Homework 2-6-A

Angling Your Writing as You Draft

Writers, in her memoir Little by Little, Jean Little wrote one scene about her first day in a new school. It happened in April, when all the children already knew each other. Jean was struggling because of her poor vision, which made her different from the other children. At the end of the scene she tells us what she wanted to show most of all. She wrote: “I was gradually learning that if you were different, nothing good about you mattered. And I had not really understood, until now, that I was different” (p. 36). 

Read the first part of this scene, and notice and mark up ways Jean angled her writing. In fact, every part of the scene brings out her stated intention. Listen.

“This is Jean Little,” my new teacher told the class. She led me to a desk.

“This is Pamela, Jean,” she said, smiling at the girl in the desk next to mine. I smiled at her, too.

Pamela’s cheeks got pink. She looked away. I thought I knew what was wrong. She was shy. I sat down and waited for lessons to start. I was glad that reading was first.

When it was my turn to read out loud, I held the book up to my nose as usual. The other children giggled. The teacher hushed them. Then she turned to me.

“Are those your reading glasses?” she asked.

I was not sure. I snatched the glasses off and switched. But I still had to hold my book so close that my nose brushed against the page. Everybody stared. Nobody noticed my good reading.

That afternoon when the teacher left the room, Monica pointed at me.

“Look!” she crowed. “She’s got black all over her nose!”

I clapped my hand to my face. The class burst into peals of laughter. They only broke off when the child nearest the door hissed, “Shh! She’s coming.” 

After you have learned from Jean Little’s craftsmanship, take time to think again about what it is that you most want to show in your story. If you haven’t made a timeline of your story, do so now and if you’ve made one already, try another draft. Be sure your timeline brings out what the story is mainly about. If you are writing about an early morning fishing trip, and you want to show your closeness with your dad, your timeline will feature the things you and your dad did and said and felt. If you really want to show the impatience you felt, just waiting and waiting and waiting for a nibble on the end of your line, then your timeline of events will reflect this.”

In this example from Rie, notice how she identifies what it is that makes this small episode matter to her. [Go to Students’ Writing on CD-ROM for Figs. VI-4 and VI-5]

Homework 2-6-B

Imagining Angles for Your Seed Idea

Did you know that on a movie set there are many cameras in different positions? Each camera views the scene from a different angle. Then, later in the day, the director and his or her assistants look at all the angles they’ve filmed to choose the one that best shows each part of what they want to say in each scene. 

Did you know that writers also consider different angles when they write stories in order to make sure they are writing exactly what they want to say? If I’m writing a story about the time that I rode my brand new bike over the obstacle course the teenagers made in the construction zone down our street. There were jumps and moguls and sharp turns. The thing I really want to say in this story is that I did it to be cool in front of the big kids, but showing off wasn’t worth it because I got a flat tire and the big kids ended up ignoring me anyway.

Here are some angles I could write about if I really think about the scene:

The before-the-ride stuff: how slowly I rode over to the obstacle course, how I could hear my dad telling me not to do it, how I could imagine the teenagers telling me I was cool

The way it felt to go over the course, what I was thinking and feeling on each mogul, each jump, each turn

About when I noticed kids gathering to watch…and how I lost my concentration because I was trying to see who was there

About the things that happened after I finished the course, how the big kids all left without even saying, “good job,’ to me and nobody helped me patch my tire.

When I look at these angles, I think the last one will help me say what I really want to say in this piece. 

Tonight, think about your seed and imagine the different angles you could use. List them and then star the ones that you think will help you say what you really want to say in your piece.

Homework 2-6-C

Choosing a Story Angle: “What Am I Really Trying to Say?”

One of the most important lessons writers learn is that once they choose a story to write about, they can angle the story in many different ways. For example, when I write about the time I dropped my tray in the lunchroom and my food spilled all over, there are many different angles I could use:

How embarrassed I felt when the cafeteria got quiet and all eyes were on me

How I don’t like to be the center of attention

How I spilled the tray because I was rushing to sit next to Lauren before Eva got there

How I wasn’t paying attention to what I was doing because I was so focused on getting to Lauren before Eva could get there

In order to choose the angle, a writer needs to think, “What am I really trying to say in this piece, and how am I going to do it?”

Tonight for homework, you’ll want to give your seed idea some thought by asking yourself that same question: “What am I really trying to say in this piece and how am I going to do it?” Think about why the story is important to you or what the really important thing is about the story. 

