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TITLE:

Writing Style: Rewriting and Improving Sentences 

GRADE LEVEL:
AP English IV

TEKS English IV Standards:

§110.46 (b)  Knowledge and skills.

(1)  Writing/purposes. The student writes in a variety of forms. The student is expected to:

(E)  employ precise language to communicate ideas clearly and concisely; and

(F)  organize ideas in writing to ensure coherence, logical progression, and support for ideas.

(2)  Writing/writing processes. The student uses recursive writing processes when appropriate. The student is expected to:

(D)  use varied sentence structure to express meanings and achieve desired effect;

(F)  use effective sequences and transitions to achieve coherence and meaning;

(3)  Writing/grammar/usage/conventions/spelling. The student relies increasingly on the conventions and mechanics of written English, including the rules of usage and grammar, to write clearly and effectively. The student is expected to:

(B)  demonstrate control over grammatical elements such as subject-verb agreement, pronoun-antecedent agreement, verb forms, and parallelism;

(C)  compose increasingly more involved sentences that contain gerunds, participles, and infinitives in their various functions . . .

TIME FRAME FOR

This lesson plan is geared toward a 75-minute class, which 

TEACHING:
is a common class-length at schools with block schedule.  The rough breakdown is as follows:


10 min: Warm-up


30 min: Lesson (modeling and guided practice)


35 min: Individual in-class work

GOAL:
Students will learn techniques for improving their writing style at the sentence level.

OBJECTIVES:
12th grade AP English students:

1) When presented with pairs of sentences which contain redundant subjects, verbs, or predicates, will combine the two sentences to make a single, well-written sentence;

2) When presented with pairs of related sentences, will combine the two, either as independent clauses joined by a coordinating conjunction or as a complex sentence (one independent clause and one or more subordinate clauses);

3) When presented with pairs of sentences, the second of which begins with the pronoun “this,” will join the second sentence to the first as a subordinate clause that begins with “which”;

4) When presented with sentences containing vague pronoun references, will rewrite the sentences either to eliminate or to clarify the vague pronouns;

5) Will use appropriate subordinating techniques to improve sentence style and variation; and

6) When presented with sample sentences for which a rewriting technique has not been explained, will attempt to deduce the technique and apply it to the sample sentences.

RESOURCES:

Photocopies of Chapter 33 from:


Carter, Bonnie and Craig Skates.  Exercises to Accompany The Rinehart Handbook for Writers.  4th Ed.  Fort Worth: Harcourt, 1996.

Photocopies of a list of subordinating conjunctions.


Overhead with sample sentences on transparencies.


Paper and pens/pencils for students.

WARM UP:
When students enter the classroom, a warm-up activity will be on the overhead.  They will be instructed to rewrite three pairs of sentences to improve the writing style.  They are to use any technique they find appropriate.  They will have 10 minutes, after which we will go over their answers as a class.


Combine the following pairs of sentences into one sentence in order to improve the style:

1. A serious athlete must maintain a strict physical regimen.  He or she must also maintain a strict mental discipline.

2. Reading a good daily newspaper will help you stay informed.  Reading a good weekly news magazine will help you stay informed.

3. Honey Island Swamp once served as a hideout for pirates and bandits.  The swamp was also a hideout for bootleggers and their whiskey stills.

PROCEDURES AND 
After we go over the warm-up activity and talk about the

ACTIVITIES – 
technique we used to combine those sentences, I will teach

MODELING BY THE
the class several other techniques.  We will alternate 

TEACHER:
between teacher modeling and guided practice.  I will demonstrate how to combine the following sentences and explain the techniques:

1. The boat circled back.  It dropped anchor.  (The two sentences should be combined to make a complex sentence.  There is a sequence of events – first, the boat circled back, then it dropped anchor.  So it should be rewritten, “After the boat circled back, it dropped anchor.”  “After” is a subordinating conjunction.)

2. Fireworks produce colorful displays of light and sound.  Firecrackers produce monotonous noise.  (These two sentences compare fireworks to firecrackers.  The first sentence says something positive about fireworks, and the second sentence says something negative about firecrackers; therefore, the two things are being compared.  The sentences could be rewritten: “Whereas fireworks produce colorful displays of light and sound, firecrackers merely produce monotonous noise.”  “Whereas” is a subordinating conjunction which indicates comparison.)

3. The model ships were not just matchsticks glued together.  They were tiny, ornate, meticulous creations.  (The second sentence amplifies or provides more information about the first sentence; therefore, they can be connected with a colon: “The model ships were not just matchsticks glued together: they were tiny, ornate, meticulous creations.”)

4. The bird-watchers all had binoculars hanging from their necks.  The bird-watchers climbed hills and splashed through the swamps in search of the black-throated green warbler.  (Both sentences contain the subject “the bird-watchers.”  This redundancy should be eliminated by combining the two sentences.  However, it would still be cumbersome to simply create a compound predicate.  The better choice would be a form of subordination.  The predicate of the first sentence can be transformed into a descriptive phrase: “With binoculars hanging from their necks, the bird-watchers climbed hills and splashed through the swamps in search of the black-throated green warbler.”)

5. Lincoln rode into Springfield on April 15, 1837.  He carried all he owned in his saddlebags.  (Like the previous sentence, the subjects are redundant.  Also, the predicate of the second sentence may be transformed into a descriptive phrase: “Carrying all he owned in his saddlebags, Lincoln rode into Springfield on April 15, 1837.”)

6. Gardeners can buy software.  This supplies such information as when, where, and what to plant in particular areas.  (“This” is a vague pronoun reference, in that it would normally be used as a demonstrative pronoun: “Is anyone using this pen?”  In general, it should not be used alone.  In this pair of sentences, “this” can be replaced with “which” in order to subordinate the second sentence to the first: “Gardeners can buy software which supplies such information as when, where, and what to plant in particular areas.”)

PROCEDURES AND
After I demonstrate a technique with one or more pairs of 

ACTIVITIES – 

sentences, I will guide the students through several more

GUIDED PRACTICE:
pairs of sentences so they can practice the technique.  I will 

present each pair on the overhead and ask the class for input on how to rewrite the sentences.  I will make an effort to use redirecting in order to get more students involved.  I will also prompt students to tell me why they suggested a particular change so they will have the opportunity to rephrase the technique in their own words.

PROCEDURES AND
When 30 minutes remain in class, I will halt the guided

ACTIVITIES – 

practice so the students can practice on their own.  They

INDEPENDENT 

will complete the remaining pairs of sentences that relate

PRACTICE: 
to the techniques we learned in class (Exercises1 and 2.)  I will walk around the room to answer questions and look at their work.  If they complete the first two exercises, they can begin their homework, which is described in the next section.  This in-class work will go into their binders under the “Grammar, punctuation, and usage” tab.  

HOMEWORK:
The students will complete selections I have marked in the remaining 16 Exercises in the photocopied packet.  These exercises will be due in three days.  Each exercise has some directions for revision but does not include examples of particular techniques.  Since these are AP students, I want them to deduce the needed techniques on their own.  Since I have already demonstrated and helped them practice some techniques already, they should have the general idea.  The act of discovering rules and techniques on their own through trial-and-error is a higher-order activity on a couple of levels (application, analysis, and possibly synthesis.)  In addition to the rewritten sentences, I will ask them to write out the techniques/rules they have discovered.  I will grade this assignment for completion and effort; however, we will go over the homework in class on the day it is due and will discuss the techniques.  The students will then be responsible for these techniques on a unit test.

FIELD REPORT

I taught this lesson to my co-worker, Melissa.  Although I wrote this lesson plan with 12th grade AP English students in mind, it was also appropriate for Melissa.  She is working to improve her writing skills so she can become a better legal assistant.  This lesson was a good challenge for her and will come in handy whenever she writes letters or legal documents.

This lesson is also very appropriate for a 12th grade AP English class.  The TEKS standards, for example, call for students to “employ precise language to communicate ideas clearly and concisely” and “use varied sentence structure to express meanings and achieve desired effect.”  More important than simply meeting “the standards”, however, is the benefit students will gain by learning to pay attention to the way they write and think of the effect their words will have on the intended audience.  These skills will come in handy in their personal and professional lives.  They will learn to avoid ambiguity and misunderstanding in their written communication and will learn to employ language for specific rhetorical effect.  By writing more correctly and with better style, they will make a better impression on others, be more persuasive, and elicit greater sympathy.  This unit is useful and appropriate to all people, and I intend to teach it in one form or another to each of my classes.

The sequence was good, as far as it went, but I will rewrite the lesson in the future to begin with simpler techniques and group similar techniques together.  I will also begin with a class discussion about why good writing style is important to learn.  My goal is for each student to have a clear idea of how good writing will benefit him or her.  I also would like to teach this unit at least 1/3 of the way into the school year so the students have a number of writing samples they can edit with the techniques I teach them.

Taking the sequence as is, I believe the objectives were clear and specific enough that a substitute reasonably conversant with English grammar could teach this lesson.  They also provide specific objectives that can be effectively assessed for mastery.  For example, if I provide students with a paragraph on a test which they must rewrite, I can point to specific techniques they used or failed to use.  Grading will also be easier because I will be able to assign a set number of points to each error they must correct.  The objectives also make it clear that “writing style”, to some extent, can in fact be broken down into manageable, teachable components.  This will help me to rebut anyone who claims style cannot be taught.

This particular lesson is aligned with a larger unit on writing style.  This unit would follow a refresher on grammar and would be composed of lessons on word choice, eliminating flabby writing, sentence variation, emphasis, transitions, and so forth.  Students will learn to improve their writing at the word level, the sentence level, and the paragraph level.  This lesson works on issues at the sentence level, including redundancies, vague pronoun references, and subordination.  The techniques related to these issues will greatly improve the students’ writing style.  They will see rapid improvement in the quality of their writing and will learn to seek out ambiguities and other problems that impede understanding and flow.  

My procedures are well-suited for the subject.  The focus on individual techniques, such as different forms of subordination, makes the problem of “writing style” more manageable.  Teacher modeling of techniques, followed by guided practice, followed by individual practice will help students quickly gain a hold on the material.  When I taught this lesson to my co-worker, she did in fact catch on pretty quickly.  Once she became accustomed to looking at sentences critically, she was able not only to learn the techniques I taught but also to come up with techniques of her own.  Because she has so many difficulties with writing, I am very satisfied with her progress and feel this lesson plan will be accessible for students in a wide range of ability.

Guided discovery might be a preferable method in that students would construct more of their own understanding; however, the volume of material in this unit necessitates a faster route.  Also, the homework gives students an opportunity to discover techniques on their own after I put them on the right track in class.  Alternatively, I could progress through the material more quickly by simply lecturing on the techniques and demonstrating them in class, then requiring the students to practice the techniques outside of class for homework.  I could give them a handout with samples that would aid them on their homework.  I like this option and may end up using it instead of the one I used.  I might also consider beginning each division (word-level, sentence-level, paragraph-level) with the procedure I used in this lesson, then use direct instruction for the remaining lessons.

The materials were minimally adequate, but I think including a number of additional handouts would help students do their homework and study for the unit test.  The handouts would also be a good reference for them to keep in the front of their notebooks.  I did use a handout with a list of subordinating conjunctions, which was very helpful to my student, but I would also include a handout that describes each technique covered in class, together with sample applications.  Other handouts could cover relevant grammar/usage issues such as conjunctions, pronouns/antecedents, and so forth.

The learning environment was adequate.  We sat on opposite sides of my desk, as we often do when we work on projects together.  I would have preferred, however, a traditional classroom environment with an overhead projector.  As it was, we shared a copy of the exercises and ended up passing it back and forth.  My lesson plan actually does call for an overhead, and when I teach this class “for real,” I intend to have each pair of sentences on a separate transparency for easy viewing and marking.

Overall, I believe this lesson was a success.  My student, who is not as advanced in her writing skills as 12th grade AP English students typically are, learned and applied the material satisfactorily.  I anticipate good results with this unit in the classroom.
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