
B. Forms of Writing 

 

FORMS OF WRITING   
 

“Good writing does not succeed or fail on the strength of its ability to persuade [but] on the strength of 
its ability to engage you, to make you think, to give you a glimpse into someone else's head.” 
 

~ Malcolm Gladwell, Canadian writer (b. 1963), What the Dog Saw and Other Adventures p. 44 
 
Evaluation: Common Core State Standards 
The Common Core Standards is a detailed framework concerning instruction and 
evaluation. One aspect, content literacy, means students will not only understand 
the subject matter important for college, career, and lifelong learning—they will 
be called to show that understanding in various ways, such as writing.  
 

Writing has long been used to evaluate student readiness, but Common Core 
widens the scope and elevates the rigor. Students write more often in every 
subject—not just English. They analyze content and provide evidence (supporting 
details) to support their topic sentence, thesis or claim. They document 
accordingly. While the prompt specifies what to address—and how—the rubric 
measures writing proficiency. Writing assignments and the accompanying rubrics 
provide accurate, reliable feedback to students and teachers, feedback that further 
guides instruction. But before putting pen to paper, or fingers to keyboard, one 
must understand what the prompt asks and what the rubric measures.  
 

Let’s begin at the end, with the rubric.  
 

The Language of Common Core 
The Common Core Standards identify five characteristics of good writing: 
statement of purpose, organization, elaboration of evidence, language and 
vocabulary, and conventions. Using Common Core scoring guides allows students 
and teachers to use a shared language as we refine our idea of what good writing 
looks like. You will find the general skill sets outlined below within the rubrics 
for writing assignments. These rubrics will vary, conforming to the nature of the 
assignment and to the specific expectations of your teacher. 
 • Statement of Purpose: Main idea/thesis/claim is focused, clearly stated, and 

strongly maintained; when appropriate, alternate/opposing claims are addressed. 
 

 • Organization: Introduction and conclusion are effective for audience and 
purpose, ideas progress logically and are strongly connected, and a variety of 
transitional strategies are used. 

 

 • Elaboration of Evidence: Evidence supporting the controlling idea is thorough, 
relevant, comprehensive, concrete, and smoothly integrated, achieving 
substantial depth through a variety of elaborative strategies.  

 

 • Language and Vocabulary: Ideas are effectively expressed through precise 
language, using academic and domain-specific vocabulary appropriate for 
audience and purpose. 

 

 • Conventions: Few, if any, errors in usage, sentence structure, punctuation, 
capitalization, and spelling are present. 
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The Essay  
Perhaps the most typical form of writing required of high school students is the 
essay, a multi-paragraph composition on a single topic. Often the assignment will 
call for a presentation of ideas that is 
 • brief (500-1,500 words; approximately two to four pages),  
 

 • formal (avoiding slang, clichés, contractions), and 
 

 • objective (remaining in the third-person voice—not using I or you).  
 

The underlying purpose of the essay is usually to  
 • inform the reader by explaining ideas and presenting facts (informative);  
 

 • influence the reader to accept an idea, adopt a point of view, or perform an 
action (persuasive/argumentative); or 

 

 • tell a story (narrative).  
 

The model below for the five-paragraph essay is an effective structure for 
organizing content. Students are encouraged to become proficient with this essay 
model before trying those that are more complex. 
 
Model: Writing the Five-Paragraph Essay* 
Introduction 

1. Hook your audience with an engaging lead.  
2. Introduce topic; provide pertinent background information. 
3. Narrow from topic introduction to claim/thesis. 
4. State claim/thesis. 

 

Body 
1. State topic of paragraph (topic sentence). 
2. Expand topic. 
3. Provide specific, detailed evidence from source(s). 
4. Explain how and why the evidence supports topic. 
5. Bring paragraph to completion. 

 

*The actual number of body paragraphs should be 
determined by the logical, organized expansion of the claim. 
 

Conclusion 
1. Begin with specifics by reminding the reader of your claim 

(but do not repeat it word for word). Broaden the scope as 
you write. 

2. Use this as a last opportunity to tell the reader why this (your 
topic) matters, but do not repeat or summarize what you’ve 
already written. Point to the broader implications.  

3. Bring the reader full circle. Draw a conclusion, make a 
prediction, offer a perspective; leave the reader with 
something to ponder (answer “So what?”). 
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Below are the basic elements of an essay: 
Claim (Thesis): a single sentence that clearly and simply states the central, 

controlling idea of the essay (see also F.4) 
 

Organization: the logical and effective arrangement and sequence of ideas  
 

Unity: the presentation of just one central idea without digression 
into irrelevant or unrelated ideas 

 

Development: the thorough explanation and support of all general statements; 
the gradual enlargement and clarification of the claim 

 

Coherence: the clear, smooth, and effective connection of ideas and the 
relationships that define them 

 

Because it anchors the writing by providing a clear point of origin and a clear 
destination, the claim is an essential component of a successful essay. It can be 
difficult to compose so it deserves a closer look. Below is one approach. 
 1. Start with a general topic, like the Bozeman Trail.  
 

 2. Limit that to something more manageable, such as the trail’s purpose, 
which was to provide a faster route—through much of what was Indian 
Country—for settlers and miners headed west.  

 

 3. Further consideration leads to the inevitable conclusion and thus the claim: 
The Bozeman Trail paved the way for a clash of cultures destined for 
conflict.  

 

You have your focus; the rest of the paper will provide the support. 
 

The Comparison-Contrast Essay 
Comparing and contrasting are important means to the development of 
understanding. For example, using comparison-contrast while studying literature 
helps students examine, define, and describe the particular characteristics of a 
writer or work.  
 

Comparisons and contrasts may be made for a variety of specific purposes:  
 • to present information about one topic by relating it to another with which 

your audience is familiar;  
 

 • to inform about both topics by relating them to some general principle 
which would apply to both and with which your audience is presumably 
familiar; and  

 

 • to inform about some general principle or idea by comparing and 
contrasting topics with which your audience is familiar. 

 

You can organize a comparison-contrast essay in two fundamental ways:  
 1. present all your points about your first topic in your first body 

paragraph(s), then present all your ideas about your second topic in a 
similar manner; or 

 

 2. subdivide your claim into its major aspects, creating body paragraphs for 
each aspect, then merge comparative references to both topics throughout 
all paragraphs. 
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Method 2 is the superior method. By referring continually to both topics, 
sometimes within the same sentence, you will remind the reader of the point of 
your discussion without repeating yourself unnecessarily. Because you will 
document your contentions as you make them, your reader will not have to reread 
previous sections. But be careful to avoid bouncing your subject back and forth 
like a tennis-ball; this will bore the reader because it will prevent you from 
adequately developing your points. 
 

The transitional words below may help define the relationships among your 
ideas in the comparison-contrast essay: 

but too besides in addition to not only, but also 
yet  both similarly likewise on the other hand 
or still in contrast as well as on the contrary 
nor while however nevertheless notwithstanding 

 

NOTE: If your teacher refers to external transitions, she means those transitions 
linking paragraphs. A reference to internal transitions points to those transitions 
linking words or phrases within a sentence or a paragraph.  
 

The Essay Test 
An essay question provides an excellent means to assess higher-level thinking 
skills and comprehensive understanding of a course’s content. Essay questions 
allow those students who are truly prepared on test day to shine above other 
students who may merely be lucky on an objective test. Teachers can easily spot 
the bluffs an unprepared student makes in an essay. 
 

To prepare, review readings and class notes for topics you believe your teacher 
will emphasize in a prompt. Target these emphasized areas by developing your 
own essay questions or by constructing a practice outline or graphic organizer. 
 

On test day, read the essay question carefully. Look for key words that precisely 
indicate what the teacher will expect from your response. Below are frequently 
used key words and the purpose of each. 
 

analyze: break the topic into its essential parts and critically examine them  
 

compare: show similarities and differences among elements 
 

contrast: show differences among elements 
 

describe: present the features of the topic in detail 
 

discuss: tell what you know about the topic in a balanced response 
 

evaluate: judge the topic carefully, giving positive and negative aspects 
 

explain: clarify and interpret the details of the topic 
 

summarize: give a brief account of the main features of the topic 
 

trace: follow the topic’s development, chronologically, step-by-step  
 

paraphrase: a restatement in your own words of the content of a text or passage 
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Below is an effective process to plan and write essay tests successfully. 
 1. Read the prompt carefully. Identify key words and concepts. Be sure to 

respond to all parts of the question. 
 

 2. Plan your response. Briefly list, on scratch paper, your main ideas and 
important supporting details; let the question guide your organization; 
decide how many paragraphs you will write and the focus of each. 

 

 3. Echo the prompt in your first sentence or incorporate it into your claim. 
 

 4. Provide sufficient evidence for each main idea. Use the vocabulary of the 
subject area to demonstrate your understanding of the topic. 

 

 5. Write deliberately, composing each sentence in your mind before writing. 
(You won’t have time for major revising.) 

 

 6. Allow time to proofread your response briefly. Make corrections neatly; 
e.g., draw a single line through deletions. 

 

The College Admissions Essay 
You may be asked to compose an essay when applying for college admissions 
and scholarships, when entering writing contests, and when seeking employment. 
Such essays help selection committees evaluate critical thinking skills, writing 
skills, depth, perspective, and ability to follow directions. 
 

Make sure that you fully understand what is being asked—and then address the 
specific topic. Keep the essay in mind for several days; you may discover an ideal 
subject this way. Begin early so you have plenty of time to plan, write, and revise. 
 

Follow these guidelines: 
 • Begin by freewriting/brainstorming/drafting  Talk with others about 

your essay to develop ideas and perspective. Draft with passion, getting all 
your ideas out; do not worry about length at this time. Revise later. 

 

 • Write honestly  Resist the temptation to embellish the truth, making 
yourself  sound like the next Einstein, Mother Teresa, or Steve Jobs. 
College admissions officers are interested in you. 

 

 • Write personally  College admissions officers try to understand the whole 
person. The essay allows you to communicate facets of who you are that 
cannot easily be measured, details not found in other parts of the 
application. Include personal anecdotes. Write an essay that stands out and 
yet remains real at the same time. 

 

 • Consider your audience  College admissions officers must swiftly read 
thousands of essays each year, so make every word count. Avoid 
wordiness. Be specific. Do not repeat information that appears elsewhere 
in your application, such as transcripts and test scores. Give them more. 

 

 • Revise and edit carefully  Follow directions and organize your content 
logically and effectively. Conclude with a powerful sense of completion. 
Use strong, precise words. Proofread and edit carefully for spelling, 
capitalization, punctuation, usage. 
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Effective Transitions ease your reader through your writing. 
 

Composer Richard Wagner, whose art moved from note to note and measure to 
measure, said that “The art of composition is the art of transition.” The same is 
true for writing. Because transitions establish connections between points—
between your ideas and the details supporting them—they contribute to unity and 
coherence, making your writing flow. 
 

But you’ll need the right transitions not just to ease your reader through your 
paper, but also to steer the reader in the right direction. Transitions give a heads-
up as to what is coming next. They hint as to your intentions. Do you intend to 
generalize? to compare or contrast? to persuade? to emphasize? Then your 
transitions must be clear. NOTE: Transitions are both external (when linking 
paragraphs) and internal (when linking ideas and supporting details). Transitions 
have purpose: 
 

To Emphasize  chiefly, equally, indeed, even more important, definitely, obviously, 
in fact, in any case, absolutely, positively , naturally, surprisingly, always, never, 
certainly, emphatically, unquestionably, without a doubt, undeniably, without 
reservation, truly, clearly 
 

To Show Similarity  not only/but also, in like manner, in addition, coupled with, 
like, as 
 

To Generalize  as a rule, as usual, for the most part, ordinarily, generally, usually 
 

To Compare/Contrast  whereas, but, yet, on the other hand, however, nevertheless, 
on the contrary, by comparison, where, compared to, in contrast, balanced against, 
but, although, conversely, meanwhile, after all, although this may be true, likewise, 
rather 
 

To Show Exception  yet, still, however, nevertheless, in spite of, despite, of course, 
once in a while, sometimes, on the contrary, regardless, in reality, different from, 
albeit, unlike 
 

To Show Cause and Effect  consequently, then, it follows, as a result, accordingly, 
thus 
 

To Restate:  in short, that is, in effect, in other words, in brief, again, as noted 
 

To Persuade 
 • Make Concessions  it is true that, certainly, admittedly, of course, granted  
 • Issue Rebuttals  however, but, nevertheless, on the other hand, even so, in fact 
 • State Your Position  therefore, in short, as a result, so, in light of, in view of 
 

To Conclude:  finally, therefore, thus, in brief, on the whole, hence, accordingly, as 
a result, consequently, as I have shown, as I have said, as can be seen, in the long run 
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The first page of the (silly) creative narrative essay below models various transitions.  
 

Kidder 1 
 
Ima Kidder 
Ms. Russell 
Creative Writing/7 
19 April 2020 

Little Susie: My Own Personal Bad Seed  
 My mother offered my babysitting services to our neighbor Christine the other 
day. As usual, something unexpected had come up and Christine had trouble finding 
someone at the last minute. Sure, sure, I told myself. Obviously, it was last minute in the 
sense of This-kid-drives-me-crazy-and-I-won’t-last-another-minute! Generally, 
Christine didn’t bother looking farther than over our fence, because she knew no one with 
any free will would sit with her kid. Luckily for her, my mother had been suspending my 
free will for years. In short, I was doomed. 

As a result, I was stuck with this bratty five-year-old on a glorious Saturday, the 
first free Saturday I’d had in weeks. As a rule, I’m not mean, not at all. Truly, I am a 
truth-teller. However, I have to say little Susie gives young Rhoda Penmark of the classic 
1956 movie, The Bad Seed, a run for her money. A seemingly angelic child who smiled 
winningly at those she thought would give her presents or treats, Rhoda turned on them in 
the most evil way when they disappointed her, which was generally every hour or so. 
Everything about Rhoda was . . . off. She had no thought for others. She didn’t care if she 
hurt someone’s feelings. In fact, she didn’t care if she hurt them, period.  
 In reality, little Suzie, like Rhoda, was without a doubt in tune with her dark 
side. You’ve heard of fake news? Well, let me introduce fake Susie. Sunny and sweet on 
the outside, Susie was all lies and corruption on the inside. Regardless, everyone was 
fooled by her sweet appearance, her toothsome smile, and her saccharine voice. But not 
me, no sir! I fully expected a knife in my back the minute it was turned. Nevertheless, as 
a polite and obedient kid myself, I naturally took the job without mentioning the 
obvious: my mother could have just as easily agreed to have Susie at our house. In any 
event, my mother—lacking any maternal instinct—sacrificed me faster than it took 
Abraham to look up to the Heavens and ask, “Is this enough wood for a good fire, you 
think?”  
 Thus, as it must say in the Good Book somewhere, I girded my loins—tightly—
and headed next door. As I’d expected, Susie met me at the door smiling and bursting 
with good will. What’s more, she clapped, she sang, she danced in her sheer joy at my 
arrival. Her mother left. Immediately, Susie asked if she could wear my jewelry and . . .   



B.      Forms of Writing 

BHS / GHS Writer’s Handbook  
 

8 

Ima formatted her essay according to MLA guidelines: 
 • Times New Roman, size 12 font 
 

 • one-inch margins at the top, bottom, left, and right 
 

 • double-line spacing with no extra returns inserted after the heading, the 
title, or between paragraphs 

 

 • a left-aligned, four-line heading; a right-aligned header to number your 
pages  

 

 • a final page with the sources cited in the paper (for research writing only) 
 

Learn to navigate this handbook and adhere to MLA formatting because your 
teachers will expect you to follow these guidelines and will grade accordingly. 
They want to focus on the good stuff—your content—and to evaluate each paper 
on its merits. The MLA-formatted templates in the bsd7students Google Docs 
domain should help keep your primary focus on your writing. You can 
download our templates to your Google Drive directory; simply replace the 
generic lines with the information specific to you and the assignment.  
 

CAUTION: Do NOT use Google’s grossly incorrect MLA template, “Report, MLA.” 
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Below is the first page of a properly-formatted formal essay on Romeo and Juliet. 
 
 Gillis 1 
 

Lorraine Gillis 

Mr. Wolff 

English I/4 

15 March 2020 

Fated to Be Doomed 

Fate is a main character in William Shakespeare’s play, Romeo and Juliet. Fate has 

no lines yet it is central in many scenes and casts a very long shadow, one that darkens 

any future for Romeo and Juliet. The two young lovers’ impulsive acts bring about their 

deaths, and at times it seems that coincidence is the only factor in their demise, but this is 

not so. Shakespeare’s story would not have had such a lasting impact over the centuries if 

he had relied on mere coincidence to bring forth tragedy. Where’s the drama in that? 

Instead, his use of fate as the thread weaving the elements of the story together is far 

more interesting. As fate intervenes, the thread that stitches together the love between 

Romeo and Juliet, as well as their lives, unravels. By the end of the play, Romeo and 

Juliet are indeed “fortune’s fools.” 

Shakespeare does not reveal the reason behind the bitter, age-old feud between the 

Montagues and Capulets, because the reason does not matter to the story. It is the feud 

that is important. The children of these two foes are doomed the moment they fall in love 

because of the conflict between their families. This conflict is so serious that it often 

“disturbs [the] peace” with brawls in the streets of Verona. The very idea of befriending 

the enemy, let alone falling in love, is unthinkable. The feud spawns hate and hate forces 

the two lovers to marry in secret. That secret bars Romeo from preventing Mercutio’s 

untimely death—which drives him to kill Tybalt. Romeo’s banishment brings Juliet great 

grief and initiates a series of mishaps that concludes with each committing suicide in the 

Capulet crypt. These seemingly random events are like dominos, each falling against the 

next; whatever chance event started the feud acted as the first domino, dooming the rest 

by making it impossible for any domino to remain standing once the first fell. It was 

likewise impossible for Romeo and Juliet to find lasting happiness. Fate was too great a 

force, and nothing could stop its momentum. 

The reader might think each event is a terrible coincidence, but Shakespeare’s intent 

was to keep the reader on edge, to fill the reader with the same hopelessness that Romeo 
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. . . but we’ve jumped ahead a bit.  
 

Long before submitting a final draft, you must produce several drafts, each read in 
turn by one or more people who can make suggestions, provide constructive 
criticism, and discuss errors in grammar and conventions. These people can be 
your peers, family members, or teachers. Their help is indispensable. 
 

The Writer’s Checklist: Rationale 
We’ve all been there. A teacher or boss is giving directions and you try to pay 
attention . . . but that glob of spinach stuck between his teeth produces a kind of 
white noise that you just can’t ignore. 
 

Well, that’s how it is for the person you have asked to review your writing. Drafts 
with typos and basic errors in punctuation, spelling, and capitalization interfere 
with the content; there might as well be a gob of spinach stuck between each line.  
 

Obviously, your primary focus in your first drafts should be on your content. In 
these early drafts you should be formulating your approach, gathering evidence, 
refining your ideas, and sharpening your arguments. There’s no sense in spending 
time on wording or punctuation that might be deleted in subsequent drafts.  
 

But you would be smart to clean up the next draft before sharing it with others. 
They should not have to point out errors that you know not to make. If they find 
themselves distracted by such errors, they may miss the important stuff, the 
content on which you’ll be evaluated.  
 

That doesn’t mean that conventions 
like spelling and punctuation aren’t 
important. Think of conventions like a 
job interview. You arrive on time and appropriately dressed. You stand and sit 
straight. You offer a firm handshake and maintain eye contact. These are 
important conventions, so to speak. They show that you pay attention to detail, 
that you work hard to make the best presentation you can, that you want the job. 
 

Once you’ve made a good initial impression, the interviewer can focus on you—
your initiative and ability. Your content, if you will. The same holds true for those 
you ask to read your paper. When they are not distracted by careless errors, they 
can help you develop more advanced and nuanced writing skills, and you’ll come 
that much closer to finding your own voice. Then you can make a final sweep for 
conventional errors, check sentence structure, verb tense, word choices, etc. 
 

This Writer’s Checklist, which begins on the following page, will guide you 
through the initial edit to the last. Address the basics before your review session 
and correct what you can. If your teacher provided you with his own checklist, 
use that. It’s okay if you are weak in a particular area, like usage or passive 
phrasing. Recognizing that is half the battle; the other half is rolling up your 
sleeves. If you are unsure about anything on this checklist, ask for clarification. 

“My spelling is Wobbly.  
It’s good spelling but it Wobbles,  

and the letters get in the wrong places.” 
 

                 ~ A. A. Milne, Winnie the Pooh p. 81 
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The Writer’s Checklist 
 

Refer to the sections in the Writer’s Handbook indicated below for specific guidance. 
 

Regarding Basic Errors, I have read through my paper 
 

  to correct spelling and capitalization errors; I understand that this paper is 
neither a tweet nor a text. 

 

  to correct errors in the use of homonyms like their, they’re, there; to, too, 
two; its and it’s. (Section C) 

 

  to correct errors involving commas, quotation marks, apostrophes, and other 
marks of punctuation. I have eliminated all contractions in formal essays. 
(Section A) 

 

  to correct grammatical errors such as those pertaining to possessives; 
antecedents; verb tense; subject-verb agreement; and shifts in number, tense, 
person, and voice. (Section A) 

 

  to eliminate empty phrases such as all things considered, in today’s society, 
as a matter of fact, be that as it may, easier said than done, the fact of the 
matter, due to the fact that, needless to say, all of a sudden/all of the sudden; 
and clichés such as busy as a bee, as the crow flies, I couldn’t believe my 
eyes, dead as a doornail, and cool as a cucumber. 

 

Regarding Matters of Style (Section A), I have read through my paper 
 

  to ensure that quotation marks enclose the titles of short stories, poems, 
chapters, and articles. I have italicized the titles of CDs, books, magazines, 
newspapers, databases, television shows, and movies.  

 

  to correct errors I may have made when using, incorporating, or referring to 
numbers, dates and times of day, names, abbreviations, gender, geographic 
names, organizations and government entities, quotations, ellipses, and other 
marks of punctuation.  

 

  to catch the repetition of words or phrases and to find suitable substitutes. I 
used a thesaurus and was careful to use the correct context of the word. I have 
not intentionally complicated my word choices in a misguided effort to sound 
“academic.” 

 

  to eliminate empty phrases like There is/are/were/was as sentence starters. 
The sentence There are some little girls who go around kissing toads is 
wordier and less engaging than Some little girls go around kissing toads.  

 

  to eliminate meaningless adjectives like very, really, funny, awesome, good, 
well, hard, nice, and pretty and replace them with specific, descriptive details. 
Or I deleted them altogether and relied instead on strong word choices: The 
climb was very hard strenuous; The play was good awesome funny 
delightful; The Hawks played really well skillfully. 

 

  to ensure that I did not begin the concluding paragraph with In conclusion. 
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Regarding Matters of Organization (Section B), I have read through my 
paper 
 

  to ensure that I have a concise, one-sentence claim (thesis statement) that 
clearly illustrates my position, as well as a clear topic sentence for each 
paragraph.  

 

  to ensure that I have used appropriate transitions, both internal (linking 
words, details, and sentences within a paragraph) and external (linking one 
paragraph to the next).  

 

  to ensure that I used sufficient concrete details as evidence to support my 
thesis/claim and that I’ve written clear commentary to explain the “why.” 

 

Regarding Matters of Voice and Wordiness, I have read through my paper 
 

  to ensure that I remained in the objective, third-person voice in formal essays 
by eliminating personal, first-person pronouns such as I, me, my, mine, you, 
your(s), our(s), and we, as well as phrases such as I believe and In my 
opinion.  

 

  to commit to the active voice by eliminating passive being verbs. 
 

Passive and wordy 
 

 • Rose was interested in traveling, 
world languages, and different 
cultures.  

 

 • I hope to be working as an intern 
at a hospital. 

 

 • The event was planned by him. 

Active and concise 
 

 • Traveling, world languages, and 
different cultures interested Rose.  

 

 
 • I hope to work as a hospital 

intern.  
 

 • He planned the event. 
 

Regarding Usage (Section D), I have read through my paper 
 

  to correct any errors I may have made in using terms such as affect/effect, 
amount/number, compose/comprise, different from/different than, 
farther/further, fewer/less, good/well, hopefully, I believe, imply/infer, in/into, 
irregardless, lay/lie, oftentimes, than/then, that/which/who, toward/towards, 
try and/try to, unique, whether or not, and who/whom.  

 

Regarding Matters of MLA Documentation (Section D), I have read through 
my research paper and checked my work using the Writer’s Handbook 
 

  to ensure that I have correctly formatted the general layout of the paper.  
 

  to ensure that my citations are in the correct place and format. 
 

  to ensure that the entries on my works-cited page are correct. 
 

Finally, I have read through my paper  
 

  to ensure that I followed all directions and fully addressed the prompt. 
 

  out loud to myself or a partner as an audible check for fluidity, repetition, and 
awkward and unclear phrasing, and to eliminate sentence fragments and run-
on sentences. 
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Jot down any concerns you have about your paper that you’d like to discuss 
when meeting with your teacher or Writing Center staff member. 
Your role as an active participant in your classroom will not be limited to writing. 
Invaluable opportunities to develop and share your talent in peer revising/editing 
will arise. Take these opportunities seriously; the better you become at revising 
and editing a peer’s paper, the more your own writing skills will improve.  
 

A Guide to Peer Revising (adapted from a guide developed by Perri Sherrill) 
Students are sometimes reluctant to comment on the writing of their peers, often 
because they are unsure how to frame their criticism constructively. They may 
feel they lack proficiency. Some are afraid of making the paper worse. And 
others, to their credit, don’t want to squash a classmate’s esteem. They don’t want 
to sound mean. Consequently, when they have an insightful critique or a helpful 
suggestion, they sometimes hold back.  
 

Kindly as this attitude is, it doesn’t help anyone. The editor forgoes the 
opportunity to sharpen her eye and her ear, which could in turn sharpen her own 
writing. The writer misses an opportunity to learn and improve. Three things are 
true: everyone’s writing can improve, everyone has something to offer, and no 
one’s writing or editing skills will improve if the editor feels constrained. Specific 
expertise in a particular area is not required; what is required is being a thoughtful 
reader—in every sense.  
 

Follow these steps to engage constructively in the revising process: 
 1. Read the whole essay before making any comments. 
 

 2. Check to see if the essay meets the needs of the audience (i.e., you).  
  • Is the writer’s position clear early in the essay? 
 

  • Is there enough relevant evidence to support the claim if the piece is 
argumentative? Is there adequate support that clearly develops the 
writer’s ideas if the piece is informative/explanatory? 

 

  • Did the writer use sufficient and appropriate transitions? Does the 
essay’s organization allow you to easily follow the writer’s ideas? 

 

  • Does the writer make important connections for you? 
 

  • Does the writer offer any concessions (if the piece is argumentative)? 
 

  • Do the writer’s word choices and use of language enhance both your 
understanding and enjoyment of the piece? 

 

 3. Communicate your thoughts and concerns to the writer clearly by making 
specific comments or asking specific questions.  
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 4. Consider these comment starters, whether working in Google Docs or with 
a pen and paper: 

 • I like how you . . . 
 • This is strong because . . . 
 • I am confused by . . . 
 • Have you thought about . . . 
 • It is clear that . . . 
 • It is unclear when you . . . 
 • A better way to say . . . 
 • I don’t understand . . .  
 • It would help me if . . . 
 • Why did you . . .  
 • Have you considered changing . . .   
 

 5. These comment starters, adapted from a set developed by Ms. Skinner, 
help incorporate quotations or details that support the claim or topic 
sentence, introduce an idea, or analyze evidence: 

 • “So-and-so makes a good point by declaring/admitting/observing . . .” 
 • “So and so illustrates this idea/underscores this perspective by . . .” 
 • “[Title], by [author], describes the . . .” 
 • “[Author’s][titled of poem/story/book/article] shows how . . .” 
 • “With this act/these words, so-and-so reveals that . . .” 
 • “What so-and-so means is . . .” 
 • In terms of . . . , so-and-so reveals that . . . “ 
 • “When [So-and-so] says, “Quotation,” he/she proves that . . .” 
 • “[Author] uses [idea/event/character] as a symbol for . . .” 
 

 6. At the conclusion of the essay, 
 • comment on at least one specific thing the writer does well; 
 • make at least one specific suggestion for improving the paper; and 
 • comment on whether the writer made a reasonable and sustained case 

supported with relevant evidence. Explain your stance. If he has not 
made a convincing argument, you can help him understand what he 
missed and how he might improve it. If the piece is argumentative, 
write a final comment on whether you ultimately agree with the 
writer’s claim, and explain why or why not.  

 

Remember, your assistance not only benefits your peer, it also improves your 
writing skills. As you recognize errors and weaknesses in the writing of another 
and make the appropriate suggestions for improvement, you will more readily 
notice the same errors or elements in your own writing—and correct or revise 
accordingly.  
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Other Forms of Writing: Business and Cover Letters; Resumés 
Leave two inches for the top margin of business and cover letters (an example of 
which is on the next page); the bottom, left, and right margins are one inch.  
(The top margin, however, is one inch for the second and any subsequent pages.) 
Strike four returns after the date line, four after the closing, and two between all 
other blocks of text. When sending an enclosure, such as a resumé or a proposal, 
return twice after your name and type “Enclosure,” as illustrated below. 
 
Your Mailing Address 
City, ST Zip 
Date 
 
 
 
Name of Addressee 
Position (if relevant) 
Name of Organization 
Mailing Address 
City, ST Zip 
 
Dear Addressee 
 
Begin your letter on this line. Formal and business letters are single-spaced and blocked; 
that is, the paragraphs are not indented. Note the lack of punctuation after the name of 
the addressee. The closing likewise lacks punctuation. (While it is permissible to insert a 
colon after the salutation and a comma after the closing—as the example on the next page 
shows—business teachers at BHS and GHS teach students to omit any punctuation after 
the salutation and closing, as in this generic letter.) 
 
When you finish one paragraph, strike two returns to begin the next. All text—addresses, 
date, salutation, paragraphs, closing, typed name of letter writer—is left-aligned. 
 
The font used here is Georgia, size 11. There is not any one particular font or font size that 
is the rule, but whatever you select should be professional both in appearance and tone. 
 
Likewise, craft a professional closing. Strike four returns and type your name. After 
printing, sign the letter between the closing and your typed name. 
 
Sincerely 
 
First and Last Name  (signature) 
 
First and Last Name (typed) 
 
Enclosure 
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Sample Cover Letter 
This example largely adheres to the directions provided on the previous page, but 
it differs in four ways: the font is Times New Roman, size 10; two returns (rather 
than four) were inserted after the date; a colon was inserted after the salutation; 
and a comma was added after the closing. Though this differs from what is taught 
at our high schools (illustrated in the letter on the previous page), it is acceptable.  
 
 
20531 East Main Street 
Bozeman, MT 59715 
10 March 2016 
 
Ms. Peg Stock 
Plants and Soils of Florida, Inc. 
P.O. Box 1471 
Baytown, FL 33101 
 
Dear Ms. Stock: 
 
I read with interest the listing in the Bozeman Daily Chronicle dated March 3, 2016, of a position 
available with your organization’s summer intern program. I will graduate from Bozeman High 
School on June 5, 2016, and I hope to work for a year in plant pathology before attending college 
in the fall of 2017. 
 
Upon reading your job listing, I went online and was impressed by the mission statement for 
Plants and Soils of Florida, Inc., as it appears on your Web site. I believe that I share the same 
passion and approach to plant and soil management as is embodied by this statement. 
 
As my enclosed resumé indicates, I have worked for two summers in the Plant Pathology Lab at 
Montana State University–Bozeman, gaining valuable experience in gathering and classifying 
samples of diseased winter wheat. I have managed my own small business for over two years, 
providing lawn care and snow removal service for more than forty residences. I plan to prepare for 
a career in the study of plant pathology, specializing in crop diseases of underdeveloped nations of 
the western hemisphere. 
 
Please provide me with any application materials necessary for this intern position. I may be 
reached at home (406) 555-5555 if you desire any additional information. Thank you for your 
consideration, and I look forward to hearing from you soon. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
George M. James 
 
George M. James 
 
Enclosure 
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Sample Student Resumé 
Resumés can be crafted in a variety of styles; choose one that is professional, 
uncluttered, and easy to navigate. Keep your resumé to one page. Examples 
abound; below is one. 
 

George M. James 
20531 East Main Street 
Bozeman, MT 59715 

(406) 555-5555 
 

Objective To gain experience in the field of plant and soil sciences; ultimately to study crop 
diseases of underdeveloped nations of the western hemisphere 

 

Education Bozeman High School 
 205 North 11th Avenue 
 Bozeman, MT 59715 

 

 Expected graduation: June 2016 
 Current GPA: 3.47* 
 Special courses: AP Chemistry, Science in the Environment, Sustainable Systems 

 

Work June 2013-present 
Experience Residential Lawns and Snow Removal 
 20531 East Main Street 
 Bozeman, MT 59715 
 

 I have run my own business since June 2013, maintaining lawns and removing 
snow for over forty homes in the Bozeman area; currently employ two 
assistants 

 

Volunteer June-August, 2012-2015 
Experience MSU Plant and Soil Science Lab 
 Bozeman, MT 59717 
 

 Collected data in the field and assisted lab staff in the study  
 of alfalfa diseases of the Northern Rockies  

 

 June 2011-present 
 Bozeman Community Gardens 
 

 Cultivate garden plots and maintain lawns surrounding the Community  
Food Co-op gardens 

 

References Available upon request 
 

*Do not list your GPA if it’s below 3.0. 
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NOTES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Proofread carefully to see if you words out. 

If you reread your work, you will find 
on rereading that a great deal of repetition 

can be avoided by rereading and editing. 
 A writer must not shift your point of view.” 

 

~ Wm. Safire, American writer and lexicographer (1929 - 2009) 
How Not to Write: The Essential Misrules of Grammar, 2005 

 
 

      
“Rewriting is the essence of writing well; it’s where the game is won or lost.” 

 

 ~ William Zinsser, On Writing Well p. 83 
 

 
 

“A clear sentence is no accident. Very few sentences come out right the first time, or 
even the third time. Remember this in moments of despair. [. . .]. If you find that writing 
is hard, it’s because it is hard.” 
 

 ~ William Zinsser, p. 9 


