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TIPS FOR MORE POWERFUL WRITING

1. Pay attention.  Good writing is as much a matter of careful observation as of a vivid imagination.  Use River Friendly River Wild and Only a Pigeon as examples of books that grew out of real life observation, using real places, people, and details.

2. Depend on five sense details to pull the reader into the experience.  Don’t forget taste and smell.  (The village scene in In the Small, Small Night has good examples.)

3. Be specific.  Tell students, “Writers have to capture zingy, vivid details that make writing convincing and fascinating.”  Think: “prove it.” Jane’s picture books set in Africa (or the short story anthology Memories of Sun: Stories of Africa and America) can help.  What details don’t feel “made up” but convey that the author knows?
4. Consider the power of research to add texture and depth to fiction and poetry. Water Hole Waiting shows authors taking academic language and turning it playful.

5. Show, don’t tell.  Writers make scenes come to life by showing people in action—much like using a video camera, only one made of words.  (Ask: how does Jane Kurtz show that Alemayu is honest in Fire on the Mountain?  How does Jane Kurtz show that Saba lacks courage in the first paragraph of the book by that name?)

6. Surprise your reader.  Don’t give the reader the expected.  Delight and dazzle with the unexpected detail or plot twist, word or example. Look at Bicycle Madness for 1890s slang or Saba to illustrate unusual proverbs and wise sayings.

7. Focus on strong, solid nouns and energetic verbs.  Make lists of interesting verbs and post them.  (Asking students to describe how different animals move is a way to get many powerful verbs on the list.)  Water Hole Waiting and Rain Romp are good resources for discussing verbs and other “juicy words.”  

8. Be honest.  Dare young writers to write about what’s really happening, inside and out.  (The poem “Mad” in River Friendly River Wild provides one example.)

9. Writers play with words as potters play with clay.  Jane wrote more than 50 different drafts of  Do Kangaroos Wear Seatbelts. How did she play with sounds: “soaring, gliding, sliding, leaping, while the thorn-tree world is sleeping”?

10. Use interesting comparisons. Ask students: “What does x remind you of?  Anything else? Do you know anything else that looks (smells etc) like that?”  Remind them, “You don’t always get your best thoughts on the first try.”  Trouble, Rain Romp, and Faraway Home can provide models of unusual similes and metaphors. (“Little silver worms of rain wriggle and slither under our shirts.” Rain Romp)
