Tips for Written Responses
Improving your written expression is a very manageable task when you follow some basic strategies, which include:

· Show me, don’t tell me.

i. Avoid simply stating what has occurred.

E.g. I was walking to the store when I met that dog.

This sentence does not reveal what the day was like, it doesn’t describe the dog, nor does it reveal your feelings.

ii. Paint a picture with your words.
E.g. As I walked to the corner store, the sun was burning brightly in the cloudless sky when I was confronted by the whimpering of a wounded German Shepard.
This sentence reveals far more detail than the first. You will notice that the diction also creates a much stronger voice because it shows more of the writer’s personality.

· Create a strong voice.
i. Use diction effectively.

E.g. Their unending taunts haunted me, leaving me confused and shattered.
The narrator’s feelings are shown clearly.
ii. Establish the mood of the text at the beginning.

E.g. The first time I met Susie she wore a wide smile and held the world in her hands; I knew in an instant that we’d be friends forever.
What is known in this sentence? The narrator has definitely revealed admiration for this friend. The second part of the sentence demonstrates a feeling of hope for the future. Therefore, a hopeful mood is established.

iii. Reveal the tone early.

E.g. I knew that cheating was wrong, but what could I do? Losing my best friend was so not an option! The only question was, could I handle the fallout?
In these two sentences, the writer reveals a dilemma and is confused about making the right choice. Notice that s/he has not shown yet what his/her decision is. This narrator is clearly confused, but is thinking actively about the situation. Therefore, you could make the argument for a confused tone, or a thoughtful tone.

iv. Use punctuation and font to reveal voice.

E.g. Everything was a blur when the car crashed. I recall the moments leading up to the accident: we were on our way to the concert; we had the green light, and then...SMASH! That moment would change my life forever – what would I do now?
Punctuation: Notice the use of a colon to show that you are adding more details. The commas indicate the creation of a list. But it is the use of the three ellipsis points that provide some suspense and add a brief pause to the action, like you don’t know what happened. The dash adds another pause; you want the reader to think about what you’ve said thus far. The question mark adds to your confusion; you really don’t know what your future holds, but the reader is curious- how has your life been altered?

Font: The word “everything” is underlined to show emphasis. The narrator is encountering difficulty remembering these events. The use of capitalization for the word “smash”demonstrates the impact (no pun intended) that this incident has had. It also shows how powerful the accident was. Finally, the word “what” is bolded; once again, this achieves emphasis and demonstrates the narrator’s struggle.

· Use a variety of sentence types.

i. Rhetorical questions are powerful.


E.g. I can’t believe I’m in this situation. I’d been so careful- it was the perfect plan. What can I do now?

A rhetorical question is one for which you do not expect an answer. When you are writing, never underestimate the effect of rhetorical questioning. It reveals confusion, adds suspense, establishes mood and reveals tone (Added bonus: It strengthens voice). There are so many components achieved with a single rhetorical question that writers should strive to use at least one or two within any given text.
ii. Sometimes a sentence fragment can be used effectively.

E.g. In that moment I knew what we’d done was cruel. Taunting. Teasing. Isolating. Spreading gossip. What were we thinking?

A sentence fragment does not express a complete thought. It does not have a subject, a verb and an object. In this case, the writer has used four verbs. What do they achieve? They are listing what the narrator and his/her friends have done. Written as a sentence fragment, as opposed to listing within a sentence, it demonstrates that the narrator is reflecting on each action.

iii. Use a complex sentence to express a complex thought.
E.g. I did exactly what they expected of me: heel, sit, roll over. What do they think? That I’m a dog waiting for their instructions? Sometimes adults really tick me off; I have rights, too!
The use of a colon indicates that what will follow it will not be a sentence. The second half of the sentence is referred to as a dependent clause; it needs a sentence before it to express it fully. Otherwise, the “heel, sit, roll over” clause would be a sentence fragment.
However, a semi-colon is used to join two independent clauses. Both parts of the sentence could exist on their own as complete sentences.
iv. Use brief sentences when necessary.

E.g. What? I listened again. “Is there anyone here?” No one answered. Would anyone notice if I didn’t return for supper? I mean, it’s not as if the other campers welcomed me with open arms. Instead they treated me as if I was a ghost- a figment of their imaginations; it made it easier for them to ignore me, I guess. Just my luck.
A short sentence, when used appropriately, may help to develop suspense, reveal confusion, build conflict, and it definitely can strengthen voice, especially when used with other sentence types, etc.
