenes depict men engaged in close, bloody, hand-to-hand conflict.  

Weak: Elizabeth’s experience at the ball is interesting.  
  
Stronger: The finely dressed guests crowd the Netherfield drawing room, struggling to 
be heard above the din of music and conversation. 

● Rewrite sentences that begin with there are or there is or it is. 

Weak: There are many shallow justifications for marriage in Pride and Prejudice.  

Stronger: Elizabeth encounters one shallow justification after another for marriage.  

● Avoid the passive voice when possible. 

Weak: Henry is spoken to by nature which shows him his insignificance.  

Stronger: Nature speaks to Henry of his insignificance. 
  

● Do not use they, them or their to indicate singular neuter nouns. Ex: If someone 
wants to avoid getting a ticket, they should not speed. This is grammatically incorrect. 
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● Employ proper parallelism. 

Weak: She studied painting, drawing, and to be a photographer.  

Stronger: She studied painting, drawing, and photography.  

● Eliminate unnecessary infinitives and nominalizations (nouns that ought to be 
verbs) for the sake of economy and clarity. 

Weak: Henry decides to return (infinitive) to his unit, and he embarks on a search 
(nominalization) for survivors of the attack. 

Stronger: Henry returns to his unit and searches for the survivors of the attack. 

● Edit for redundancy in the use of words and sentences.  

● Generally, keep the verb close enough to the subject so that the reader can follow. 
Maintain the same tense throughout.  

Weak: What Henry wants by this time in his life, as an inexperienced and young boy, 
is to be a hero in battle where he can win undying glory and the admiration of 
others. 
  
Stronger: As an inexperienced and young boy, what Henry wants is to be a hero in 
battle where he can win undying glory and the admiration of others.  

● Be sure to check your comma rules and make corrections accordingly. 
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➺ Drafting & Revising  

Each step along the way sharpens the essay, making every word, sentence and 
paragraph a clearer expression of thought. Revision is critical to excellent writing.  

⌘  The Process, from draft to final copy 

Every writing assignment begins with a brainstorm that concludes with a provisional 
outline of the thesis and supports and indicates the developmental tool the student 
plans to use. It is a good idea for the teacher to meet with the students to discuss this 
outline until all of the tools of development are well understood by the students. 
   
The next step is to draft the essay from this outline. Drafts should be handed in with a 
copy of the outline. The teacher evaluates, makes corrections and suggestions, and 
meets with the students before they write their final versions. The teacher’s remarks on 
the draft could be a simple checkmark beside the line where a grammar, punctuation or 
spelling error occurs. This way the students are habituated to better proofreading skills 
since they have to puzzle through where the mistake was made. Further remarks 
should focus on more substantive issues regarding the argument being made and the 
form that the argument has taken. As the students make progress through the writing 
program, the teacher need not be as involved at every step. The ultimate goal is that the 
students achieve competence and independence in their writing. 
   
Before turning in the final version of the essay, the students should edit their essays for 
any errors in grammar, punctuation and spelling. We recommend that the students 
print their essays for this final proofreading; mistakes are frequently missed when 
editing occurs only on the computer screen. Students using computers and laptops tend 
to edit while they write, and this makes them overconfident about their final product. 
Upon completing an edit of a hard copy, the corrections can be added to the computer 
document.  

The students should be trained to take pride in their writing. They should view this 
final act of revision as an opportunity to polish their work.  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⌘  Teacher Checklist for Principles of Revision   

These are some general guidelines for teachers as they train the students to work on 
their revisions.  

❏ The thesis statement and topic sentences should be in the affirmative and in the 
active voice. The thesis should meet the four qualities that govern an excellent 
one: plausible, arguable, focused and unified. The students should not repeat their 
theses in their supporting paragraphs. However, they may need to continue to 
state their topic sentences using the language of the tools of development and 
repeat that language in their supports until they are confident and at ease with 
the various tools. The teacher should monitor this habit and have students drop 
redundant language as soon as it is no longer necessary. It is not good training to 
permanently enslave the students to formulaic expressions.  

❏ The students should know which tool of development they have selected, and 
they should check to ensure that they have sustained that one pattern of 
development throughout the essay.  

❏ The students should check for grammar, spelling and punctuation errors. 
Learning how to proofread is an essential writing skill. It is not merciful to 
permit students to persist in repeated mechanical errors. 

❏ Generally, the students should not ask the assigned question in the introduction. 
It is more effective if a question arises naturally in the mind of the reader. In the 
end, implying no question at all is better than artificially forcing a question. If the 
students are answering an assigned question, they should always check to see if 
they have actually answered that question in the essay they have written.  

❏ The students should rarely quote from the text directly, but they need to be 
coached on how to reference the text so as to avoid plagiarism (see Introduction). 
Excessive direct quotation from the text prevents the students from expressing 
their interpretation of the text in their own words. Quoting slavishly from the 
text encourages intellectual laziness. Proper training in the use of partial 
quotation is essential as is training in proper citation. The students should learn 
to check their citations carefully.  
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❏ The students should not try to be stylistically grand, especially when it comes to 
the use of dictionary definitions or a thesaurus. Students often hide behind 
ornate words or stall in their introductions by using extra-textual definitions. If a 
word needs a definition, it should be defined within the context of the given text. 
However, when employed properly, both the dictionary and the thesaurus can 
sharpen the language of the students and expand their vocabularies. Taking 
pride and pleasure in selecting exactly the correct word to express an idea is part 
of learning to write. The teacher should offer proper training in the use of both 
the dictionary and the thesaurus as part of the revision process.  

❏ Discourage the use of analogies. Generally, students do not need to express what 
something is like; they need to say what it is. As it is, they tend to make poor 
analogies, and this practice confuses and muddles their thinking. This does not 
mean, however, that a student should be penalized if he makes use of a brilliant 
analogy. The revision process provides an opportunity for the student to revisit 
any analogies drawn.  

❏ The students must employ the use of transitional language from paragraph to 
paragraph to ensure that their arguments can be followed. The paragraphs in the 
body of the essay should follow from one to another but not in an artificial sense. 
This is why proper training in transitional language is critical (see Transitional 
Words and Phrases). 

⌘  Principles for Coaching 

Plato teaches us that it is through the process of dialogue that we discover what we 
know, what we do not know, and how we can move forward. In that light, writing must 
not become a project of acquiring a narrow set of skills that are then evaluated 
according to artificial checklists, outlined in detailed grids and graphs. The training in 
thesis development and its supports is an exercise in ordered thought, and the 
conversations with the teacher should be genuine exchanges that lead the students 
towards greater clarity. All coaching of the students should be Socratic in nature and 
aimed at helping the students discover their own theses and supports. The teachers 
should be asking almost as many questions as they answer; they are coaching 
individual students towards proficiency in their thinking, in their reading skills and, 
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subsequently, in their writing. Each individual student has different concerns, and the 
coaching should be tailored to those needs. The importance of continued, attentive 
coaching can hardly be exaggerated. A reflective, ordered essay that treats the text with 
sensitivity is the measure of proficiency. The students’ apprehension of the tools of 
writing sharpens their grasp of the text and imparts critical reading skills. Gradually, 
the content of their writing will deepen as well. The students need to be reminded often 
that writing is an opportunity to learn something and to reflect upon some newly 
discovered idea. They should experience some pleasure in discovering and articulating 
those insights, and they should experience measurable progress in their expression.     

The coaching process is crucial to the development of their writing skills. Because we 
teach writing as ordered thought about concrete material, coaching should always 
happen in the company of the literature the students are reading. Furthermore, the 
teacher should keep in mind that the students need to receive individual coaching 
regularly and in close proximity to the exercises. New assignments should never be 
made until the last assignment has been evaluated and returned. We cannot expect our 
students to make progress unless we are punctual in our responses.  

When we coach our students, we must be sure to correct poor, inaccurate and ultimately 
indefensible interpretations of the text, but we need to be careful to let the students do 
the thinking. It is their thought, and if they can make plausible arguments for their 
theses, those arguments should be acceptable. This is true even when we have some 
disagreement with the argument. 

The following are some good questions we can ask students as we coach them:  

● Does this thesis attempt too much? Could you be more precise?  Is your thesis 
too narrow?  Does it leave you enough material to develop?  

● Have you tried using all the tools?  What if you wrote a thesis sentence using 
process or cause/effect instead? Does anything occur to you when you apply this 
other language?  

● Is your thesis saying anything arguable?  Or are you stating a fact?  If fact, what 
interests you about this fact? What do you want to say about how this text 
addresses it?  On this point, however, teachers should not be too quick to dismiss 
a thesis that states a fact. A struggling writer might begin by noticing a fact that 
interests her. When the teacher presses her to develop a fact into something 
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significant, the student moves forward beyond the factual answer. For example: 
Why does Ophelia commit suicide? Because her father is dead. Why does her 
father’s death have such an impact on her? Describe her relationship with her 
father. How does he treat her? Can you give some examples of their contact?  
What were the circumstances of his death and burial? Have you noticed that 
there are only two, significant female characters in the play and that her mother 
is not one of them?  Where is her brother?  Describe Ophelia’s relationship with 
Laertes. Maybe Ophelia feels completely isolated in the world of a court that seems 
dominated by men… The way her father talks to her seems strange. Sometimes he sounds 
like she’s a commodity that has to be preserved for a later exchange… But Laertes sounds 
softer and interested in protecting her… Maybe she doesn’t know how to live without her 
father or her brother telling her how to behave… Maybe it’s because Hamlet killed him?  
Now we can see that the student has been pressed by the coach to dwell on 
matters greater than the mere fact of Polonius’ death. The student is moving 
beyond the fact to the deeper and more perplexing motivations driving Ophelia’s 
actions. There will not be just one answer to this question. It is arguable.  

● How is what you are arguing consistent with other textual passages and 
incidents?  Is your reading of the character as insightful as it could be?  How 
about page X? What is going on there? How does that comport with your present 
argument?  What does the text say about Y?  Where do you see that?  Are there 
other passages that suggest a different reading or understanding of the matter?  
Have you considered alternate claims? How might you respond to someone who 
says Y? 

● Is this the most plausible claim you can make? The most believable? Does the 
evidence suggest any other claims? Why do you think the evidence supports 
your claim? Are you treating the evidence properly, or are you bending it to serve 
your narrow purposes?  Are you pressing that symbol too hard?   

● Are you making assumptions regarding causes based on their effects? 
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● Have you committed any fallacies in your argument? Begging the question?  
Sweeping generalization? Oversimplification?  Non-sequiturs?  Either/or fallacy?  
Ad hominem?  

● Finally, have you addressed the assigned question?  

At every level, our conversations with the students, including comments on essays, 
should be encouraging and humane. It is easy for students to become frustrated with 
writing. Words of accurate encouragement (not flattery) go a long way toward building 
confidence in the young writer. Although coaching is time consuming, it is essential. 
There is no benefit for students when they are left to their own devices. They lose 
energy, focus and enthusiasm.  

Finally, as part of the ongoing instruction in the tools of writing, the teacher should give  
brief presentations, followed by workshops done as a class (see Writing Workshops). A 
useful workshop might take the shape of putting theses on the board from recently 
completed essays for a review of the four qualifications of a good thesis. Photocopying 
essays in full, or in part, for class discussion is also extremely worthwhile especially 
when the students have written clearly different interpretations. In both cases, it is 
essential that the teacher lead the discussion, providing instruction as needed. This is 
not an exercise in peer review, in other words. Naturally, a seriously deficient essay 
should not be covered in this fashion since that could unnecessarily wound a young 
writer’s confidence. 
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➺ Evaluating Essays  

The proper evaluation of essays is a difficult skill for teachers to acquire, and it is often a 
source of anxiety and discouragement for the teacher as well as the students. It is 
important to remember that essays are not tests, and they should not be graded as such. 
Grading essays in the numerical language of mathematics, for instance, is 
inappropriate. After all, we are evaluating individual, often complicated, thought 
processes, and the development of thought is gradual and incremental. Simply 
evaluating an essay using a checklist or a form reduces the exercise to something 
formulaic, something less than humane thought. It does not encourage the students to 
view writing as an opportunity to think through a problem in a process subject to 
development and revision.  

For these reasons, we recommend written remarks in the margins of the essay and a 
more substantive summary remark at the close of the essay. The summary remarks 
should always begin with what the students have done well and what they have 
accomplished. These remarks should address both the substance and the form of the 
essay; it is not a good idea to separate the evaluation of form and content. The form is 
the vehicle for thought, and the two are ultimately inseparable. Dividing the evaluation 
into two separate parts encourages the students to view the form as a formula rather 
than as something intimately bound up with the substance of their thought.  

The teacher’s corrections should focus on a discrete number of issues; we should not 
overwhelm the students by writing every, single correction that could be made. It is 
better to choose those corrections we think are most important and most immediately 
useful for a student’s progress. Unfortunately, most students have been habituated to 
think that every remark a teacher makes on an essay is a negative correction, so we 
should be careful, precise and respectful in our language.  

If the teacher must record some kind of shorthand summary grade, we recommend 
offering a letter grade rather than a numerical score. Furthermore, when we grade the 
students’ essays, we should remember that acquiring the skill of writing takes time and 
practice. How we grade a student at the beginning of a semester, for instance, is 
different from how we would grade them at its close. And when we grade them overall, 
we should consider the end point rather than where they began. This means that grades 
earned earlier in the semester become less meaningful in light of the progress that has 
been made. In other words, we should ultimately grade students on where they have 
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arrived rather than where they began and recognize that writing is a skill that ordinarily 
requires years of training, retraining and habituation. Every step towards proficiency in 
expression and clarity of thought, every achievement, should be a source of 
encouragement to both the students and the teacher. Writing is a skill that takes 
practice, much like learning to play an instrument takes time and habituation. With 
repeated opportunities and careful oversight, the students will gradually gain the 
requisite skills and confidence to express their thought in writing.  

Finally, it is imperative that teachers return their students’ essays in a timely fashion. 
Barring extraordinary circumstances, the teacher should commit to when that essay will 
be returned and stick to the schedule. Another essay should never be assigned until the 
last one has been returned; students need to incorporate the teacher’s directions and 
corrections on subsequent assignments in order to make progress. It is neither respectful 
nor efficacious to be tardy in returning corrected essays. 

  

⌘  Teacher Expectations  

If a student answers the question posed; addresses the topic at hand; writes in an 
ordered fashion, free of most grammar, punctuation and spelling errors; uses the chosen 
tool of development (reasons, compare/contrast, etc.) in a way that leads him to deeper 
thinking; and makes a plausible, substantive interpretation of the text, then he has 
satisfied the demands of writing. The student need not avail himself of every possible 
exploration of the subject at hand or anticipate every rebuttal of his position. He needs 
to write with clarity; style comes with practice and ease with the language. If a student 
happens to possess some rhetorical flair, that is something to be applauded, but 
students who do not possess that skill should not be graded down. Finally, the essay is 
not a test of what the student does not know but rather an opportunity for him to think 
about some specific area of inquiry.  

The teacher should resist imported language and world views that do not accurately 
reflect the world of the text, particularly when dealing with imaginative literature. With 
more challenging material, the students sometimes want to solve the problem that the 
text poses rather than understand it. Often, this is their effort to make the story relevant 
to their own lives. They will be tempted to import their own extra-textual beliefs and 
opinions rather than dealing with the text itself. Teachers should resist this tendency to 
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moralize in their students since such efforts distance the students from the narrative. 
Please see the Cana Classical Guide, Teaching Fiction from the Inside Out, for more on this 
subject. 

Student writing often suffers from mechanical errors in grammar, punctuation and 
spelling, especially in the early years. These are irritants that the students must be 
directed to eradicate, and we should expect them to do so. If an individual student 
repeatedly struggles with a particular punctuation problem, the teacher should direct 
that student to do some review exercises from a grammar book. If a student struggles 
with the spelling of a particular word, the teacher can have that student drill the proper 
spelling until it becomes second nature. Because writing teachers are so focused on the 
larger issues of argumentation, form and devotion to the text, they often overlook these 
essentials. We encourage teachers to be attentive to these topics in training their 
students. They may seem unimportant, but they are the building blocks of thought and 
expression, and we do our students no favors by ignoring their mechanical errors.  

The following are standard editorial abbreviations for mechanical errors the teacher 
could use in the margins of the essays:  

● sp for spelling   
● ts for tense agreement   
● vb for error in verb form 
● cs for comma splice 
● ref for errors in pronoun references 
● r.o. for run-on sentences   
● frag for sentence fragments   
● ww for wrong word choice  
● awk for awkward expression 

There is a guide to common mechanical errors in The Teacher’s Toolkit. Topics include: 
proper punctuation use with special emphasis on comma use; a list of troublesome 
words and phrases; a list of irregular verb forms; a student handout for the outline of 
the essay; and a list of commonly misspelled words.  
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➺ Making Assignments 
Essay assignments should not be treated as tests. They are not static but serve the 
purpose of helping our current students investigate something important. One 
assignment that has worked in the past may not work in the present. Every assignment 
should serve the goal of pressing this particular group of students to think seriously 
and rigorously about something in the text, and it should give the students an 
opportunity to reread crucial parts of the text. An assignment could even be given when 
the students are only midway through the text (see Sample Student Essays for an 
example). In any case, the questions we pose in these assignments should open varying 
avenues for investigation. Typically, we should avoid assignments that demand only 
one right answer. The answer must be arguable. 

Topics that are too narrow do not provide enough room for rich and expansive 
development. The topic has to be sufficiently broad. Brainstorming will guide the 
students to narrow their topics in a worthwhile direction. On the other hand, if students 
are given too broad a topic, say the “character of Jim Burden” or A Tale of Two Cities, 
they will flounder trying to narrow the topic before they even begin to brainstorm. This 
is not a fruitful use of their time.  

If the assignment asks the students to answer a question, we should ensure that the 
question itself does not signal a prescribed answer. There are varying degrees of liberty 
the students will experience in their writing. Some questions will require a precise 
rendering of the author’s text (for example, in a political treatise); some questions will 
offer the students greater freedom to reflect on material the meaning of which is 
equivocal. Some assignments will ask for a response to a philosophical argument. 

Furthermore, we should refrain from asking questions that import outside readings of 
the material. For example: “How does the depiction of the French Revolution in A Tale 
of Two Cities reflect our own society?” or “How is Socrates a Christ figure?”  Such 
questions remove the student from the text.  

Teachers invite moralizing when they ask the students to write on whether a character 
should or should not have done something. For instance, a teacher might direct the 
students to write on whether Achilleus should have left the battlefield when it would 
have been better to direct them to write about why Achilleus left the battlefield. The 
former asks the students to step out of the text to make a judgment at a critical distance. 
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The latter asks them to understand Achilleus’ motives, which is an extraordinarily 
complicated task all by itself. The students already have a predisposition for making 
sweeping moral judgments about others; it would be a better use of their intellectual 
energies to try to understand why characters do what they do. We encourage teachers to 
write questions which draw the students deeper into the text rather than questions that 
put students at a critical remove by asking them to abstract from the text as it is written 
or to import criteria not accounted for in the text. There is a time and a place for the 
evaluation of these texts, and we need to recognize that the first instinct of a young 
student is to dismiss a text or its characters with prejudice.  

Furthermore, we should not direct the students to write alternative endings or self-
reflection pieces: “What would you do if you were Achilleus and had been dishonored 
by Agamemnon?” Alternative endings and self-referential exercises do not lead 
students to a better understanding of this text, this story, or this argument. These 
practices also mistakenly encourage intellectual arrogance in the students. All they ever 
have to contend with are their own youthful prejudices instead of wrestling with the 
much larger and more complicated adult world that precedes them.  

⌘  Timed Writing Assignments 

Teachers should introduce their students to the timed, in-class essay at the earliest 
opportunity. An extremely fruitful exercise, the in-class essay provides an opportunity 
for the students to focus their attention for a specified, concentrated amount of time—
usually one and one-half to two hours—on a discrete area of importance. This helps the 
teacher gauge the students’ understanding of the text and their writing skills. An extra 
benefit of this exercise is that the students discover that they can write reasonably well 
under a time constraint. This gives them confidence, and it encourages economy when 
working on take-home assignments. This timed exercise can be conducted in a home 
school environment as well. 

Because the students often do not have time to edit their essays in these exercises, the 
teacher needs to be more lenient in the evaluation of the essays. The teacher should be 
encouraging as students often see this kind of exercise as a test. While some students 
may need to check their theses and supports with the teacher, it is not a fruitful use of 
their time to spend much of it being coached.  
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Since the students will rarely have time to complete more than one brainstorm, the 
assignment should be tailored to a specific, narrow purpose—a question that the thesis 
answers, a passage the thesis comments upon, etc.  

The following is an example of an essay question that is too global to be addressed in an 
in-class writing assignment:  

● How is Dante’s Inferno analogous to an inverted city? Although this is a good 
assignment, most students could not write this essay in just one to two hours. 
They would need approximately five to six hours to answer this question. 

The following is an example of an effective, timed, in-class essay question because it 
directs the students’ attention to a specific passage, making it more manageable in a 
shorter time frame: 

● In Dante’s Inferno, Canto X, the Pilgrim encounters Farinata degli Uberti in the circle of 
the heretics. Reread this encounter carefully and answer this question—Why is Farinata 
in hell?  Make use of his testimony and the reactions of both Dante the Pilgrim and 
Virgil. This is a sharply tailored reading/writing exercise that can be managed in 
approximately one and one-half hours to two hours. 

⌘  Making Assignments by Level 

Writing assignments for paragraphs (Level I) should provoke the students to mine the 
text for details. They may utilize description, narration, definition, examples, or reasons. The 
students begin to recognize patterns in a character’s development or the trajectory of a 
story. 

● Describe the stops Huck and Jim make along their journey down the Mississippi.  
● What does Bilbo do that aids the dwarves in their quest? 
● In The Miracle Worker, when does Helen first experience the freedom of communication?  
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At Level II, students will primarily focus on showing that, why, or how something is the 
case in an essay developed using examples, reasons, or process (forms 1 and 2).  

● How does Polly experience Anton Rosicky’s care?  
● Pick one: Fiver, Bigwig or Hazel. How is this character important in the search for a new 

warren?  
● How is Bilbo essential to the success of the dwarves’ quest?  
● Which argument for ownership of the treasure is more powerful, Bard’s or Thorin’s?  
● In My Antonia, why does Jim Burden say that happiness consists of being swallowed up 

in something greater?    
● Who contributes the most to the expedition to recover the Arkenstone? 
● Santiago says a “Man can be destroyed but not defeated.”  What does he mean?  Use the 

story The Old Man and the Sea to compare defeat and destruction. Then decide if 
Santiago is defeated or destroyed or both.  

● How does Scrooge become the man he is at the close of A Christmas Carol?  

At Level III, the students will continue to develop their essays by investigating that, 
why, and how. They will add to their tools compare/contrast, parts, and cause/effect. 
Although a tool of development may be suggested by the assigned question, no one 
tool need be used. The questions are broad enough for the supports to develop in 
several ways. Here are some samples: 

● Why does Odysseus leave Kalypso?  
● How is it the “best of times and the worst of times”?  
● Why does Elizabeth reject Darcy’s initial offer of marriage?  
● Why does it take Hamlet so long to kill Claudius? What is going on with Hamlet?   
● Compare and contrast Mr. Darcy’s and Mr. Collins’ proposals to Elizabeth.  
● Why does Raskolnikov kill the old woman?  
● Why does Huckleberry Finn set off for the Territories by himself?  
● Why does Achilleus refuse Agamemnon’s offer? 
● How has Odysseus changed by the end of the Odyssey?  
● Why does Achilleus desecrate Hektor’s body?  
● What do the nets, bits, and restraints symbolize in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon? 
● Why does Antigone bury her brother?  
● Sobered by the appearance of his devastated enemy, Priam, Achilleus says, “Such is the 

way the gods spun life for unfortunate mortals/ that we live in unhappiness, but the gods 
themselves have no sorrows/ There are two urns that stand on the door-sill of Zeus. They 
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are unlike/ for the gifts they bestow: an urn of evils, an urn of blessings/ If Zeus who 
delights in thunder mingles these and bestows them/ on man, he shifts, and moves now in 
evil, again in good fortune.”  How is this true or not true in the action of the Iliad? 

● Compare and contrast the gods of the Iliad and the gods of Sophocles’ Oedipus cycle. 
How does this affect the men involved?  

● We see at least four different households after the traumatic events of the Trojan War: 
Ithaca (Odysseus’), Sparta (Menelaos’), Mykenae (Agamemnon’s), and Skheria Island 
(Alkinoos’/Arete's). Compare and contrast these households of the Odyssey. 

● References to memory and forgetfulness occur frequently throughout the Odyssey. What 
is the importance of memory and how does forgetfulness erode the characters’ humanity? 

When addressing expository texts (philosophy, history, theology, etc.), the questions 
draw the students into an analysis of an argument, a situation or historical individual.  

● Does Thucydides think a democracy can rule an empire?  
● Why does Socrates say that to know something with certainty is akin to being as 

Teiresias among the shades?  
● According to Plato, why should philosophers rule? 
● What is the meaning of the myth at the close of Plato’s Gorgias, and how does it relate to 

the rest of the dialogue?  
● Compare and contrast Hobbes’ and Locke’s positions on the extent of executive power 

and authority.  
● Is Socrates guilty? If so, of what? If not, why does Athens execute him? 
● When do Athens’ fortunes change during the Peloponnesian War and why? 
● How are nature, function, end, means, choice and happiness related to each other in 

Aristotle’s foundation for ethical behavior found in his Nicomachean Ethics? 
● Compare and contrast Cleon’s and Diodotus’ arguments in Thucydides’ Peloponnesian 

War.  
● What are the three parts of the soul in Plato’s Republic, and how do they relate to each 

other?  
● What is the relationship between law and culture in Aquinas’ Treatise on Law?  

Under normal circumstances, the students should choose their developmental tool 
themselves. Their brainstorms are aided by applying the different tools to a provisional 
thesis that has emerged; it is part of the thinking process. The teacher coaches them on 
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the advantages of one tool over another, especially when the students are first learning 
how to write essays.  

At every level, the assignments must be geared to the students’ abilities. We should be 
able to anticipate a few different directions a student might take for every single 
assignment. In fact, writing an essay every time the students do so is a good way for the 
teacher to check on the effectiveness of the assignment. A good rule of thumb: If the 
teacher can write an essay on the question/topic in approximately one hour, the 
students will likely be able to complete the essay in approximately five hours.  

Sometimes an entire group of students, or at least the majority, will make insupportable 
arguments. These are opportunities to evaluate the questions being asked and to 
evaluate the reading skills of the students. The teacher should not assume that the 
students are being lazy or shallow; the teacher may have made some mistakes in her 
treatment of the text. It may also be the case that the teacher needs to train the students 
more energetically in making good arguments and in more careful reading. 

⌘  Revising Assignments 
  
Making essay assignments for young students is complicated. New teachers often think 
an assignment they have made is easier than the students find it. They also tend to 
compose questions that mislead or misdirect the students. Below are examples of 
assignments that need to be revised or discarded with an explanation and a proposed 
revision. 
   

Example  1:   

Weak: What is Aeschylus’ vision of justice as revealed at the close of the Oresteia?  

We do not want to lead the students down the road of guessing at authorial intent, 
particularly in their treatment of imaginative literature. It is better to ask them a 
question that invites them into the concrete details of the text. This is less the case when 
considering non-fictional works, provided the intent is addressed by the text. For 
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instance, one should consider what Rousseau intends in his establishment of the 
“General Will,” especially since he makes his reasons clear internal to his Social Contract. 

Better: What vision of justice emerges at the end of the Oresteia? 

Example 2:    

Weak: Should the peasants in A Tale of Two Cities revolt?  

This question leads the students to comment on the text as critics in a way that removes 
them from the action of the story and leads them to moralize about the text. It also 
tempts them to treat a piece of literature as a historical document.  

Better: Why does Charles Darnay return to France despite the danger? 

Better: How is it the “best of times and the worst of times”? 

Better: How and why does Sidney Carton change? 

Example 3:       

Not as strong: Trace the downfall of Athens as told by Thucydides in The History of the 
Peloponnesian War.  

This could work, but it is perhaps too large. Looking at a specific incident would be 
better. 

Better: What was a possible turning point in the events that led to the ultimate destruction of 
the Athenian Empire?  

Best: How did Athens fail to follow Pericles’ advice?  
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Example 4:    

Weak: While the debate between Cleon and Diodotus feigns in the direction of justice, what is it 
about their arguments that reveals a basic absence of any higher purpose than self-interest?  

This question has already done the important thinking for the students. It is better for 
the students to discover what the text is saying and then trace how that thesis emerges 
from the text. Giving them a question that leads them to see what is going on 
undermines the goals of critical reading and thinking by the students.  

Better: Compare/Contrast the arguments of Cleon and Diodotus.  

Example 5:    

Weak: Explain how Aristotle is not a relativist using Book V, Chapter 7 of the Nicomachean 
Ethics. 

Again, this is too leading. 

Better: Aristotle’s concept of justice appears puzzling. What is just, he says, changes from place 
to place but has the same force everywhere. Explain what he means, employing Book V, Chapter 
7 of his Nicomachean Ethics. 

This is a difficult assignment, but it is not detrimental for students to take on a reading 
assignment that is so hotly contested. 

Example 6:    

Weak: What does Mark Twain think about civil society?  

We do not know what Mark Twain thought about civil society upon reading one piece 
of imaginative literature, and we do not want to ask a question that requires the 
students to go outside the text looking for authorial intent.   
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Better: Compare/Contrast Huck and Jim’s time together on the raft with what they experience 
when they put to shore.  

Better: What do Huck and Jim experience when they encounter other people? 

Example 7:  

Weak: How does Rousseau’s social contract devolve into tyranny? 

This is too leading. 

Better: Within the framework of Rousseau’s vision of political order in the Social Contract, what 
role does the law play in the life of man?  Are there any limitations?  If so, what are they? If not, 
why not? 

Example 8:   

Weak: What is the central message of A Tale of Two Cities? Redemption? Sacrifice? True love?  
Hope?  Perseverance?  Or could it be man’s inhumanity to man?  

We want to discourage students from thinking that fiction has a message. Rather, we 
want them to enter the story, study the characters and work from the “inside out.” (See 
the Cana Classical Guide, Teaching Fiction from the Inside Out.) 

Better: Discuss the transformation of one of the characters in A Tale of Two Cities.  

Best: Carton has memorized John 11:25-26 and repeats it often. How does this passage work in 
this story?  Explain.  

Example 9:  

Weak: Monsieur Defarge asks, “Where will it stop?”  That’s a good question, don’t you think?  

A student receiving this as a question will not know what is being asked. It is too 
ambiguous. We need to be clear when giving students a direction for their thinking.  
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Better: The violence of the revolution seems to gain momentum rather than diminish as the story 
progresses. Why?  

Best: Contrast the response of two characters to the violence of the revolution.  
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The Teacher’s 
Toolkit





➺ Outlining a Text  

Outlining an expository text is an indispensable tool for the students. Besides the 
benefit of summarizing large amounts of information, outlining trains students to think 
in an organized fashion, classifying and subordinating information appropriately. 

Outlining should generally not be used for imaginative literature.  

What follows is a brief sample of the general form most often used, but as students 
master this, they should be encouraged to modify it to suit their needs. In the early 
stages of creating outlines, students will write too much. The teacher should teach 
students how to use abbreviations and how to write only specific keywords and 
phrases.  

The Civil War  

I. Causes of the War  

A. Political  

1. Tariff of 1828, 1832  

2. Dred Scott decision  

3. Missouri Compromise   

4. Kansas-Nebraska Act  

5. Election of Abraham Lincoln  

B. Social  

1. Slavery  

2. Abolitionist movement  

a. Harriet Beecher Stowe and Uncle Tom’s Cabin  

b. William Lloyd Garrison and The Liberator  

c. Frederick Douglass and Narrative Life of Frederick Douglass: 
An American Slave  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II. Important Battles  

A. First Battle of Bull Run/First Manassas  

B. Antietam  

C. Gettysburg  

D. Appomattox Courthouse  

III. Important Generals  

A. Confederate   
1. Lee  

2. Longstreet  

3. Jackson  

     B. Union  

1. Grant  

2. Sherman 

3. Hancock 
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➺ Student Handout for an Outline of an 
Essay (2 pages) 
(This handout may be reproduced and given to the students.) 

Each topic sentence of each supporting paragraph in the body of the essay provides 
support for the claim made by the thesis in your introduction. The tool of development 
will be expressed using examples, reasons, process (form 1 or 2), compare/contrast, cause/
effect, or parts. Use only one tool in one essay.  

The following is the order of your essay:  

Introductory Paragraph  

● Opening sentence that gives necessary information about the text, e.g., title, 
author, etc. Avoid sweeping generalizations. 

● Two or more sentences that present the necessary context and that lead the 
reader to the thesis. If you have observed and intend to develop a point of 
compare/contrast, this is the proper location to develop that. 

● The Roadmap:  

Thesis—one sentence that makes a plausible, arguable claim and that has 
a focused and unified subject and predicate. Again, if you have observed a 
point of comparison/contrast, the thesis will reflect that. 

Sentences that indicate how the thesis will be developed in the body of the 
essay—examples, reasons, process (1 or 2), compare/contrast, cause/effect, and 
parts. These must follow the thesis.  
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Body of the Essay 
  
● Include your topic sentence where it makes the most sense—beginning, middle 

or end of the supporting paragraph. If you are unsure, make it the first sentence 
of your paragraph. Use transitional words and phrases from one paragraph to 
the next. 

● Develop each supporting paragraph with as many sentences as needed. Each 
supporting paragraph should provide clear support for your thesis, utilizing the 
text as needed. 

  
● Review: Use the following to check the sufficiency of your supports. 

Have you stated a clear topic sentence for each supporting paragraph that 
follows your Roadmap? 

Have you employed one tool of development only? 
  
Are your supports sufficient to defend the claim your thesis makes? 

Have you assumed anything?  Is your assumption warranted?  That is, 
would most people agree with your assumption or does it need to be 
argued as well? 

Have you avoided fallacies? 

Have you used transitions from one supporting paragraph to the next?   

Conclusion  

● Summarize what has been accomplished in the essay by rewording the thesis 
and supporting points. Be sure not to copy/paste the original opening. Steer 
clear of parting shots and clinchers. Do not introduce an entirely new idea. 
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➺ Common Misspellings 
The following is a list of words that are frequently misspelled. Teachers could add to or 
make their own lists. The students can be regularly drilled and quizzed on this list. The 
students should check their mistakes by looking at the list of correctly spelled words. In 
this way, the students can make their own corrections in a “spelling notebook” 
containing both the misspelled word(s) and the correction. Subsequent exercises should 
show improvement. It is best if a separate notebook is used for this exercise. The 
students can better track their progress. Drilling on spelling is an extremely important 
aspect of writing, and there are some words that just have to be memorized.  

For Younger Students:  

again  
alright  
answer  
belief  
business  
color  
cough  
could  
doctor  
February  
friend  
guess  
half  

instead  
knew  
know  
laid  
meant  
often  
receive  
require  
right  
said  
straight  
surely  
though  

through  
tough  
to  
too  
two  
wear  
weather  
Wednesday  
where  
whether  
which  
witch  
write  

For Older Students:  

absence  
acceptance  
accidentally  
accommodate  
accompany  
accurate  
accustomed  

achievement  
acquaintance  
analyze  
apparent  
arguing  
assurance  
attendance  

available  
basically  
beginning  
believe  
benefited  
campaign  
capital  
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characteristic  
chief  
civilization  
committee  
conceivable  
conscience  
conscious  
continuous  
cooperate  
correspondence  
criticism  
decision  
definite  
discipline  
dominant  
efficiency  
eighth  
embarrass  
exaggerate  
excessive  
existence  
fictitious  
gracious  
hindrance  

humorous  
hypocrite  
ignorance  
incidentally  
innocence  
interpretation  
jealous  
knowledge  
leisure  
lengthen  
medieval  
muscle  
niece  
noticeable  
occasionally  
occurrence  
originally  
parallel  
peculiar  
persuade  
possess  
practically  
precede  
preferred  

privilege  
probably  
proceed  
psychology  
pursuit  
receipt  
recommendation  
referring  
reign  
relieve  
residence  
rhythm  
scheme  
separate  
solemn  
straighten  
substantial  
succeed  
suspicion  
thorough  
unanimous  
unfortunately  
unnecessary  
vacuum 

Spelling of possessive forms and contractions: 

● Its is the possessive form of it.   
● It’s is a contraction of it and is and should not be used in formal writing.  
● There indicates place.  
● Their shows possession.  
● They’re is a contraction of they and are and should not be used in formal writing. 
● Your indicates possession. 
● You’re is a contraction of you and are and should not be used in formal writing.  
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➺ The Four Principal Parts of Irregular 
Verbs 
We recommend that the students commit these words, and their proper spelling, to 
memory much as they commit multiplication tables and Latin conjugations to memory. 
One good way to achieve this is to have the students recite them in chant form.  

I begin today. (present)  
I am beginning. (present participle) 
I began yesterday. (past) 
I have begun. (past participle) 

PRESENT PRESENT 
PARTICIPLE

PAST PAST  
PARTICIPLE

begin am beginning began have begun

bite am biting bit have bitten 

break am breaking broke have broken

bring am bringing brought have brought

buy am buying bought have bought

choose am choosing chose have chosen

come am coming came have come

dive am diving dove or dived have dived

drink am drinking drank have drunk

drive am driving drove have driven

flee am fleeing fled have fled

fly am flying flew have flown

forget am forgetting forgot have forgotten

get am getting got have gotten

give am giving gave have given

go am going went have gone
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PRESENT   
 

PRESENT 
PARTICIPLE

PAST PAST  
PARTICIPLE

grow am growing grew have grown

hang (suspend) am hanging hung have hung

hang (execute) am hanging hanged have hanged

lay (to put) am laying laid have laid

lead am leading led have led

lie (recline) am lying lay have lain

ride am riding rode have ridden

ring (a bell) am ringing rang have rung

rise (to go upward) am rising rose have risen

shake am shaking shook have shaken

shrink am shrinking shrank have shrunk

sing am singing sang have sung

sit (in seated position) am sitting sat have sat

speak am speaking spoke have spoken

spring am springing sprang have sprung

swim am swimming swam have swum

swing am swinging swung have swung

take am taking took have taken

throw am throwing threw have thrown

wear am wearing wore have worn

wring (squeeze) am wringing wrung have wrung

write am writing wrote have written
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➺ Common Punctuation Problems  

Fragments and Run-ons: Younger students struggle most particularly with this problem. 
An ample amount of direction and drilling is needed to correct this. Sometimes the only 
real corrective for this problem is to have a student read aloud until the language 
becomes second nature. Students who have been read to regularly, or who have read 
aloud regularly, do not seem to struggle with this problem.  

● Fragments: Because he said so. To correct this, combine this adverb fragment with 
an independent clause. Dependent clauses must always be wed to an 
independent clause. Because he said so. Because he said so, they believed him.  

● Run-ons: Jake threatened to leave the club if the policy changed he was concerned it 
would lead to further disruptions in the schedule. These are two independent 
thoughts that need to be combined with a conjunction. Use a comma and the 
conjunction “for” to combine them. Jake threatened to leave the club if the policy 
changed, for he was concerned it would lead to further disruptions in the schedule.  

Capitalization: Students frequently fail to capitalize proper nouns, and they often 
incorrectly capitalize common nouns. Please consult a grammar review. 

End marks: Teachers should instruct students on the proper placement of end marks. 
Students should not use exclamation points in formal composition. 

Semi-colon: Typically underused, the semi-colon helps students who struggle with run-
on sentences. Teachers should coach such students to unite two independent clauses 
with a semicolon.  
  
● Incorrect: Jem, Scout and Dill went to the courthouse and while they were there they 

heard the testimony of Mayella and Tom and Bob and Dill got so upset that they had to 
leave the courthouse and that is when they met Mr. Dolphus Raymond and talked to him 
for a while and found out that he wasn’t a drunk.  

● Correct: While hearing the testimony of the witnesses in Tom Robinson’s case, Dill, 
Scout and Jem became upset and had to leave the courtroom; this is when they met Mr. 
Dolphus Raymond and learned that he was not a drunk. 
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Quotations and quotation marks: Many students have a difficult time remembering how to 
punctuate quotations. They need early instruction and regular reminders. 

● Blending quotations directly into their own writing should be taught early so 
that the students can begin to weave short phrases and clauses into their own 
writing. This helps prevent excessive quotation. Quoted words or phrases are 
blended into the sentence as written: A sobering transformation follows, however, 
when the harsh brutality of the winter arrives, bringing with it blinding blizzards, 
plummeting temperatures, and a “struggle with the ever-falling snow” (Cather 66).  

● A comma sets off the quotation, and the quotation begins with a capital letter: As 
Antonia says, “What would anybody want to kill themselves in summer for?” (Cather 
115).  

● Punctuation belonging to the quotation remains within the quotation marks and 
a period is placed after the citation: Balin mused, “Gollum!  Well I’m blest!  So that’s 
how he sneaked past me, is it?” (Tolkien 144).  

● Do not include a period within the quotation at the end of a sentence. Put the 
period after the citation: Thorin remarks, “A feast would be no good if we never got 
back alive from it” (Tolkien 132).  

● An embedded quotation does not require any extra punctuation or capitalization: 
Jim seems to hear the wind crying in a harsh statement of reality that “all those frivolities 
of summer…the living mask of green that tremble[s] over everything, these [are] all lies, 
and this is what [is] underneath” (Cather 112).  

● Subtractions from the original text are marked with ellipses: See the example 
immediately above.  

● Using brackets indicates additions, changes of tense or number: See the same 
example cited above.  

● Students will rarely need to quote three or more lines of text, but when they do, 
quotations should be block quoted and single-spaced; no quotation marks are 
needed.  
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● Single quotation marks should only be used for a quotation within a quotation: 
Gandalf explains, “I did not ‘get hold of it,’ I was given it” (Tolkien 25). Students 
should not use single marks to indicate what someone thinks or to indicate some 
agreed upon assumption or what someone in conversation might refer to as “so-
called.”  If the student is quoting directly, she should use quotation marks; if she 
is not, she should use her own words. In the latter case, no quotation marks of 
any kind are needed.  

● Finally, students should never invent dialogue and put it in quotation marks.  
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➺ A Comma Primer 
  
The comma is perhaps the most troublesome punctuation mark for students to 
command. Unfortunately, the students have the notion that they should use a comma 
when it feels right to pause. Consequently, they tend to sprinkle commas all over the 
page where they do not belong. They should be instructed to harness their feelings to 
the rules so that the rules can come to govern their instincts on how to use commas 
properly. Eventually, the rules will become instinctual. It is a good idea to train the 
students to only use a comma when they can give a justification for its use.  

The students should be introduced to the comma as early as possible, and the rules 
should be drilled every year of their training so that they can competently utilize the 
comma. When a new rule is introduced, the students should do exercises and 
incorporate its new use in their writing. We recommend The Little, Brown Handbook and 
the Holt Handbook series for excellent primers, replete with an abundance of exercises.  

The following are the twelve most important rules that govern comma use. The 
students should know these. 

#1  The entries in a list of three or more words, phrases, or short independent clauses 
should be separated by commas. The Oxford comma is the last comma in a list, and it is 
used directly in front of the conjunction. Teachers should decide whether they want to 
use the Oxford comma or not and instruct their students accordingly.   

● The carpenter built a bookcase, a cabinet, and a table for his family. (Oxford comma) 
● The road crew moved the cars to the side of the road to ease traffic, to protect the 

commuters, and to make way for the police. (Oxford comma) 
● The sky darkened, the wind blew and hail began to fall. (no Oxford comma after 

“blew”) 
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#2  If a noun is described by two or more adjectives, the adjectives should be separated 
by commas. However, do not place a comma after the final adjective before the noun. 
Do not separate parts of a compound noun. 
         
● The little boy has an eager, friendly face.   
● Her daughter likes to study in the bright dining room. (compound noun) 

#3  When independent clauses are joined by the conjunctions for, and, nor, but, or, yet, or 
so (“fanboys”), commas should separate the independent clauses. 

● The presentation was over, but some students remained behind to ask questions.   

● The train was late leaving the station, yet we arrived at our destination on time.  
● We had warm weather, so we decided to celebrate Annie’s birthday outdoors. 

#4  Dependent adverb clauses at the beginning of sentences should be separated from 
the rest of the sentence by a comma. These are some common subordinating 
conjunctions that introduce adverb clauses: after, although, as, because, before, if, once, 
since, unless, until, when, whether, while.  
  
● While I was preparing dinner, the dog sat ready to snatch up any food that fell to the 

floor.  
● Unless you have an umbrella, you should probably wait for the car.  

● Because she had a headache, she decided to leave work early.  

Do not use a comma to set off an adverb clause when it follows an independent clause. 

#5 If a clause, participial phrase or appositive phrase is nonessential to the meaning of 
the sentence, it should be set off by commas. To determine whether the element is 
nonessential or not, try to remove it. If its removal makes no difference to the essential 
meaning of the sentence, the element is nonessential and should be set off by commas. 
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Adjective Clause:  

● Monday morning, which is the day of his scheduled arrival, is the morning I have 
to appear in court.  

Participle Phrase:  

● The Magic Flute, composed by Mozart, includes many references to Masonic symbols 
and rituals.  

Appositive Phrase:  

● Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, my favorite composer, wrote The Marriage of Figaro.  

Use of which in nonessential clauses generally requires a comma. Be sure to check 
subject/verb agreement when the subject is separated from the verb by a nonessential 
phrase or clause.  

● Citizens of Texas, which is one of the most prosperous of the states, have also pondered 
this legislation. 

An adjective clause that begins with the word “that” is usually essential. Do not use 
commas to set off that kind of clause from the remainder of the sentence.  

● The short story that you wrote was too long for the arts journal. 

A clause beginning with “that” following a verb of mental action is generally essential 
and should not be set off from the sentence by commas.  

● He thinks that he can swim the English Channel. 
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#6  Use commas to separate direct address from the remainder of the sentence. 

● George, I think you missed the meeting.  
● I think, George, you missed the meeting.  
● I think you missed the meeting, George.  

#7  Set off parenthetical expressions with commas.   

● This house is rather ugly. The structure, on the other hand, is quite solid.  
● I wish I could reschedule the party. At this point, however, no other dates are available. 

● He was late, for example, just today. 
● A month, I think, is sufficient to get the job done.  

#8  Place commas after mild exclamations at the beginning of sentences, e.g., why, well. 
Set off yes or no at the beginning of sentences. 

● Why, you must be the the leader of the tour! 
● Well, maybe you can come next time. 

● Yes, I will be able to attend the honors dinner.  

#9 Place commas after participle phrases, infinitive phrases, two or more prepositional 
phrases, or one long prepositional phrase at the beginning of sentences. 

● Smiling broadly, the new teacher welcomed her students. (participle phrase)  
● To prepare well for the exam, you had better reread the material. (infinitive phrase)  

● Near the back of the house, you will find the key. (two prepositional phrases)  
● After the prolonged and arduous climb, the hikers were ready for a break. (one long 

prepositional phrase) 
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#10  Place commas between cities and states; between days and years; between the year 
and the remainder of the sentence; and between names and titles. Do not include a 
comma between the month and day or street number and street name. 

● He visited the museums in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, during his vacation. 
● November 23, 2017, was Thanksgiving Day.  

● Her new address is 1710 Hollyberry Drive, Terre Haute, Indiana.  
● James Cross, Ph.D., is considered one of the most important scholars of that period in 

history.  
   

No commas are needed if only the month and year are listed.  
   
● Some historians believe that the Reign of Terror began as early as September 1792.  

#11  Use a comma to introduce a quotation. The comma should be placed before the 
opening quotation mark. Include the comma inside the first quotation mark for divided 
quotations. 

● The teacher said, “Please finish your assignments in a timely manner.”  
● “I wanted,” she replied, “to see my mother before she left town.”  

#12  Use commas after the greeting and the closing of a letter. 

● Dear Mr Olsen, 
● Sincerely,  
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➺ Commonly Misused Words and Phrases 
Some words are particularly tricky for students to use correctly. The following lists 
some of the most troublesome words.    10

Conscious: aware of one’s own existence, feelings and surroundings 
● Incorrect: He consulted his conscious before making a decision. 
● Correct: The patient finally became conscious after several days in the hospital. 

Conscience: an inner sense of what is right and what is wrong 
● Incorrect: The old man was still conscience of his surroundings. 
● Correct: The young man knew in his conscience that telling even a small lie was wrong. 

   
  
Notorious: famous or well-known for bad acts 
● Incorrect: She wanted to be the most notorious executive to run the company.  
● Correct: Bonnie and Clyde were notorious criminals, responsible for the deaths of many 

innocent bystanders.  

Nature: has equivocal meanings; needs to be defined  
● Nature calls out to us, “Be still; be free.”   
● It is in the nature of man to be free.     
● To define the nature of a thing is to identify its purpose.  

Certainly, obviously, of course, importantly, meaningful, truthfully: Avoid overuse.  

Different from: not than  
● Incorrect: The two sisters were quite different than each other.  
● Correct: The two sisters were quite different from each other.  

 For a more comprehensive list, see Strunk & White The Elements of Style, 4th ed., pp.39-65.10
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Try to: not try and  
● Incorrect: Please try and be quiet while we are studying.  
● Correct: Please try to be quiet while we are studying.  

In regard to: not in regards to  
● Incorrect: I am calling in regards to the notice I received of a late payment. 
● Correct: I am calling in regard to the notice I received of a late payment.  

Irregardless: This is not a word. Try regardless. 

In terms of: unnecessary verbiage  
● Incorrect: In terms of expenses, we will have enough money. 
● Correct: We will have enough money to pay our expenses.  

  
While: not a substitute for the words and or but  
● Incorrect: I do not like the amount of makeup she uses, while I do adore her outfits. 
● Correct: I do not like the amount of makeup she uses, but I do adore her outfits.  

Kind of  
● Incorrect: I kind of like that edible mushroom.  
● Correct: That fungus is a kind of edible mushroom.  

Principal vs. principle  
● Correct: The principal player in the case has been located.  
● Correct: We operate according to the principle that honesty is the best policy.  

Accept vs. except  
● Correct: He wanted to accept the offer, but the pay was insufficient to his needs.  
● Correct: Everyone except Natalie was excited about the party.  
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Capital vs. capitol  
● Correct: The available capital for investment was substantial.  
● Correct: The students enjoyed their visit to the state capitol.  

Whether vs. weather 
● Correct: Whether or not you want to admit it, your friend is right. 
● Correct: The weather is supposed to be beautiful today. 

Affect vs. effect  
● Correct: Will the disease affect his ability to play on the team?  
● Correct: The first effect of the change in leadership will be greater efficiency in 

production.  

Proceed vs. precede  
● Correct: If we prepare carefully, despite unexpected changes, the event will proceed as 

planned.  
● Correct: What event preceded her removal from the position?  

Discrete vs. discreet  
● Correct: She could describe the discrete ingredients of the dish.  
● Correct: Please be discreet in your questioning.  

Among vs. between  
● Correct: Among thieves there is no real friendship.  
● Correct: I cannot tell the difference between the twins.  

Farther vs. further  
● Correct: The sled pulled by the older team of dogs went farther than any other team.  
● Correct: The further proof of her guilt was in the documents. 
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Lay vs. lie: Lay means to put; lie means to recline. 
● Correct: She would lay a bouquet of flowers by her mother’s grave every week.  
● Correct: I cannot lie down at this time.  
● Correct: The city mansions lie in ruins today.  

Less vs. fewer  
● Correct: Less damage was caused to her computer by the spill than she had feared.  
● Correct: The young have fewer employment opportunities available to them.  

That vs. which: Who refers to people; that and which refer to things.  
● Correct: This was the boy who greeted him at the door.  
● Correct: She would like to visit the city that first welcomed her family.  
● Correct: My uncle left me his house, which was a generous inheritance. 
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Sample 
Student Essays





This section includes samples of student essays and introductions for essays from 
Levels II-III, utilizing various tools of development. The theses appear in bold type.  

Often imperfect but genuinely reaching for clarity of thought and expression, these 
essays represent the students’ attempts to interpret difficult texts with sensitivity. 
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➺ Process (form 1), younger writer 

In Chapter Twelve of Willa Cather’s My Antonia, Jim Burden finds himself often 
restlessly pacing the dark streets of Black Hawk, bored and dissatisfied with his life. He 
peers at the Black Hawk houses and contemplates that for all their frailty, there is a kind 
of ferocity lingering behind those closed doors: “How much jealousy and envy and 
unhappiness some of them manage to contain” (Cather 140). This speaks not only to the 
town of Black Hawk but to the whole prairie. On the surface, the prairie and its town 
look ordered and brimming with life. [the Roadmap] However, it becomes increasingly 
clear over the course of the novel that a darker menace lurks beneath that order and 
life. This menace is prefigured in the immigrants’ experience of the stark and often 
cruel physicality of the prairie itself; it is evidenced in the disturbing history of the 
seemingly pleasant Russian émigrés, Pavel and Peter; and it is further deepened in the 
habitual hypocrisy and deceit of the inhabitants of Black Hawk.  

During the summer, the prairie of Nebraska appears like a heaven where lies the 
promise of happiness and prosperity. As Antonia says, “What would anybody want to 
kill themselves in summer for?” (Cather 115). Jim, lying in the pumpkin patch at the 
beginning of the story, discovers what it is to be genuinely happy with the sun warming 
the ground, the animals frolicking in the grass, and the ripe berries within reaching 
distance. A sobering transformation follows, however, when the harsh brutality of the 
winter arrives, bringing with it blinding blizzards, plummeting temperatures, and the 
“struggle with the ever-falling snow” (Cather 66). The earth no longer yields any fruit, 
and as all living things become stiff and frozen, the warmth of spring seems like a far-
off dream. This utter desolation leads some to despair, such as Mrs. Shimerda, whose 
already vulnerable temperament is pushed to the breaking point, causing her to become 
mean and bitter. The hardship brought on by the winter leads to even more dire and 
cruel consequences as Mr. Shimerda’s will is broken, and he eventually commits 
suicide. Jim seems to hear the wind crying in a harsh statement of reality that “all those 
frivolities of summer…the living mask of green that tremble[s] over everything, these 
[are] all lies, and this is what [is] underneath” (Cather 112).  

As the story unfolds, the chilling tale of Pavel and Peter deepens the sense of the 
menace of the prairie and its town. Pavel and Peter are two Russian bachelors who have 
few friends so when they discover that they can somewhat understand the Shimerdas’ 
language, they befriend Antonia’s father. Peter is a jolly, diminutive man whose 
kindness toward Jim and Antonia often sends them home with cucumbers or melons 
from the bachelors’ garden. Pavel is older, with a sullen attitude and a sick constitution, 
but even though he is not particularly friendly, he is a respectable butter maker. The two 
seem quite acceptable, but Jim and Antonia discover that in Russia, where the bachelors 
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used to live, they had participated in a wicked act of selfishness. They had been serving 
as groomsmen at the wedding of a friend, and as the wedding party began to make its 
way home after the festivities, the vicious wolves of the night began to come out of 
hiding to hunt for their dinner. Peter was driving the sled that he, Pavel, and the 
newlywed couple were in, and he drove the team on as fast as he could, staying ahead 
of all the other sleds. As one unfortunate sled after another tipped over and the contents 
were quickly devoured by the hotly pursuing wolves, Pavel and Peter began to panic. 
Pavel looked back and seeing that their sled was the only one remaining, with the 
wolves quickly gaining on the tired horses, he made a cruel and selfish decision. He 
dumped the bride and groom over the side of their sled and let them be devoured, 
gaining time and speed for him and Peter to get away. Although Peter was not directly 
involved in Pavel’s blatant act of murder, he not only was the one driving the sled as 
fast as his horses would go, not even thinking twice about those in need behind him, he 
also continued to live with a murderer after the fact. Beneath the Russian bachelors’ 
disguise of respectability lies a darker secret that devours them with guilt. Pavel’s own 
guilt eventually kills him, and Peter’s guilt drives him once again from home, this time 
from the prairie. He hangs his head now with guilt and shame, and before he leaves, he 
sits down and eats all of the melons he and Pavel had stored away for the winter. The 
reader is left with one, last, disturbing image of Peter sitting on the floor, surrounded by 
spent melon rinds, his beard dripping grotesquely with juice. It is his final act of 
selfishness.  

Finally, in the prairie town of Black Hawk, “respect for respectability [is] stronger 
than any desire” (Cather 129). The men and women are always eagerly seeking the 
respectability that includes them in the social circle of the town. On the outside, many 
young men seem reputable and come from wealthy and revered families. They frolic 
with the hired-out country girls until they reach the age when they ought to settle down 
and marry, and they turn aside from the beautiful but unacceptable country girls to 
marry girls from the families of wealthy heirs or profitable merchants. Jim, however, 
perceives a darker side to these families. He knows that the “respectability” of the Black 
Hawk families is only a thin sheen of disguise over their grasping lives. Like their 
houses, their veils of “respectability” are frail and only serve to shield them from the 
gossip of their exclusive neighbors, who may themselves be hiding under a similar veil. 
Unlike Wick Cutter, who openly publishes his iniquities, the guilty young men and 
women harbor jealousy, deceit, and even graver transgressions behind their closed 
doors. As Jim says, “They [try] to live like the mice in their own kitchens; to make no 
noise, to leave no trace, to slip over the surface of things in the dark” (Cather 140). Larry 
Donovan is an example of this deceitful life. He seems to be a perfectly respectable 
railway conductor but instead turns out to be a scoundrel who is fired for cheating at 
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his job and who abandons his fiancée Antonia, leaving her pregnant and alone. Another 
example of the corruption of the Black Hawk inhabitants is young Harry Paine. A 
seemingly respectable bank clerk, Harry is going to be married to the daughter of his 
employer. On the Saturday night before his Monday wedding, he walks Antonia home 
from the dance at the Vannis’ tent and tries to kiss her on the Harlings’ porch. Although 
Antonia struggles to make him stop, he grabs her again and kisses her forcefully, only 
running away after she slaps him with her free hand. Harry feels that because he is a 
member of the respected class, he can enjoy taking license with a country girl, socially 
his unequal, even just days before his wedding.  

At the end of My Antonia, Jim wanders out onto the grassland beyond Black 
Hawk and follows the road that leads north to his old home and to the Shimerdas’ 
house. This road brings back so many memories of his unpredictable life, and as the 
past follows him down that road, bringing him “home to [him]self,” he feels that he has 
come full circle. In a way, the prairie is a metaphor for the world, a place where good 
and evil dwell side by side. It is a place that blooms in the summer like heaven but 
withers in the winter like hell. It is inhabited by good, kind folk such as the Burdens, 
but it also harbors selfish murderers like Pavel and Peter. It shelters a beautiful and 
bereaved Antonia but also the deception and offenses behind Black Hawk’s closed 
doors. Jim feels finally at home when he reaches the prairie, and yet, somehow, he still 
does not belong. In the end, Jim does not settle there but moves on to New York, where 
the reader sees him last. This bitter, melancholy feeling of not being able to remain in 
the place he loves most drives Jim on; he seems forever doomed to wander. Just as he is 
taken by the fickle path of life that stretches beyond where the mortal eye can see, the 
prairie road takes him “[he knows] not whither” (Cather 238).  
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➺ Examples, a younger writer   

In Willa Cather’s My Antonia, Antonia Shimerda is a headstrong, young woman 
full of life and possessing an extraordinary love for people. The story begins when she 
is traveling by train with her family from her homeland in Bohemia to the harsh, 
unforgiving terrain of the Nebraska plains. This land claims many people’s happiness, 
fortunes and even their lives. Antonia is witness to a multitude of tragic events, and 
these shape and form her character. Despite these tragedies and despite the fact that 
others lose their joy and hope, Antonia resolutely clings to her happiness and her desire 
to live. She does these things even while enduring tremendous personal hardships. [the 
Roadmap] Her recognition of life as a wonderful gift enables Antonia to persevere 
despite the cruelties she witnesses and suffers. She remains joyful and optimistic in 
this harsh new land, even after leaving the homeland in which she had spent many 
happy years. She retains her hope, persevering even after her father’s tragic suicide. 
Finally, Antonia is surprisingly grateful for the new life of her daughter even when her 
fiancé, Larry Donovan, cruelly abandons her. 

When the story begins, Antonia has just moved from Bohemia to America. She 
can speak no English. Her family is forced to live in a small cave, and they have 
endured a diminishment in their social standing. While her mother complains and her 
father becomes increasingly depressed, Antonia remains joyful and optimistic (Cather 
17-19). Instead of looking at the degradation of their situation, Antonia simply relishes 
the fact that she is alive in such a gloriously beautiful place (Cather 159). She also 
embraces learning a completely foreign and new language, immediately trying to find 
out the words for “blue” and “sky” as soon as she meets Jim (Cather 19). She eventually 
takes up reading lessons with Jim as well. Although she misses her old country, Antonia 
realizes that they still have the beautiful blessing of life no matter where they live or 
what their circumstances are.  

Even after her father tragically commits suicide, leaving his family to fend for 
themselves in unbelievably harsh conditions, Antonia retains her hope and perseveres. 
Without complaint, she takes on the work of a man on the farm, helping to keep her 
family alive (Cather 81). Antonia also gives up her reading lessons with Jim because she 
does not have time for them anymore. When Jim asks her if she wants to go to school, 
she tells him tearfully that she cannot go because of her farm work (Cather 80). Instead 
of complaining about doing the work, Antonia learns to enjoy it by taking pride in her 
strength, something her friend Jim does not appreciate (Cather 81). On one occasion, she 
even playfully asks Jim to feel her muscles (Cather 89). She also enjoys telling him how 
much work she has accomplished during her day (Cather 79). Antonia’s hope that her 
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family’s situation will improve and her desire to continue being joyful simply because 
she is alive helps her and her family endure this period of tremendous hardship.  

Finally, Antonia’s love of life enables her to persevere through her trials even 
when her fiancé, Larry Donovan, deserts her after promising to marry her. He leaves 
her penniless, pregnant, disgraced and humbled. Antonia is a proud, young woman, 
and his abandoning her means that she must swallow that pride and return to her 
family, her friends and her town humiliated by everyone knowing that she had 
exercised poor judgment despite their warnings (Cather 201-202). It seems to most 
people that this man has taken everything possible from Antonia, consigning her to 
spend the rest of her life in shame and poverty, yet Antonia is surprisingly still grateful 
for the new life of her child (Cather 204). This child gives her something to live for. 
Although most people would think the child a burden, Antonia is full of nothing but 
love for her and is never ashamed of her (Cather 201). She even has a picture taken of 
her daughter and has it displayed for the whole town to see (Cather 195). Even when 
she finds herself in the worst of situations, Antonia is still able to recognize that this 
new life of her child is a wonderful gift and a comfort to her, and this recognition helps 
Antonia persevere in giving her child a good chance at life.  

Throughout her life, enduring the many hardships that test the strength of her 
character, Antonia’s desire for life enables her to overcome these trials, retaining her full 
vigor. Even when she is forced to move to a foreign country, left to support her family 
by her father’s suicide, and abandoned by a man she loved, trusted and hoped to marry, 
Antonia’s gratitude for life and her willingness to live it well help her to overcome her 
misfortunes. In the end, she has lived her life well, having become not only a creator but 
also the model of a strong, enduring pioneer woman.  
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➺ Examples, introduction only, difficult text, much longer essay, older student  

“There is no virtue if there is no immortality” (Dostoevsky 76). If there is no God 
and his court of judgment to follow this life, men will act on their basest instincts, 
making of this world a living hell. This view lies at the heart of Ivan Karamazov’s 
argument in Dostoevsky’s Brothers Karamazov. Ivan, the twenty-four year old son of the 
despicable Fyodor Karamazov, has spent his life apart from his brothers and his father. 
Having left home at an early age to study in Moscow, he has returned to his father’s 
village as a superlative thinker and reputed journalist. In a conversation with his 
younger brother, Alyosha, Ivan details how he has come to reject the world that God 
has created. He argues that there are some things that he loves about God’s creation: “I 
have a longing for life...and though I may not believe in the order of the universe, yet I 
love the sticky leaves as they open in spring...I love the blue sky” (Dostoevsky 259). It is 
because of these simple yet beautiful things that Ivan cannot give up life (Dostoevsky 
260). Yet at the same time, he sees the horrible evil committed against innocent 
individuals, specifically children, and he is driven to question how the death of so many 
innocents can be worth any amount of freedom or knowledge. If God gave men the 
knowledge of good and evil and the freedom to act as they wish at the expense of so 
many, how can he be a good God?  How could any of this freedom be worth the death 
of so many?  And, how, he wonders, can the criminal still eat at the heavenly banquet, 
as Father Zossima suggests, and there still be anything approaching justice?  Even if the 
criminal were to ask forgiveness from his victim, there is nothing he can ever do to 
make recompense for his crime because there is no atonement sufficient for the harm 
already accomplished. Therefore, he argues, it would have been better if God had never 
given men the choice between good and evil (“Grand Inquisitor”). According to Ivan, 
the freedom to choose is not as important as the preservation of the innocent because it 
leads inexorably to injustice and unhappiness. It was God’s mistake that he gave men 
the choice in the first place. Worse yet, according to Ivan, it was also an act of vanity: 
Because he wanted to be loved by men and because love can only be given freely, God 
gave men free will. Ivan informs Alyosha that he plans on returning his “entrance 
ticket” to a god he does not believe in, but whose world he nevertheless rejects, because 
he refuses to be part of the fabric of injustice he has witnessed. Too many men live by 
the dictum that without immortality, “cannibalism” is the natural choice, and God has 
given men the freedom to make that choice and act on it. 

According to Ivan’s half-brother, Dmitri, man’s heart is the battlefield where the 
devil and God fight for men. Men can make a choice. They can choose the love of 
heaven where Christ reigns eternally, or they can choose the hatred of hell where there 
is no God and, thus, no morality. And those choices happen even now on earth as 
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Zossima’s brother, Markel, once remarked. For much of the novel, Ivan seems to have 
reached his decision to accept hell and hatred for his own life. However, by the end of 
the story, Ivan seems to have chosen the path of heaven, despite what both he and 
Smerdyakov have argued for the majority of the book. Deep into the story, [the 
Roadmap] Ivan is increasingly acting under the impulse that there is a God and a 
moral code to which he (Ivan) is responsible. While he does not always seem 
completely conscious of his own motivations, his actions demonstrate a turn towards 
God and his order. The evidence lies in three significant acts: Ivan feels tremendous 
guilt for having been, even if passively, involved in his own father’s murder, so much 
so, he seems to be suffering a slow, mental collapse. His conscience is torturing him. Just 
before his interview with the devil, on the eve of the trial, Ivan rescues a drunken 
peasant he had earlier left for dead. He seems to be doing this in recompense for the 
murder of his father, something he could never have done had he not first interviewed 
Smerdyakov and accepted moral responsibility for his involvement in his father’s 
death. And, finally, he confesses in the courtroom that he was responsible for the 
murder of his father, and he earnestly defends his brother, Dmitri, as innocent of the 
crime. Ivan dislikes the sensualist, Dmitri, and harbors an intense disrespect for him, so 
this final, heroic act seems especially important for Ivan. He must unburden himself of 
his guilt, and it must be a public act, an almost degrading act, that puts his towering 
pride on the cross once and for all.  
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➺ Process, form 2, the elements must appear in this exact order  

In his Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, Jean Jacques Rousseau describes the 
state of nature of primitive man as a peaceful place where man is content. He has all he 
needs to survive, and he depends on no other man. He is solitary, and it is in this 
solitude that man finds his happiness. Rousseau says that in the state of nature, man 
lives by the two natural laws of self-preservation and pity, the former tempered by the 
latter. However, man does not have language, a developed rationality, or a moral 
capacity. These are the attributes most of Rousseau’s predecessors concluded separated 
man from the other animals. Instead, what separates Rousseau’s savage man from the 
animals is the quality of self-perfection, which allows for his evolution, and the fact that 
man is a free agent. The latter attribute, free agency, is the most important attribute of 
man, according to Rousseau. This freedom is partly made possible in the state of nature 
because man helps himself to anything he needs and regards nothing as his own 
possession: “The fruits of the earth belong to all and the earth to no one” (Rousseau 60). 
Eventually, however, men develop tools because they wish to make their lives easier, 
and they use those tools to begin the cultivation of the earth. Once men start working 
on a piece of land in this fashion, they begin to take ownership of that land. Eventually 
man “[takes] it into his head to say this is mine and [finds] people simple enough to 
believe him” (Rousseau 60). This is that critical turning point when men establish the 
notion of private property. Although the state of nature, according to Rousseau, is a 
harmonious and peaceful condition, man is willing to depart it to protect this newly 
invented claim to private property. When men come together to protect their property, 
they form an early kind of society. After men form that society, it eventually becomes 
corrupt with constant “crimes, wars, murder…miseries and horrors” (Rousseau 60). [the 
Roadmap] According to Rousseau, private property leads to the corruption of society. 
This happens in three stages. The assertion of private property leads to the 
establishment of law. Once law is established, the institution of the magistracy is 
required to enforce that law. Finally, the institution of the magistracy leads to the rise of 
the corruptive forces of arbitrary power. 

When men begin to work on land and build things such as huts or walls, they 
claim those things and the land as their private property. However, because of the 
nature of man, those who possess land are constantly having to defend it from people 
who are jealous of them. The rich, who are the ones who have acquired the greatest 
private property then devise a plan for its protection. They advise other men to unite 
with them and “institute rules of justice and peace” to secure everyone’s private 
possessions (Rousseau 69). According to Rousseau, the less wealthy are duped by the 
rich into this immense act of fraud and theft because they want to secure their property 
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as well. They all come together into this new arrangement called society and set up 
rules against the seizure of people’s property. Thus, the claims to private property lead 
to the establishment of law. After those laws are established, however, men realize that 
even with laws in place, their property is still endangered.  

After the laws established for the protection of private property continue to be 
broken, men realize they need something to give those laws force. People need an 
incentive to follow the laws. The people in the societies decide to give a few people the 
power to enforce the laws and to have a certain amount of control over them. Once laws 
are designed and erected, the institution of the magistracy to enforce the observance of 
those laws is established. Rousseau argues that law is essentially the trick of the 
propertied to dominate the poor. The people know that there is no point in being a 
society if the laws are broken because that would be just the same as if they were in the 
state of nature protecting their own property. Although it is a sacrifice for men to give 
up some of their freedom by letting the magistracy govern them, it is a price they are 
willing to pay for the preservation of their private property. Men are no longer able to 
do whatever they want, whenever they want to; there are rules set in place, permitting 
or restricting what men can do. The magistracy can punish them if they break the laws. 
But men do gain the protection of their property because now when a predator tries to 
seize it, they are punished by the magistracy and the property is restored to its owner. 
The magistracy is put in place, and “the populace…[unites] all [their] wills into a single 
one” (Rousseau 75). The magistrate is only supposed to use the power granted to him to 
oversee other magistrates and to preserve the established constitution. But human 
nature being what it is, peace does not last for long.  

Since there is no higher power to force the magistrate to keep his contract with 
the people, the magistrate abuses his power in pursuit of his own self interest. The 
institution of the magistracy leads to the rise of arbitrary power, which corrupts society. 
At first, the people elect the magistrates. People then discover over time that older men 
are wiser leaders than younger men, so old men are usually elected. Since it is often old 
men that are elected, it is necessary to hold elections more often because the magistrates 
die from old age soon after their elections. This increase in the frequency of elections 
causes contests for power and sprouts intrigues and factions. As “parties [become] 
embittered [and] civil wars [flare] up,” society is in a state of chaos (Rousseau 76). 
Recognizing that humans do not like disorder and will pay what they must for order, 
one man then rises to power, promising order if people will follow him. Since the 
people are used to “dependence, tranquility and the conveniences of life” they agree to 
sacrifice all of their liberty for those “conveniences” and give it over to the leader 
(Rousseau 76). The leader then exercises arbitrary power over the people; they are much 
like his slaves in chains. The leader’s absorption of so much power, according to 
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Rousseau, leads to the corruption of society. After he assumes power, men will be 
oppressed and taxed; they will have their liberties and natural rights vacated; and they 
may even be turned against their fatherland at the command of the despot. This is the 
corruption of society and is, according to Rousseau, like the state of nature except that it 
has an “excess of corruption” instead of an excess of purity (Rousseau 79). 

Thus, man comes full circle from the peaceful state of nature to another kind of 
state that is much harsher. Rousseau asserts that this is the cycle of man’s relations 
throughout history. According to him, private property leads to society’s corruption. 
Although man starts in a tranquil state of nature, the claim to private property leads to 
the establishment of law. Once that law is established, the institution of the magistracy 
is established to enforce those laws. The institution of the magistracy leads to the rise of 
arbitrary power, which corrupts society. Since private property was first claimed, 
according to Rousseau, mankind has been enslaved to this cycle. Each time a new 
magistracy is elected and new leadership arises, they too abuse their power and 
continue the oppression of the people. Man will never again know the peace and 
contentment of the state of nature. 
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➺ Reasons, older student, larger and more mature project, longer essay, in-class, 2-
hour assignment 
   

Near the close of Plato’s Crito, Socrates’ dear friend tries to convince Socrates to 
escape from prison and execution by leaving Athens. Socrates refuses to do so and 
explains that if he left Athens in this way, he would be committing a grave injustice. He 
argues that the laws of Athens have a strong claim over him. First, they are good laws 
that have always treated him and other Athenians justly. They are the laws under which 
Socrates’ own father was married, had a son (Socrates), and raised that son; and 
Socrates acknowledges that in all these things the laws’ commands have been correct. 
Furthermore, in any other city, he would not have had the same freedom to become the 
great philosopher that he is. Socrates is the laws’ “offspring and servant” (Plato 50e). 
Therefore, he owes them a special reverence, just as a son owes his father reverence, 
perhaps even more so. This reverence entails Socrates’ silent obedience to the laws and 
to the city unless he can persuade them that they are in some way wrong; and in the 
matter of Socrates’ conviction and execution, he has not successfully persuaded them. 
Socrates further explains that because he has freely, without coercion, given his consent 
to be governed by the laws of Athens, he has an obligation to obey them. This consent 
has manifested itself in the fact that Socrates has remained in Athens his entire life. Like 
his father, he too has married and raised his children in Athens. In fact, he has never left 
it for any extended period of time except for military duty, and even that was in service 
to the city. Socrates says the laws tell him that “we and our city satisfied you” (Plato 
52c). The laws of Athens never forbade Socrates from leaving the city once he was of 
age. In fact, just as a good father would, they would have permitted him to even take 
some of his property with him had he decided to leave. But because Socrates chose not 
to leave, he made a voluntary agreement to obey the laws. At his trial,  Socrates could 
have chosen exile as his punishment, but he chose death instead. Again, as the laws 
instruct Socrates, he “agreed, not only in words but by [his] deeds, to live in accordance 
with [the laws]” (Plato 52d). If Socrates were to escape now, he would betray the city 
and the laws he has always loved, protected and obeyed. Judging by his argument in 
the Second Treatise of Civil Government, [the Roadmap] John Locke would agree with 
Socrates that he should not escape Athens and its judgments. By escaping, Socrates 
would undermine the laws that are at the heart of Athens and would effectively revolt 
against the city by refusing to submit to the laws and their judgments. In Locke’s eyes, 
none of the conditions surrounding Socrates justifies a rebellion against Athens. If he 
were to escape, he would be breaking a voluntary, legal contract made under just laws, 
and he would be doing so as an individual, without the consent or support of the 
majority.  
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According to Locke, Socrates’ description of his “contract” with the city of 
Athens is fairly accurate. Socrates explains that his obligation to Athens stems from 
mainly two things: a) his father lived in Athens and raised Socrates under the laws of 
that city and b) when he came of age, Socrates himself chose to live in Athens for the 
rest of his life. Locke would disagree with Socrates’ first reason above; for, according to 
Locke, a man owes no obligation to the state in which he was raised and is free to leave 
it and choose another once he “comes to the age of discretion” (Locke 118). However, 
Locke would agree with Socrates that because he chose to live and take ownership of 
property under the dominion of the government of Athens, he has given his consent to 
be ruled by that government for as long as he lives in that state. For as Locke argues, the 
purpose of government is the protection of property; and in choosing to own property 
under a particular government, a man submits that property to the protection of that 
government. In so doing, he agrees to let the government have jurisdiction over himself 
and his property. This is how Socrates, having reached the age of discretion, made a 
“contract” with the laws and government of Athens—by freely, and tacitly, choosing to 
own property and live under the jurisdiction of those laws. If he left now, unlawfully 
ignoring the verdict of a jury that tried him and unlawfully breaking out of prison, 
Socrates would be breaking his voluntary contract he freely made with Athens, an act 
that Locke would join him in condemning.  

Furthermore, Socrates pointedly stresses that the laws of Athens are, in fact, good 
laws. Throughout his whole life, they have treated him justly; never do they “issue 
savage commands to do whatever [they] order” (Plato 52a). Never have they arbitrarily 
disposed of his property, to use Locke’s terms, through unjust taxation or force. Even in 
the present matter of his imprisonment and condemnation, as Socrates points out to 
Crito, he has been treated rightly under the law: He has been tried in a court of law; he 
has been given a chance to defend himself to a jury; and he has been lawfully sentenced 
to death. It is not the laws that have been unjust; it is the men who have administered 
those laws. Again, however, these men have not strictly speaking acted unlawfully. 
They have used good laws for their own twisted ends; but, according to Locke, unless 
these men use “unlawful force” (Locke 204), Socrates has no right to resist them. He 
must stand by his original and implied agreement to obey the laws.  

Finally, the most important condition Locke lays out concerning the right to resist 
an unjust government is this: In order to be a just revolt, it must be a revolt against an 
oppression felt by the majority of the people, not just a single man or even a few men 
who may have been wronged by the state. The right to resist, Locke says, “operates not, 
till the inconveniency is so great, that the majority feel it, and are weary of it, and find a 
necessity to have it amended” (Locke 168). Private individuals who feel oppressed by 
their government certainly have a right to resist that government and “to recover by 
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force what by unlawful force is taken from them” (Locke 208 ); but according to Locke, 
this would be a completely useless endeavor without the greater will of the people to 
back it up. The majority of the people may not, and will not, revolt until “they are 
persuaded...that their laws, estates, liberties, and lives are in danger” (Locke 209). As the 
laws tell Socrates, “You must either persuade [your city] or obey its orders” (Plato 51b). 
In Socrates’ case, he has not yet persuaded the men of Athens that the Athenian 
government is corrupt and that he has been wrongly convicted. If he were to leave the 
city now—an open act of rebellion against the laws, which say their commands must be 
obeyed—he would be revolting as one man only, without the consent of the majority.  

In the end, Socrates successfully convinces Crito that he cannot leave Athens, 
even though it means he will be executed unjustly. He argues that it would not be right 
if he, a private individual, broke the contract he made with the good laws of Athens by 
running away from his beloved city. Again, the laws themselves are blameless, but if he 
escaped their force, he would be saying, in effect, that their authority is null and void. 
Locke would agree with Socrates’ explanation of why he should not leave. In Locke’s 
eyes this would be a revolutionary act that lacked the necessary conditions to justify it. 
Not only would Socrates be breaching a freely made agreement with the just laws of 
Athens, he would also be acting as a private individual in pursuit of self-interest alone, 
not with the will of the majority of Athenians.  
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➺ Causes/effect, introductory paragraph only, younger writer  

Throughout Robert Bolt’s A Man for All Seasons, it is clear that Sir Thomas More, 
a lawyer and nobleman, is well connected in society. He is a good friend of the king 
himself, who seeks his counsel on many matters. He is well-respected by everyone as a 
man of intelligence who comprehends the law better than any of his peers and holds his 
own opinions close. More is also “known to be honest,” as King Henry VIII puts it (Bolt 
55). However, when Henry decides that he wants his marriage to Catherine of Aragon 
annulled so that he can marry Anne Boleyn, he resolves to make himself the supreme 
head of the Church of England to do so. Thomas More objects because he is a deeply 
religious man, loyal to the Roman Catholic Church and to the authority of its pope. 
Eventually Thomas refuses to sign an oath that all nobility and government officials are 
compelled to sign, the Oath of Supremacy. This Oath declares Henry the head of the 
Church of England. Intelligent and well-educated in matters pertaining to the law, 
Thomas knows exactly what to do to be true to his own conscience. He concludes that 
he has a way to avoid taking the oath, to avoid breaking any laws and yet still remain a 
loyal citizen of England. He resorts to the time-honored English common law that 
silence implies consent. He believes that by removing himself from any seat of power 
and by remaining silent, he can honor his conscience and his king, and this law will be 
his defense. And yet, despite the fact that Thomas does nothing criminally wrong, he is 
tried, found guilty, and executed by the close of the play. [the Roadmap] Thomas dies 
because of the weakness of other men who are ultimately concerned with their own 
self-interest. Because the Common Man cares more about his own safety than truth and 
justice, he collaborates with Thomas’ enemies. The Duke of Norfolk’s own internal 
division between his amoral pragmatism and his friendship with Thomas finally breaks 
towards his own self-interest. Richard Rich chooses to pursue a life of wealth and 
recognition instead of devotion to the truth, and, by doing so, he proves to be Thomas’ 
final destruction.  
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➺ Cause/effects, student has read only through Iliad, Book IX, older student 

By Book IX of Homer’s Iliad, the Greeks are in a sorrowful state. They are dying 
in droves at the hands of the Trojans who are on the brink of storming the Achaian 
camp and burning the Greek ships. The reason the Achaians are losing is their greatest 
warrior, Achilleus, son of Peleus, has withdrawn from the battle. He has withdrawn 
because Agamemnon dishonored him in front of all the Greeks by seizing his most 
treasured war-prize—a Trojan woman named Briseis. Now, on the edge of disaster, 
Agamemnon sends ambassadors to entreat Achilleus to return to the fight. Inexplicably, 
in their eyes, the warrior vehemently refuses and even threatens to pack his ships and 
sail home to his kingdom of Phthia. The ambassadors—crafty Odysseus, aged Phoinix, 
and huge Aias—retire defeated, wondering why their friend would ever reject 
Agamemnon’s generous offer of gold, women, lands, honor, and even the original war 
prize, Briseis. This rejection is rooted in more than just a desire for greater treasure. [the 
Roadmap] Achilleus harbors a mounting anger, initially touched off by 
Agamemnon’s offense,  that nearly severs him from any attachment he has to the 
battle. The effects of this anger are that he has withdrawn from the battle; he has begun 
to question whether fighting for glory, honor and possessions is even worth the risk of 
an early death; and he has, in the end, even rejected the appeals of the men he loves 
most. 

Achilleus’ anger stems from a threefold grievance: he has been fighting hard, 
suffering much and putting his life in jeopardy for the past ten years, all in a war in 
which he has no personal stake and with payments wholly insufficient for his efforts (in 
his eyes, at least). When he finally receives a thing he prizes, it is taken from him 
(Homer I, 152-167). When this last grievance is inflicted upon him by Agamemnon, it is 
the final straw for Achilleus. To him, not only has his most prized possession been 
wrongfully taken from him, his honor has gone with it. He decides at that moment that 
he will no longer serve an unjust king whose cause he does not share. Withdrawing 
angrily from the battle, he asks his mother Thetis, a minor goddess, to convince Zeus to 
curse the Achaians’ luck in battle. What is happening by Book IX is exactly what 
Achilleus wished would happen—the panic-stricken Greeks have been forced to retreat 
to their ships and are deeply regretting that they did not pay more respect to their 
greatest warrior (Homer I, 407-412). 

Once withdrawn from the fight, Achilleus has ample time to further ponder 
whether it would be worthwhile to ever rejoin his comrades-in-arms. For some of the 
same reasons he withdrew in the first place, he begins to consider a formerly 
unthinkable action—leaving Troy altogether and sailing home to Greece. After all, he 
does not get paid enough for sustaining the Achaians in victory; and what Achilleus 
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does receive for his troubles is stolen by the man who paid him in the first place—the 
king and leader of the expedition, Agamemnon. If this could happen once so arbitrarily, 
as it already has, it could happen again in the future should Achilleus decide to re-enter 
the battle. As for the honor that comes with the rewards of battle, Achilleus has begun 
to think that this too has little value. Every man dies regardless of whether he is brave 
or cowardly, has accomplished many deeds or nothing, has great honor or no honor at 
all. In the end, Achilleus begins to think that men “are all held in a single 
honor” (Homer IX, 319) and that honor holds no merit because fate treats all men alike. 
Achilleus is a prime example of this: The most honored warrior among the Achaians, he 
is fated by the gods to die young (Homer I, 417-418). Thus, Achilleus finds himself 
facing a choice laid on him by destiny: He can stay in the war against Troy and die 
young, having gained much glory and treasure; or he can depart from Troy with his 
men and his ships and sail home to live out a long life without glory. Achilleus reasons 
that if a man dies in battle, he can enjoy neither glory nor possessions. Neither could 
ever repay a man for his life. The second option increasingly seems the better choice to 
Achilleus. 

It is with this choice in mind that Achilleus receives the embassy sent by 
Agamemnon and his aged advisor Nestor. The old man has chosen wisely whom to 
send; for Odysseus, Phoinix, and Aias are the three Achaians dearest to Achilleus’ heart. 
Each of them in turn tries to convince the stubborn warrior to return to battle. Odysseus 
warns Achilleus that if he ignores the parting words of his father Peleus and does not 
curb his anger, he will have effectively caused the defeat of the Achaians. Odysseus also 
tries to arouse Achilleus’ pity for the Achaians and appeals to the side of the warrior 
that longs for glory and the rewards of battle. To this Achilleus responds that he cares 
no longer for honor, glory, and possessions if he must sacrifice his life in exchange. 
Phoinix appeals to Achilleus’ gentler side, his love for Phoinix, who has been like a 
father to him. The old man also warns Achilleus that if he refuses the entreaties of his 
friends, Achilleus will be arrogantly ignoring the spirits of Prayer, who will go to their 
father Zeus and have him send Ruin upon the man who does not respect them. To this 
appeal, the young man replies that since he loves Achilleus, Phoinix should wish to hurt 
the man who hates him, Agamemnon. Finally, Aias, speaking to Odysseus, but really 
making one last appeal to Achilleus, accuses Achilleus of being arrogant and implies 
that the Achaians thought more highly of Achilleus than he now merits. Achilleus 
replies that while he agrees with everything Aias and the other two ambassadors have 
said, his anger will not let him come to the aid of Agamemnon. As he puts it, “…All that 
you have said seems spoken after my own mind. Yet still the heart in me swells up in 
anger” (Homer IX, 645-646). 
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In Book IX of the Iliad, Agamemnon’s three main ambassadors to Achilleus find 
the great warrior in his tent. He is playing a beautiful lyre and singing epic ballads of 
ancient heroes’ fame to his best friend and kinsman, Patroklos. When the ambassadors 
entreat him to rejoin his brothers-in-arms and rescue the losing Greeks from ruin, 
Achilleus refuses every appeal. He withdrew in the first place because Agamemnon 
unjustly seized his beloved concubine Briseis and dishonored him in the presence of all 
of the Achaians. Having withdrawn, Achilleus concludes that all the warrior values of 
honor, fame, and treasure, those values that he has held dear for the past ten years, are 
of no consequence. After all, a man can enjoy neither possessions nor fame if he has 
died in battle as Achilleus knows is his fate if he remains at Troy. He has all but decided 
definitively to sail home, abandoning Troy and the dying Achaians, when the 
ambassadors arrive. Their offer of treasure is immense. Agamemnon has offered riches 
beyond measure, beautiful women (including Brisies) and great honor if Achilleus 
returns to aid the Achaians. Their appeals to Achilleus’ pity, love, godly fear, and honor 
are all to the warrior’s liking. However, he tells them that his anger is so deep, it will 
not permit him to rejoin the battle. The three ambassadors must return to Agamemnon, 
their mission unsuccessful. The warrior Diomedes comforts the king, assuring him that 
Achilleus will eventually fight again, but only in his own due time. If Achilleus is right, 
and a man can enjoy no fame if he leaves the battle and returns home, then Diomedes’ 
word must be fulfilled in the future; for the Iliad is a song about “the anger of Peleus’ 
son Achilleus and its devastation” (Homer I, 1-2). However, this question remains to be 
answered: What can convince Achilleus to put aside his anger at his destiny of an early 
death and compel him to rejoin the fight?  

© 2018 Cana Academy®                                                                                                                          142



➺ Compare/contrast, introductory paragraph only, long essay, older student 

In his Leviathan, Hobbes asserts that the natural condition of man is a condition 
of competition, violence and war and that men need to form a commonwealth for their 
own protection and for peace. While Locke does not believe that it is man’s natural 
condition to be at war, he does think that war is inevitable in the state of nature because 
some, few men are predatory and deprive others of their natural rights, particularly 
their property rights. The inability of men to fairly, effectively protect their property and 
their other rights and to enforce punishments in the state of nature ultimately drives 
men into the civil contract (Second Treatise of Civil Government). Both Hobbes and Locke 
recognize the need for a strong central government to preserve man. Hobbes argues 
that, “there must be some coercive power to compel men equally to the performance of 
their covenants” (Hobbes 4) because men are self-seeking, and they will not keep their 
covenants unless they fear some higher power. The commonwealth is that coercive 
power strong enough to force men to keep their covenants. Once the majority give their 
consent to the commonwealth, the commonwealth receives overwhelming power 
because men, concentrating their individual power in the hands of one, bestow on that 
one the greatest of coercive forces. Locke argues that the executive power of the 
commonwealth must be equipped with enough coercive power to cause people to obey 
it. Obedience to an authority without resort to coercion is “ridiculous to 
imagine” (Locke 7). But for Locke, the executive power itself must be subject to the 
supreme and “sovereign” authority of the legislature. Unlike Hobbes, Locke seeks to 
divide the two powers—executive and legislative—in order to preserve man’s freedom 
and property from the desires of a predatory monarch. Because they disagree on man’s 
condition in the state of nature, they have fundamental disagreements about how the 
commonwealth should be structured. While Hobbes believes that men are naturally, 
stubbornly engaged in dangerous competition with one another, Locke believes that 
men are naturally disposed to self-interested and ordered cooperation with one another. 
Because of this disagreement about the natural inclinations of men, Hobbes and Locke 
disagree on how burdensome the contract must be. [the Roadmap]  While Hobbes and 
Locke agree that the commonwealth must have a powerful executive, they disagree 
on its limitations. Hobbes argues that the commonwealth should have the power to 
control the religious doctrines of the people, but Locke believes this power should not 
belong to the commonwealth. While Hobbes states that  the power of the 
commonwealth should be absolute,  Locke argues that a tyranny is even worse than the 
state of nature from which the people have escaped in the first place by forming the 
commonwealth. What Hobbes is prescribing is equivalent to that tyranny. While 
Hobbes claims the commonwealth has the power to seize people’s property without 
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their consent, Locke maintains that the commonwealth cannot do this because the 
primary purpose of the political compact is to protect man’s natural right to his 
property against its seizure by others.  

© 2018 Cana Academy®                                                                                                                          144



➺ Parts, applied to an imaginative piece of literature, older student 

 In Sophocles’ Antigone, the daughter of Oedipus follows her conscience and 
honors her brother in burial. By this action, she wins her death, for she violates the 
decree of Creon, king of Thebes. Setting aside the question of whether she is right or 
wrong in choosing her conscience over the king’s will, Antigone’s actions transcend the 
normal standard of human behavior and are, therefore, great. Of all the citizens of 
Thebes, only Antigone possesses the greatness of character that moves her to honor the 
dead prince, her brother. When one considers Antigone’s youth, her isolation and her 
inexperience, it is hard to imagine that she could find within herself the character to 
stand before the entire population and its king and defy his will. [the Roadmap] The 
heritage of her father, Oedipus, has made Antigone a great woman beyond her years. 
Oedipus’ paternal legacy has bestowed on Antigone a stubborn attachment to justice, 
love and pride. These three traits dominate the characters of both the father and the 
daughter.  
 Oedipus’ legacy of justice has inspired Antigone to ignore the mortal laws of 
Creon. Even at the lowest point of his life, when the immensity of his crimes have first 
been revealed to him, Oedipus’ sense of justice holds firm. Ignoring the plaintive 
appeals of his wife and the warnings of the priest, Oedipus stubbornly pursues the 
truth of the cause of the plague besetting Thebes. He does this even when all signs point 
toward him. Ignoring his own desires and comfort, he demands that Creon punish him 
as any other criminal would be punished. Oedipus passes this sense of justice on to his 
daughter, Antigone. When faced with Creon’s dictate forbidding the burial of Oedipus’ 
older son, Antigone defies this mere human law in favor of a more eternal law, which 
demands that the dead should be buried. As Antigone resolutely explains, “I did not 
believe your [Creon’s] proclamation had such power...to override God’s ordinances, 
unwritten and secure” (Sophocles 448). Given the choice between mortal laws and 
immortal laws, Antigone chooses the latter, the super-human, the great. Her justice, 
legacy of her father’s line, guides her to this uncommon, god-like choice despite its 
perils. In this sense, Antigone’s patrimonial justice has led her to her greatness. 
 Throughout the first two plays of Sophocles’ Theban trilogy, Oedipus’ fierce love 
for his city and his daughters marks his character. It is love for his city and his desire to 
save it once again that drives him to what results in his own exposure and death. Even 
as he goes to his death, Oedipus speaks to his daughters of his perfect love for them. 
Antigone has inherited this indomitable love from her father. Love persuades her to 
wander in self-chosen exile as her father’s guide. Motivated by this same love, she dares 
to defy Creon and rescues the body of her dead brother. Even though the people of 
Thebes holds in their hearts a loyalty towards those of Oedipus’ line and honors 
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Antigone for her actions, only Antigone herself has the strength of love necessary to 
defy Creon’s precept. Without apparent regret, she moves against her uncle and rescues 
her brother’s body from the scavenging birds and beasts. She acts in love instead of in 
obedience and with greatness instead of in moderation. This heritage of love descends 
from her father and leads her to a similar heroic feat. 
 Finally, Antigone’s birthright of pride moves her to deny that Creon exercises 
power legitimately. Unarguably, pride is a poignant and dangerous factor in Oedipus’ 
character. His murder of a king, his father, and his denouncement of Apollo’s prophet 
both stem from his uncontrolled pride. Along with love and justice, Oedipus has 
bestowed his greatest failing, pride, on his daughter, Antigone. Unlike Oedipus, 
however, Antigone holds her pride somewhat in check as a result of her years of 
wandering and suffering as her father’s nurse. Although she does place some restraint 
on it, her pride moves her to refuse to acknowledge the authority and the power of 
Creon. As she is led to her living grave, Antigone cries out, “O my father’s city, in 
Theban land, O gods that sired my race...look on me… the last remnant of the old royal 
line” (Sophocles 1000). Since Creon claimed the throne on the basis of his blood-tie to 
the same royal line Antigone claims her death will end, Antigone clearly decries Creon’s 
right to the throne and to the power of the throne. No ordinary citizen would dare 
denounce Creon’s authority and power in such a way; only Antigone’s dominating 
sense of family pride permits her to speak with such authority. Thus, Oedipus’ legacy of 
regal pride has descended to Antigone and directs her to greatness. This is no ordinary, 
blushing young girl. This is a woman of royal importance.  
 Antigone’s patrimony guides her to greatness. Her inheritance of her father’s 
“savage spirit,” a spirit in which justice, love and pride dominate, distinguishes her 
from the common men of Thebes. Bloodlines alone do not make a man or woman great, 
however. Antigone’s own sister, Ismene, fails to act with such greatness, even though 
the blood of Oedipus runs through her veins as well. To be truly great, to transcend the 
human norm, a woman must live up to the greatness of her parents and “show [her]self 
as noble both in [her] nature and [her] birth” (Sophocles 42).  
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Writing 
Workshops





➺ Workshop 1: Learning to Edit for Clarity 
and Precision  

(Suitable for Levels I, II, & III)) 

⌘  Part I: Editing a piece of writing, group exercise 

Have the students work at editing a paragraph such as the following. Editing 
unnecessary words and phrases and substituting muscular verbs and evocative nouns 
not only yields a tighter paragraph, but it also leads to better thought. The student 
pressed to be more precise discovers a deeper understanding of Antonia’s suffering and 
a fuller expression of her character. The economy of expression also produces a more 
pleasing experience for the reader.  
Original: In her book, My Antonia by Willa Cather, a young fourteen-year-old Bohemian girl 
named Antonia makes a long move to the Nebraska prairie from Bohemia. Antonia’s family has 
one sister and two brothers. Unfortunately, the men in Antonia’s life often leave her in poverty. 
There are three times in her life when this hardship occurs. Antonia’s depressed father 
surprisingly commits suicide shortly after they move leaving Antonia’s family with virtually no 
income. Because Antonia was so very close to her father this affected her with grief the most.  
After her father’s death, Antonia is sent to different neighboring farms surrounding Black Hawk 
by her older brother Ambrosch to work as a hired hand for money. This gives her absolutely no 
time to herself as she constantly works hard to support her family. After a while Antonia is sent 
to work in a town called Black Hawk where she meets a young railroad conductor named Larry 
Donovan. In a short while Antonia runs off with Larry Donovan to Denver where his new job is 
and leaving her family and friends. Soon after, Donovan leaves Antonia alone in Denver with a 
child. Once again Antonia is left in poverty. In all these situations, the men in Antonia’s life 
leave her in poverty. 

Revised: In Willa Cather’s My Antonia, the fourteen-year-old Antonia travels with her family 
from Bohemia to the Nebraska prairie. As her life unfolds in the harsh conditions of prairie life, 
Antonia’s hardships are increased when she is abandoned first by her father and later by her 
fiancé. Unable to cope with the hardships of a prairie winter, Antonia’s father commits suicide, 
leaving her to be hired out to work neighboring farms in support of her family. When Antonia is 
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employed by the Harlings as maid and nanny, she engages herself to Larry Donovan, a railroad 
conductor. Leaving family and friends behind, Antonia hopes to begin a new life with him in 
Denver. Sadly, he abandons Antonia pregnant and unwed. She must return to Black Hawk and 
her family in shame. Despite the suffering Antonia endures, she retains her fierce and 
independent spirit. 

Multiple exercises in editing of this kind, especially when it is conducted on actual 
samples of student writing, is an extraordinarily useful practice for the students. It 
teaches them how to trim and economize for clarity in their own writing.  

⌘  Part II: Choosing more precise nouns, group 
exercise 

To prevent the excessive and confusing use of modifiers, the students will learn from 
this exercise how to write sentences using colorful nouns and robust verbs. The teacher 
and the students can expand on this exercise by producing their own lists of words on 
the board for discussion. 

● Have the students make a list of nouns: 

Examples: cup, house, hat, dog 

● Have the students add distinguishing adjectives to each noun: 

Examples: gleaming cup, small house, wool hat, little dog 

● Next see if they can transform these modified nouns into nouns that do not need 
modifiers: 

Examples: chalice, bungalow, beret, terrier 

Of course, the elimination of all adjectives all the time is not desirable. For example, it is 
hard to find a replacement for color using an unmodified noun, and color may be an 
important element of description for the reader. Remind the students that the goal here 
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is not to eliminate the use of all adjectives. Rather, the goal is greater clarity using nouns 
that paint more lively pictures.  

⌘  Part III: Choosing more precise verbs, group 
exercise  

● Have the students make a list of common verbs: 

Examples: run, walk, reply, decide, work 

● Have the students add adverbs to those verbs: 

Examples: run quickly, walk languidly, reply sharply, decide judicially, work 
hard 

● Finally, have the students find a verb that expresses the same thing as the verb-
adverb combination: 

Examples: sprint, saunter, retort, deliberate, labor (or toil) 

As with adjectives, not all adverbs should be eliminated. In fact, to do so in all cases 
would create nominalizations. The goal is clarity of expression, which is the product of 
both concision and precision. These kinds of exercises are meant to help the students see 
the beauty of the English language and its flexibility. This is a good opportunity to teach 
the students how to properly employ a thesaurus and a dictionary. 
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➺ Workshop 2: Brainstorming & Writing a 
Thesis, especially suitable for beginning 
writers 
   
(Group exercise on the board) 

Provide the students with a broader question based on the text the students are reading 
and discussing. Write it on the board with a blank in either the predicate or the subject 
as the question directs.  

Ex: What does Scout learn? Scout learns___________________. 

Have the students brainstorm on this question for five to ten minutes. Use a stopwatch. 

Direct them to read their brainstorms quietly, to make further notes, and to circle 
important or repeated ideas or words. This is a good opportunity for them to check 
information in their texts as needed.  

In their brainstorms, students will discover other questions. Have the students 
articulate some of these questions and write them on the board. The students can now 
discuss these questions together, and the teacher can keep a running list of them on the 
board.  

Ex: What does Scout mean when she says she and Jem have learned everything?  Did she learn 
the same things that Jem did?  Was their experience the same?  Was it different?  In what ways 
was it different or the same?  What led Scout to draw these conclusions? 

Have the students pick a question or a topic from what has been discussed and again 
brainstorm independently. The goal this time is to develop a provisional thesis.  

Ex: Seeing the failures of the justice system, Jem becomes cynical while Scout learns that people 
are not always what they seem to be.  

Have the students put their theses up on the board to discuss whether the thesis is 
plausible and arguable. Have the class check for a focused subject and predicate and a 
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unified statement. This thesis could result in a compare/contrast essay. Point this out to 
the students. If the students do not wish to employ the compare/contrast tool of 
development, they should be instructed to modify the thesis so that it deals with either 
Jem’s or Scout’s attitude.  

The students need not write an essay at the conclusion of this exercise. This is an 
exercise that aims at imparting knowledge of how to brainstorm toward a thesis. It is a 
good idea to run the students through multiple exercises of this kind to habituate them 
toward fruitful brainstorming. Brainstorming is difficult for students because it requires 
thinking. These group projects serve to alleviate some of the fears that accompany 
thinking.  
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➺ Workshop 3: Brainstorming to Theses & 
Supporting Arguments  

(Timed group exercise) 

Remind the students that the writing process is sometimes messy. It mirrors our 
thinking and does not always move forward in a linear fashion. Theses and supporting 
arguments are almost always provisional at first, so it is best not to become attached to a 
definite thesis too early in the writing process. This exercise is a bit like gesture drawing 
in art exercises. The goal is to get some thoughts on paper quickly, moving the mind to 
greater creativity by the application of speed. It is most productive to make this a timed 
exercise; a timer helps the students focus. However, make clear it is not a test; it is a 
creative exercise. This should be a rigorous but enjoyable exercise for the students.  

Begin by giving the students a list of relevant topics. Choose enough topics to keep the 
students under the pressure of time since that is what aids them in this thinking 
exercise. Have them first focus the topic if necessary and have them provide a predicate 
for each topic. Some example topics that can be given to the students:   

● Odysseus, Telemakhos, Penelope, Kalypso, the gods, Athene 

Have the students convert three of the above to more focused topics: 

● The time Odysseus spends at Phaikaia’s court…  
● Telemakhos’ boyhood… 
● The gods of the Iliad… 

Next, have them work at providing definite predicates for a focused topic using focused 
subjects from above. 

● …marks the beginning of his return home. 
● …ends when he receives Athene’s exhortation. 
● …intervene to accomplish their own private ends at the expense of the 

individual warriors. 
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Some students may want to first go through the whole list, focusing each topic and 
starting at the beginning again to predicate something to the now focused topic. Others 
will want to tackle both focusing and providing a predicate for each topic before 
moving on to the next. The students should choose whichever way works best for them. 
Encourage them to keep moving through the list; if they get stuck, they should move to 
the next topic. The element of speed encourages creativity. Again, we recommend the 
use of a timer. 

The teacher should have the students write their two favorite theses on the board so 
that the class can evaluate them. The discussion should focus on the plausibility of the 
claim and whether it is arguable; the direction of the thesis, whether it is too focused or 
not focused enough; and whether it is unified. The students can explain and defend 
their claims and gain some input for further investigation and refinement. The teacher 
and the class should be positive and encouraging in their remarks. The teacher must 
strive to give the students the sense that they have thoughts worth developing; even 
those students slower to grasp the material have something to say. The teacher should 
erase each one before moving to the next. 

Now, have the students independently sort through their brainstorms to find the 
threads of thought that led them to conclude those theses. Have them list them as 
possible supports. Put the theses and the supporting evidence on the board for class 
discussion and evaluation. 

For maximum benefit, each step of this exercise should be shared for class discussion. 
This exercise does not need to result in an essay, and sometimes removing that 
consideration frees the students to think and write without anxiety. 
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➺ Workshop 4: Developing a Thesis Using 
Different Tools  

(Group exercise on the board) 

This exercise illustrates the development of a thesis statement using three different tools 
of development. Remind the students that these tools can develop even the simplest 
thesis into something significant. The language of development leads the students to 
deeper thinking. Additionally, it is good for the students to see the importance of 
choosing the right tool for the job.   

Have the students provide some simple theses. 

Example: 

● Oedipus is a great leader.  
● Oedipus possesses the characteristics of a mighty king.  
● Oedipus rescues Thebes from disaster.  

Next, have the students develop each one of the three theses using three different tools. 
For the first round, take the weakest thesis (e.g., Oedipus is a great leader) so that the 
students can be assured that even simple ideas can become important. Elicit the claims 
below each tool of development from the students.  
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Example: 

● Thesis: Oedipus is a great leader. 

Next, encourage the use of strong verbs and work through each tool. 

Example:  

● Thesis: Oedipus is a great leader.  

Using parts, the students write three sentences that illuminate the elements of his 
leadership. 

● From the moment he attains the crown, he governs with authority.  
● He puts confidence in his immense abilities.  
● Rather than passively waiting out the plague, he proactively seeks the truth in 

order to care for his city. 

Example:  

● Thesis: Oedipus is a great leader.  

Using process (see above chart), the students write three sentences that illustrate how 
Oedipus leads. 

PARTS PROCESS EFFECTS

strong personality (by) persisting rescues Thebes from the 
Sphinx

confident (by) asking for advice uncovers the truth

proactive (by) taking action goes into exile to save 
Thebes
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● Despite grave personal danger, he stubbornly persists in his search for the truth 
regarding the cause of the plague. 

● He frequently seeks advice from others.  
● He takes unhesitating action when he discovers the truth even though it means 

his own destruction. 

Example:  

● Thesis: Oedipus is a great leader.  

Using effects (see above chart), the students write three sentences that provide effects of 
his leadership. 

● Upon his earliest arrival at Thebes, he rescues the city from the Sphinx.  
● Even when his own interests are at stake, he exposes the cause of the plague.  
● He humbly accepts the judgment of Creon.  

For students to see the effectiveness of this exercise, it is worthwhile to work through at 
least two examples. In fact, regular drilling on this kind of exercise gives the students 
tremendous confidence.  
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➺ Workshop 5: An Exercise in Focusing  

(Group exercise on the board) 

The goal of focusing theses sentences is to lead the students to greater clarity. The 
analogy of binoculars helps here. Binoculars focus the viewer’s attention so that distant 
details can be observed. Even though binoculars serve this purpose of magnification, 
the result is also expansive because this clarified vision allows the viewer to see more 
deeply and widely. This is what we are aiming for in focusing theses: While focusing 
aims at precision and clarity, we want the experience to enlarge the scope of a student’s 
thinking, not simply narrow it. Often it is the subject that needs to be more precise and 
the predicate that needs to be enlarged.  

The teacher should put the following theses up on the board, one at a time. Utilizing the 
prompts below, the teacher then leads the students through a discussion and workshop 
that aims to produce better theses. 

● Thesis: Abraham Lincoln was a good president.  

What is wrong with this thesis?  What would be a better thesis?  Try focusing the subject 
by thinking about Lincoln’s character. What is it about the man that leads one to call 
him good? Try focusing the predicate by enlarging the meaning of good. Would 
everyone call him a good president?  As you look closely at the evidence for this thesis, 
is “good” the best word to describe what you have discovered?  As you look closely at 
the evidence for this thesis, do any specific characteristics of Lincoln begin to emerge?  
Do any of these characteristics help focus your subject? 

● Thesis: Huckleberry Finn makes the right decision when he helps Jim escape to freedom.  

What is wrong with this thesis?  What is right about it?  (In this case, the evaluative 
judgment of “right decision” may take the student too far outside the text.)  Is there 
enough here to develop into an essay?  Does the focus on one event limit the scope of 
what could be said about Huck?  By focusing on this one decision, what do we discover 
about Huck?  Does that insight help us understand Huck better?  What can we say 
about Huck now? 
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● Thesis: Scout grows in maturity because of her father’s advice. 

Is there anything wrong with this thesis?  Could it be better?  Did anything or anyone 
else contribute to Scout’s growth? What specific advice did Atticus give Scout that 
proved formative?  What exactly does growth in maturity look like in Scout? 

● Thesis: In My Antonia, Willa Cather gives the reader examples of how not to live. 

What is wrong with this thesis?  Is there anything right about it?  How can the negative 
be eliminated?  Does this generate a better thesis?  What happens if we take the author’s 
name out of the thesis?  
  
● Thesis: Madison provides the budding republic with an argument for federal democracy 

in The Federalist Papers.  

What is wrong with this thesis?  Is the predicate something that can be supported in one 
essay?  What might be a better one?  What exactly does he argue in The Federalist Papers 
that supports federalism?  What is federalism? 
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➺ Workshop 6: Imitation 
An excellent way to learn to write beautifully is through imitation. Over the years, we 
have observed that our students’ writing grows in sophistication and clarity when they 
are reading increasingly beautiful, mature literature. We have also noticed that our 
students often unconsciously mimic the style of the writers they are reading. In 
addition, we have observed that those students who struggle the most with written 
expression are often students who have not been exposed to a rich body of literature; 
English seems almost a second language in these cases. Becoming a good writer 
requires extensive reading.  

For these reasons, we encourage teachers to adopt a rich selection of texts that tax the 
students’ reading capabilities. We also suggest reading aloud to the students. Finally, 
when teaching grammatical principles and even principles of style, we encourage 
imitation of the masters. We offer this exercise in that spirit. The teacher may choose to 
use different modeling sentences, but this is an example of the kind of imitation we use.  

First, have the students identify the basic elements of the sentence (main independent 
clause, prepositional phrases, adjectives and adverbs, etc.). This should be followed by a 
discussion of the overall structure of the sentence and how each element deepens the 
nature of the whole. It works best if the teacher allows the students to identify the 
elements of the sentence through diagramming.  

Secondly, instruct the students to pen their own sentences in imitation of the structure 
just discussed. 

Begin with something easy and move to more complicated sentence structures as the 
students become comfortable with phrases and clauses. 

When the students have had some practice at imitation, have them present their own 
favorite sentences and imitations for the class. It is a fun, exciting exercise.  
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⌘  Part I: Imitation Using Compound Subjects   

Encourage the students to notice that compounding subjects (adding more than one 
subject to the sentence) creates a rhythm that picks up in speed, culminating in a 
predicate. This accumulation of images creates a kind of breathless excitement or 
anticipation. 

Ex: “The rapture of Lydia on this occasion, her adoration of Mrs. Forster, the delight of Mrs. 
Bennet, and the mortification of Kitty, are scarcely to be described” (Austen, 172). 

Step 1: Have the students identify the main clause:  

Rapture, adoration, delight and mortification are scarcely to be described. 

Step 2: Have the students try their hand, first using simple subjects and then adding 
appropriate adjectives.  

Ex: Excitement, anticipation, contentment and gladness... had never before been known.  

With adjectives: Such excitement of the young ones as the special day arrived, the eager 
anticipation of the older aunts and uncles, the peaceful contentment of mother and father and 
the relieved gladness of the doctor upon the safe arrival of the twins had never been known 
before to this family that had suffered so much. 

The students may also notice that in the sentence penned by Austen, the last in the 
series of subjects stand in sharp contrast to the feeling described in the other subjects: 
rapture, adoration and delight vs. mortification. The students could try now to mimic 
that addition. 

Ex: Such excitement of the young ones as the day to move arrived, the eager anticipation of 
the older aunts and uncles, the peaceful contentment of the mother and father and the jealous 
disappointment of the neighbors at the newcomers’ sudden good fortune had never been 
known before in this sleepy little village. 
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⌘  Part II: Imitation Using Compound Predicates 

Compounding subjects sometimes leads to compounding predicates as well. Have 
students identify the main independent clause containing a compound subject and 
compound predicate. Again, students can simply imitate this main clause without 
adding any modifiers. 

Ex: “Hazel’s anxiety and the reason for it were soon known to all and felt by all 
equally” (adapted from Adams 188). 

Step 1: Have the students identify the main clause:  
  
Anxiety and reason were known and felt. 

Step 2: Have the students first imitate the main clause.  

Ex: Grief and resentment flowed and gathered strength.  

Step 3: Now, add the modifiers: 

Sharp grief and bitter resentment flowed through the crowd of mourners and gathered 
strength with each melancholy sigh.  

  

 ⌘  Part III: Imitation Using Compound Sentences 

Following the same steps from the previous examples, students should practice 
compounding sentences. Be sure to remind them of the punctuation rules that govern 
compound sentence use. 

Ex: “A man may die, nations may rise and fall, but an idea lives on” (John Kennedy). 

Step 1: Find the 3 main independent clauses.  

A man may die. Nations may rise and fall. An idea lives on. 
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Step 2: Have the students offer a simple imitation of the clause.  

The sun was shining, the breeze was cool, and it was a perfect day for a swim.  

 ⌘  Part IV: Imitation Using Prepositional Phrases 

Using prepositional phrases in one’s writing increases the descriptive power of the 
sentence. As young students learn prepositions, encourage them both to notice them in 
their reading and to use them in their writing. 

Ex: “Starkly out of place in a town of square-faced stores and deep-roofed houses, the Maycomb 
jail was a miniature Gothic joke…” (Lee 201). 

Step 1: Find the main clause.  

The Maycomb jail was a miniature Gothic joke. 
  
Step 2: Find the prepositional phrases. 

out of place, in a town, of square-faced stores and deep roofed houses 

Step 3: Imitate. 

Abruptly out of nowhere, over the sharp edge of the horizon and its shimmering waters, the 
sailing ship was a mysterious, shadowy specter.  

⌘  Part V: Imitation Using Complex Sentences 

Complex sentences communicate complicated thoughts. Learning how to employ them 
properly is exciting. A complex sentence contains at least one independent clause and 
one or more dependent clauses. 
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Ex: “Until the appearance of the swell, many of the men had struggled for months not to let hope 
creep into their minds”  (Lansing 119). 

Step 1: Identify the independent clause and the dependent adverb clause in the above 
example. 

many had struggled, until the appearance of the swell 

Step 2: Write a complex sentence (one independent clause + one dependent adverb 
clause) using a subordinating conjunction in imitation of the passage above. Some 
commonly used subordinating conjunctions for adverb clauses: after, although, as, 
because, before, if, once, since, unless, until, when, whenever, whether, while 

With every click of her pen, some of the proctor’s patience had eroded until he could no longer 
keep his temper.  

The following selection is more complicated, and the imitation will not strictly follow 
the pattern provided. It is adapted to the content as needed. 

Ex: “Presently, as I looked with satisfaction about our comfortable sitting-room, it flashed upon 
me that if Mr. Shimerda’s soul were lingering about in this world at all, it would be here, in our 
house, which had been more to his liking than any other in the neighborhood”  (Cather 66). 

Step 1: Find the main clause. 

It flashed upon me that it would be here. 

Step 2: Find the adverbs and the adverbial phrases.  

presently, with satisfaction, about our comfortable sitting-room, upon me, about in this world, at 
all, in our house, in the neighborhood 

Step 3: Find the adjectives and adjective phrases.  

our, comfortable, Mr. Shimerda’s, our, which had been more to his liking, than any other in the 
neighborhood 

Discuss how each element adds to the beauty of the sentence. 
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Step 4: Try to outline the sentence for imitation and then fill in the blank spaces. This 
exercise will not be as tight as some of the earlier examples since the sentence structure 
is quite complicated. 

(adverb)              , as (noun/pronoun + verb)                 (adverb phrase)                 
(adverb phrase)                , (noun/pronoun/verb)                (adverb phrase)             
that if (noun/pronoun + verb)                (adverb)               (adverb phrase)             
(adverb phrase)                      (noun/pronoun, verb)                     (adverb)               
(adverb phrase)                   (adjective clause)                  (adjective phrase)                   . 

Loose Imitation: Then, as she looked with love upon the brutalized body of her beloved brother, 
Antigone understood with moral clarity what she must do, and her inherited independence drew 
her to a course of action that would set in motion her own unjust death. 

⌘  Part VI: Imitation Using Varying Sentence Length 

Have the students work on varying the length of their sentences. The following passage 
is from Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea:  

“He took all his pain and what was left of his strength and his long gone pride and he put it 
against the fish’s agony and the fish came over onto his side and swam gently on his side, his bill 
almost touching the planking of the skiff and started to pass the boat, long, deep, wide, silver and 
barred with purple and interminable in the water” (Hemingway 93). 

While Hemingway dispenses with conventional rules for commas, students trying to 
lengthen their sentences need to use appropriate punctuation. 

Loose Imitation: She put aside her doubts and what remaining fears and memories of 
disappointment plagued her heart and weighed them against the inaction that threatened to 
destroy her family if she failed to act. She rose to greet the king.  
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