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Foreword – how to use this book?





I have always loved teaching creative writing, but the truth is that for the first few years of my career I wasn’t very good at it. I would read fantastic books to my class and then feel frustrated when the writing they produced didn’t match my ambition. What I know now – and I wish I’d known then – is that you have to teach writing. And the only way to teach it well is by modelling, modelling, modelling. When I finally moved to quality direct instruction and lots of shared writing, I discovered that my students writing rapidly improved. The more I focused on sentence work, the more they were infused with these sentence patterns and started to replicate them in their own writing.


As teachers, we know that students who read a lot have a bank of internally stored sentence structures to draw on, but what about those students who need this to be more explicitly taught? From this question, my obsession with crafting great sentences grew and I spent hours scrolling through the internet trying to find books and blogs that had compiled sentence patterns. To my surprise, I struggled to find what I was looking for, and this is how the idea for this book was formed.


I started to compile and collect sentences from books I had read. It became an obsession. For months, the ideas on the page were lost as I poured over the writer’s construction. In this book, I’ve collected some of my favourite examples to guide aspiring writers and teachers of writing. I hope that they are helpful.


The chapters are set out into the different domain areas for narrative writing (e.g. action, setting the scene, character description, etc.). All sentences found in story writing will fall under one of these categories. At points when writing a story, you will want to add action; sometimes you will want to slow down and highlight sensory details or reveal thoughts and feelings; or add dialogue. I have categorised my sentence structures under these domain areas so that when reaching an action scene or needing to write some dialogue, you can dip into this book and quickly find sentence structures to teach. These sentence domains can also be used to plan out paragraphs or whole scenes. For example:




	An action sentence to put my character in peril.



	A sensory sentence to show what my character sees and hears.



	A feeling sentence to show the physical effect.



	A thoughts sentence to show what they are thinking.






We can develop these prompts into an example passage:


Jerry scrambled up the tree. Below him, he could hear the snarling wolf and see its eyes glowing yellow in the darkness. As he pulled himself onto a branch, his hands were shaking, and an overwhelming tide of fear ran through him. “What should I do?” I must climb higher. “But what if it can also climb?” I have no other choice.


Similarly, we can also take a paragraph from an existing book and then deconstruct it. Here is an example from Philip Pullman’s The Firework-Maker’s Daughter.


“How can I ever get there?” she wondered, and felt her heart quail. But she had chosen to make the journey, and she could hardly turn back when she’d barely begun. She shifted her bundle from one shoulder to the other and walked on.


Looking at this sequence you can break it down like this:




	Thought.



	Feeling.



	Thought.



	Action.






Pouring through the pages of hundreds of novels has unveiled to me many techniques writers use to bring their stories to life. Whether they do it consciously or unconsciously, I think that there is a lot that we can take away from them. I hope you find some interesting and inspiring sentences in this book.


I use these sentences in three main ways in my teaching.


Firstly, I highlight interesting authorial techniques from the books I am reading with the class. I also encourage all the children in my class to keep a journal and add to it any sentences they come across in their own reading. Squirrelling away these sentence ideas for future use is a great writer’s tool.


Secondly, if I write a model text, I select sentences carefully from the list, weave them into the model, and then highlight how and why I have used them.


Finally, I teach students a sentence structure, and then we play around with it. We try different words. We experiment with the syntax. We discuss which version we prefer and why. Then I get them to apply all of this in their writing.


I strongly suggest that you resist turning these sentence models into a success criteria checklist. There is nothing clunkier than writers poorly shoehorning in sentences because they think they must use them to get a highlighted tick on their work. However, I see no reason that students could not also dip into the book to use the sentence structures in their own writing.


Remember when using any sentence that your audience and purpose are key. Why are you using a feeling sentence here? Why an action sentence next? What is doubling the action here going to do? What about tripling it?


For each section, I have written some thoughts and ideas on the use of action or thoughts and feelings in writing to help you teach the sentences contained within those domains with purpose and effect.


Other ideas on how to use this book:




	Sentences of the week – pick a structure, put it up on the board, and let students play and practice with it.



	Sentence warmups at the start of lessons – can students apply a set sentence structure to an image?



	Sentence walls – sentence structures can be put on display for students to refer to and use. Students can add other interesting sentence structures they find in books to the display.



	Creative writing tasks – combining different sentence structures into paragraphs.






Good luck using these ideas with your budding writers, and I would love to see what they produce.























[image: Chapter art image]





What is the point of a sentence?





When I write, I feel like an armless, legless man with a crayon in his mouth.


Kurt Vonnegut


We write sentences to convey ideas. We can dress these sentences up in fancy bells and whistles, but at its core, writing is about communication.


Each sentence has a subject and a verb.


Here’s an example:


The boy ran.


I communicated an idea: there was a boy, and he ran.


When a fledgling writer moves on to constructing complex sentences, they may lose cohesion. Their sentences may lack subject-verb agreement, or be full of dangling modifiers, fragments, run-ons, slips into passive construction, missing parts, or comma splices … I could go on.


As a teacher, I’ve lost count of the times I’ve read an incoherent sentence and asked the pupil what they were trying to say, only to get the response, ‘I don’t know.’


I’d always take clear communication of ideas over a sentence that makes no sense. Even if your bent as a reader is the long flowery prose of Virginia Woolf or Thomas Hardy’s never-ending descriptions of the English countryside, a budding writer needs to master the art of the short sentence first.


So, what is a sentence?


Sentences are comprised of two parts:


A subject.


A predicate.


The subject of a sentence is the person, place, or thing performing the verb.


The predicate tells us what the subject does or is.


If sentence construction is that simple, then surely we just pick our subject, add a predicate, and we are done?


The boy went into the town. He got on a bus. He bought himself a ticket. He sat down on the bus. The bus drove through town. He arrived at his stop. He got off the bus.


I’ll admit that I’m unlikely to secure the film rights anytime soon, but it’s not just the dull plot that makes this piece repetitive and hard to read. Aristotle said that a sentence is the expression of a single thought. But if we keep all our sentences overly simple, then we lose the elegance of well-crafted writing.


The length and rhythm of sentences matter. There is beauty or violence in the soft or hard cadence of our chosen words. The structure of sentences can be brief or complex, fill you with tension, or paint a vivid picture.


Look at these examples:


I turned slowly.


Slowly, I turned.


Which one feels slower? It is the second one, right? Placing that modifier at the start slows the whole sentence down. Word choices are important, as is the order in which they are written. Syntax creates a feeling of time and space and has a physiological effect on your reader.


Note – when writing a sentence, it is important to consider what you want your reader to feel, think or experience.


It may be that you want the reader, to experience the awe of a mysterious object, the intense heat of the sun or the violence of a battle scene. Every word we gather and use will feed into this. The sentence length and syntax will also create an effect. In this book, I frequently give positive or negative examples of similar sentences. However, this is not to say those two worlds have no subtle shades of meaning. For example, a sentence with a negative touch may be mysterious rather than all-out horrifying.
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Action





Write with nouns and verbs, not with adjectives and adverbs. The adjective hasn’t been built that can pull a weak or inaccurate noun out of a tight place.


William Strunk Jr. and E. B. White




Getting words working – verbs





If sentences are the engine room of our paragraphs, then verbs are the electrical sparks. They shoot across the page, driving our writing and charging it with intent.


Let’s look at this passage from the author S. F. Said’s Varjak Paw:


Varjak exploded into motion. Back legs uncoiled. Front paws reached out for a grip. Found it. Back legs pushed, pumped, powered up, up, and like the wind, Varjak Paw flew up the face of the wall, up, through the trees, higher than the curtains, higher than the house, up, beginning to tire, muscles aching, vision blurring – how much further? – up, grip after grip, paw over paw, slipping …


Latched onto a ledge. Heaved. And made it to the top of the wall.


For an experiment, let’s pick out the verbs:


Exploded, uncoiled, reached, found, pushed, pumped, powered, flew, tire, latched, heaved & made.


There are 82 words in this extract, and 12 are verbs (before I get emails, I put this out on Twitter, and the answers ranged from 10-13, so for the sake of argument, let’s go for 12).


Let’s look at them in chronological order:


exploded


uncoiled


reached


found


pushed


pumped


powered


flew


tire


latched


heaved


made


It’s a three-act story structure condensed. Read the list back. You can get the gist of the story just from these verbs. What actions occur, and what happens? It starts with something explosive. Then, someone ran. They hit a snag, slipped before a final push, and then got to safety. It’s the essence of a story in a twelve-verb nutshell.









Where is the action?





Before tackling an action scene or sentence, we must build a bank of verbs to bring it to life. Once these are collected, we can put them to work.


Imagine that we are going to write a medieval battle scene. Let’s collect ten verbs describing the soldiers fighting:


charged


slashed


crashed


struck


countered


stabbed


swung


defeated


defended


sparred


Could we regroup these verbs into attacking and defensive?


Attacking: charged, slashed, crashed, struck, stabbed, swung, sparred, defeated.


Defensive: defended, countered.


What about any onomatopoeic verbs?


crashed


Or alliterative pairs?


slashed and stabbed


charged and crashed


We could introduce some adverbs for precision:


slashed wildly


countered skilfully


You could even put these verbs into prepositional phrases.


slashed wildly over his head


stabbed aggressively towards the enemy


Now we’ve got a list, we can put it to work by writing some action sentences:


The soldiers charged and crashed into each other. Their swords slashing and stabbing wildly. Shields were used to skilfully counter and defend. The frenzied blood-curdling screams filled the air as the bodies began to collapse onto the muddy battlefield.










What is action?





When we talk about action, sometimes this does mean James Bond-style scenes with garotte wires in watches, sharks with missiles strapped to them, and helicopter crashes into trains … but a lot of the time, we are just trying to keep the story moving. Actions should follow the simple rule of cause and effect.


Something happens (the cause), and there is a reaction (effect).


Look at this example:


Gerry always ate porridge for breakfast as it was his favourite meal. The morning sun warmed the garden when it rose and created a wonderful little sunspot for anyone who cared to sit there. The trouble with Mondays is that they come every week without fail; no matter how hard you try, you can’t stop them. The trainers were brand new and squeaked with every step people took, and that’s why the bosses at the trainer factory were planning to redesign them.


The sentences are fine, but as a passage, it’s hard to read. The ideas don’t link because they are non-sequiturs – statements that do not follow logically from the last. 


Actions should have a cause and effect, and each sentence should follow logically from the last.









Sentence models





The rest of this chapter introduces sentence models for writing action. They appear as simplified ‘formulas’ (ACTION? + WHERE? + HOW?) followed by full examples sentences (‘The girl ran through the empty streets, desperately searching’). I have grouped sentence models using similar grammar constructions or serving similar purposes together.




Double the action


A simple action sentence can be effective, but linking two actions together can help the reader to sequence the events. It can also add tension and precision or detail to your meaning that brings the scene to life.


WHO? + WHAT? + ‘AND’ WHAT?


The boy ran into the woods and hid behind an old oak tree.


The guard slammed the door shut and locked it.
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