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91Prove It

Short and Sweet
Design and draw a tee shirt logo that 
conveys a message that you believe in. 

Starting Up
Write three 90-word accounts  
of this successful effort, each  
proving a different point. Here are  
seven possibilities:

1.	 We are often fooled by 
appearances.

2.	 Luck really matters.

3.	 Timing really matters.

4.	 We learn by doing.

5.	 The obvious is not always  
so obvious.

6.	 Small can be big.

7.	 Instincts can’t always be trusted.

OR: �Prove another point.

Write Away
1.	 Which one really works? Develop 

it into a much longer narrative. 
Explain where this happened. 
Explain why you had taken on the 
task.

2.	 Study your longer version. Does it 
effectively prove your point? If not, 
what else do you need to add?

3.	 Revise your draft. Consider starting 
in a different place.

Read to Write
Read the poem “The Road Not Taken” 
by Robert Frost. Ponder how taking the 
road “less traveled” can often make “all 
the difference.”

On the Screen
Watch the film The Miracle Worker 
(NR), starring Anne Bancroft as Annie 
Sullivan, the no-nonsense teacher 
whose “tough love” enabled her to 
communicate with Helen Keller when 
no one else believed it was possible.
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92 Part Two:  Nonfiction Prompts

Start

Success

Questions

From what you have observed, what do we mean by a successful…

 ?

Making It to the Top

Just what makes a person successful? Success is one of the words we 

think we understand, yet the truth is that we do not necessarily all 

agree on what the word actually means. 

1.	 politician?

2.	 teacher?

3.	 coach?

4.	 musician?

5.	 friend?

6.	 doctor?

7.	 student?

8.	 police officer?

9.	 chef?

10.	artist?
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93Success

Short and Sweet
Write a short note of appreciation to 
someone you admire from the list.

Starting Up
Using your own examples from the 
previous questions, write three 90-
word extended definitions of success. 
Each one should start with a different 
definition. Here are seven possible 
beginning sentences:

Most successful people…

1.	 are respected by their peers.

2.	 respect themselves.

3.	 don’t care about public opinion.

4.	 are great communicators.

5.	 want power.

6.	 have great vision.

7.	 know how to lose.

OR: �Choose your own definiton  
of success.

Write Away
1.	 Pick the version that you can support 

the best. Develop it by expanding 
your own examples and adding 
others. You can use real examples, 
or you can make up credible 
hypothetical examples.

2.	 Study your essay. Can you think 
of more examples? Does your 
organization work?

3.	 Try this again with an even more 
emphatic voice. 

Read to Write
Treat yourself to Charles Dickens’ classic 
novella A Christmas Carol. Observe how 
the visits of the Ghosts of Christmases 
Past, Present, and Future prompt 
Ebenezer Scrooge to reevaluate his 
personal definition of success. 

On the Screen
Take in a scene from the musical 
comedy How to Succeed in Business 
Without Really Trying (NR) or Will 
Success Spoil Rock Hunter? (NR). Notice 
how each film satirizes the concept of 
“making it” in the business world. 
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94 Part Two:  Nonfiction Prompts

Start

The Leader

Questions
Briefly explain why you agree or disagree with each of these statements. A leader  
must be…

 ?

Whom Shall We Follow?

Leaders come in many shapes and forms. Some are conspicuously 

aggressive. Others are more subtle. Either way, though, leaders are part 

of our culture and often responsible for the world in which we live.

1.	 brave.

2.	 smart.

3.	 compassionate.

4.	 trusting.

5.	 proud.

6.	 accepting.

7.	 manipulative.

8.	 imaginative.

9.	 open-minded.

10.	sensitive.
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95The Leader

Short and Sweet
Make a quick list of ten strong leaders 
you know.

Starting Up
Pick three from your list of strong 
leaders and develop each into a 90-word 
explanation. Support your point by 
citing examples from many areas of life 
such as…

1.	 work.

2.	 sports.

3.	 social life.

4.	 government.

5.	 school.

6.	 history.

7.	 entertainment.

OR: �any other area where people can 
show their leadership.

Write Away
1.	 Pick the one that feels the most 

compelling. Develop it into a longer 
piece, but don’t stray from the  
main point.

2.	 Study this longer piece. Are the 
examples well organized? Could 
you use some others, including 
hypothetical examples?

3.	 Try writing this again. Imagine you 
are trying to convince a skeptic.

Read to Write
Read “The Leader of the People,” a 
chapter from John Steinbeck’s novella 
The Red Pony. Observe how difficult  
it is for Jody’s grandfather when he 
knows his leadership skills are no  
longer required.

On the Screen
Watch the Academy Award-winning 
film The King’s Speech (PG-13), starring 
Colin Firth and King George VI 
and Geoffrey Rush as Lionel Logue, 
the speech therapist who helps him 
overcome his stammer and lead his 
nation through the tempestuous days of 
World War II.
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96 Part Two:  Nonfiction Prompts

Start

Who Are You?

Questions
Briefly explain how you rate yourself as a...

 ?

Defining Ourselves

We have many ways to think about ourselves. One way is to consider 

how we fit into various roles. This kind of imagining can lead to some 

revealing moments.

1.	 leader?

2.	 team player?

3.	 competitor?

4.	 citizen?

5.	 student?

6.	 worker?

7.	 dreamer?

8.	 winner?

9.	 thinker?

10.	friend?
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97Who Are You?

Short and Sweet
List five other roles that you have 
played. Rank them from least to most 
representative of your personality.

Starting Up
Pick three of these roles and write a 90-
word argument for each. Develop your 
explanation by referring to areas of your 
experience such as…

1.	 family.

2.	 school.

3.	 work.

4.	 social life.

5.	 hobbies.

6.	 travel.

7.	 reading.

OR: �any other area of your life you can 
think of.

Write Away
1.	 Select the one that is the most 

convincing, and expand it by 
making each example longer. 
Consider adding other examples as 
well.

2.	 Study what you’ve written. Is 
your overall point clear? Are your 
examples suitable?

3.	 Try again, this time reordering  
your examples. 

Read to Write
Enjoy Kurt Vonnegut’s “Who Are  
We This Time?” In this short story,  
two extremely introverted members  
of a community theater company 
become dramatically extroverted 
whenever they take on the personalities 
of the roles they play on stage. For an 
added treat, watch the film version 
starring Christopher Walken and  
Susan Sarandon. 

On the Screen
Watch the comedy Mr. Mom (PG), 
starring Michael Keaton and Teri Garr 
as Jack and Caroline Butler. When Jack 
is fired at work, Caroline gets a job 
and Jack becomes a stay-at-home dad 
with comic consequences. Notice how 
switching responsibilities gives Jack a 
deeper respect for what Caroline had 
been accomplishing at home.
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98 Part Two:  Nonfiction Prompts

Start

Predictions

Questions
To the best of your ability, describe life ten years from now. Include why you think this 
will be the case.

 ?

Looking Ahead

We have to wait for the future to happen, but that doesn’t stop us from 

predicting what the future holds. 

1.	 Where will you be working?

2.	 Where will you be living?

3.	 What will you look like?

4.	 What will be some new fads?

5.	 What kind of shows will be popular 
on television?

6.	 What will the newest phones be able 
to do?

7.	 What kind of celebrities will  
be popular?

8.	 What will be the newest  
health craze?

9.	 What will cars be like?

10.	What about schools? 
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99Predictions

Short and Sweet
Write three fortune cookie slips that 
accurately predict your future job, 
family life, and social life. 

Starting Up
Using these answers plus any other 
predictions, write a speculative essay 
explaining your own view of the future. 
Here are seven ways you could tie your 
answers together:

The future looks…

1.	 fantastic.

2.	 bleak.

3.	 complicated

4.	 uncertain.

5.	 scary.

6.	 utterly different.

7.	 utterly predicable.

OR: �any alternative point you’d like  
to make.

Write Away

1.	 Choose the one that seems the most 
convincing and write a much longer 
essay. How can you develop the 
examples you have used? What new 
examples can you add to strengthen 
your point? 

2.	 Study what you have written. Is this 
well organized? Have you suggested 
what a contrary point of view might 
be and why that view, in your 
opinion, is wrong?

3.	 Try it one more time. Start with an 
exciting attention grabber.

Read to Write
Look at the science fiction story, “Helen 
O’Loy” by Lester del Rey. Notice how 
the author has predicted the concept of 
androids and artificial intelligence—
even though the story was written over 
70 years ago!

On the Screen
Watch the 1966 version of Farenheit 451 
(NR). Based on Ray Bradbury’s science 
fiction novel, the film tells of a society in 
which books are banned and readers  
are rebels. 
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100 Part Two:  Nonfiction Prompts

Start

Future U

Questions
How and why did you make these recent choices? Why did you…

 ?

Facing the Consequences

We all make countless, daily choices involving our school, work, family, 

or social life. They may seem insignificant, but some just might matter 

more than we realize.

1.	 decide to see a certain movie?

2.	 buy a certain article of clothing?

3.	 read a particular book?

4.	 communicate with a certain person?

5.	 have a long conversation with  
a friend?

6.	 take a recent trip?

7.	 not buy something you might  
have needed?

8.	 wear a particular outfit?

9.	 agree to help someone?

10.	turn down a recent request?
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101Future U

Short and Sweet
Text a friend about these decisions.

Starting Up
Choose three of these, and for each, 
write a 90-word narrative suggesting 
how this seemingly little choice just 
might affect your future in a positive 
way. Here are seven possibilities:

Because of this choice, you  
become a/an…

1.	 renowned artist.

2.	 great student.

3.	 notable public figure.

4.	 sports hero.

5.	 role model for young people. 

6.	 thoroughly content individual.

7.	 successful business person.

OR: �Select an alternative possiblity.

Write Away
1.	 Pick the one that seems the most 

believable and make it more specific. 
Explain the steps that followed  
this choice. Be as specific as  
possible. Remember you are  
writing about yourself.

2.	 Study what you have written. Does 
this feel credible? What else could 
you add? Does this start in the  
right place?

3.	 Write this again with even  
more detail.

Read to Write
Read “Impulse” by Conrad Aiken, the 
story of a man whose life collapses 
around him once he gives in to a 
casual impulse to shoplift an item 
from a drugstore. Notice how this one 
seemingly small incident is actually the 
culmination of a number of mistakes he 
has already made in his life. 

On the Screen
Enjoy the film The Natural (PG), 
starring Robert Redford as Roy Hobbs, a 
man whose brilliant future in baseball is 
all but destroyed by a single, seemingly 
unimportant decision on his part. 
Observe the scene in which his former 
girlfriend attempts to convince him 
that there was no way for him to have 
foreseen what was coming. Enjoy the 
comeback Roy makes when given a 
second chance, both on the field and off.





103

Fr
om

 Jo
an

’s 
Ju

nk
 S

ho
p,

 C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

G
oo

d 
Ye

ar
 B

oo
ks

. Th
 i

s p
ag

e 
m

ay
 b

e 
re

pr
od

uc
ed

 fo
r c

la
ss

ro
om

 u
se

 o
nl

y 
by

 th
e 

ac
tu

al
 p

ur
ch

as
er

 o
f t

he
 b

oo
k.

 w
w

w
.g

oo
dy

ea
rb

oo
ks

.c
om

.

Where Do You Go 
from Here?
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104 Where Do You Go from Here?

Fifty More Story Starters
Up until this point, you have been responding 
to very specific prompts. Now you are ready to 
make more of these choices yourself. Rather 
than being presented with prompts, questions, 
and suggestions for your stories, you will now  
be given a single sentence to use somewhere in 
your story.

After you have written two or three mini-
stories using the lines provided, select one and 
write a full draft. Then examine your new draft 
with these questions in mind:

•	 Have you selected the right point of view? 
What if someone else were to relate  
the events?

•	 Have you made the setting part of the story?

•	 Are the characters believable?

•	 Does the story start in the right place? Is the 
conflict clear? Is there suspense? Does the 
story end where it should?

•	 Is the theme—if there is one—apparent 
without being too obvious?

•	 Is the writing clear and appropriate?

1.	 I have to tell you why I hired that creep.

2.	 “Why me?” the stranger shouted in my 
direction. 

3.	 Selling expensive socks can be difficult work.

4.	 As I pulled into the driveway, I noticed 
someone moving around inside the house.

5.	 Jonas kept Russian medals in the glove 
compartment of his Chevy.

6.	 The small plane sped down the runway.

7.	 Nerds are common, but not where I live.

8.	 I did not find his remarks the least bit funny, 
but I still laughed.

9.	 Never forget to plan an escape.

10.	Wanda was the first refugee to come to work 
at our shop.

11.	“Why have I suddenly started to like 
spinach?” Billy wondered.

12.	When I was a youngster, I mowed the lawn 
of a grumpy man’s estate.

13.	Bill always turned left on Maple Street so he 
would not have to pass Mary’s house.

14.	Sometimes you can judge a book by its cover.

15.	Sometimes it’s a good idea not to know  
too much.

16.	Who says life is fair?

17.	 Little Louie was the best dancer in our class.

18.	I was astonished that Reggie came all the 
way over here and asked me to dance.

19.	If you really want to move to this town, you’d 
better introduce yourself to Big Martha.

20.	Don’t get me wrong. I do believe in 
miracles—at least on Tuesdays.

21.	My favorite aunt was a great practical joker.

22.	Driving a cab for my Uncle Willie changed 
my world big time.

23.	I’ve learned to pay attention to the rain.

24.	After all these years, our house looks a  
little shabby.

25.	Frank reached into his pocket for the  
treasure map.

26.	Until last Wednesday, I always minded my 
own business. Not any more!
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105Fifty More Story Starters

27.	I could hear the animals closing in  
behind me.

28.	Wally collected lies.

29.	The little lady cleared her throat and began 
to speak in a surprisingly loud voice.

30.	Will anyone ever believe me again?

31.	Happy? Sad? Hopeful? Dismal? I was all of 
those and more last week at Sid’s going  
away party.

32.	I should have made up my mind earlier.

33.	Old Wally didn’t know as much as we 
thought he did.

34.	Why is it so much fun to gossip?

35.	I despise shortcuts!

36.	If you think winters here are bad, wait until 
the rainy season.

37.	I always wanted to write someone’s life story.

38.	My sister would have been a great president.

39.	Last week I dreamed that I was swimming in 
a pool full of yogurt.

40.	I reached over and patted Mother on  
the shoulder.

41.	Believe me. There’s nothing Martian  
about Mars.

42.	Was Sam yawning? I couldn’t be sure.

43.	Who’d guess doing nothing took so  
much character?

44.	How much do you know about your future?

45.	After Ms. Andrews found Minny cheating, 
our class wasn’t so much fun.

46.	Who’d have guessed that I could be such a 
good spy?

47.	Life’s not easy when you’ve had it so easy.

48.	We dared Babs to run past the Rubys’ house.

49.	Right before he died, Gramps told me the 
truth about his war medal.

50.	Stop where you are! 
 

OR: �pull some of your own sentences from 
stories, novels, newspaper articles, magazine 
features, movies, song lyrics, or elsewhere.

 Hidden Treasure 

Want to see how another student used 
Story Starter #8 to begin a full story? 
check out “I Still Laughed” on page 115.



Fr
om

 Jo
an

’s 
Ju

nk
 S

ho
p,

 C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

G
oo

d 
Ye

ar
 B

oo
ks

. Th
is

 p
ag

e 
m

ay
 b

e 
re

pr
od

uc
ed

 fo
r c

la
ss

ro
om

 u
se

 o
nl

y 
by

 th
e 

ac
tu

al
 p

ur
ch

as
er

 o
f t

he
 b

oo
k.

 w
w

w
.g

oo
dy

ea
rb

oo
ks

.c
om

.

106 Where Do You Go from Here?

Student Sample

The Hairdresser
by Christie Braun (age 18) 

(see page 5)

I was taking a drive one weekend, 
melancholy because I was an unappreciated 
teacher1 and I didn’t want to go back to school 
on Monday, and I saw Joan’s Junk Emporium, 
it looked like the kind of place that could cheer 
a person up so I stopped in.2 My eyes were 
amazed with what I saw. So much junk! The 
first room was filled with furniture which I 
had no use for, so I made my way to a room 
that said “hobbies.” It was a more organized 
room than the first. This room had sports 
equipment, athletic stuff, and even starter 
kits for collecting certain things.3 This room 
had nothing for me either, so I went into the 
next room labeled “Books.” There4 had to be a 
million books in here. I started looking around 
the books on the shelves reading their titles.5 
I came across a book called Hairdressing for 
Dummies. This brought me back to the days 
when I was in beauty school. I never had big 
dreams. I would have dropped out of high 
school if it wasn’t for my parents. I loved hair 
and working with it made me happy. I went 
to a local beauty school right out of high 
school so I was still living with my parents 
but after three months they were fed up. I still 
remember their exact words: “Tanya,” they said 
to me, “you should be ashamed of yourself. We 
have given you everything you ever wanted 
and you repay us by going to beauty school? 
Don’t you think there is something wrong with 
that? Don’t you think you have more to offer 
this world?” They just didn’t understand. 

To me, cutting hair wasn’t just cutting 
hair. It was helping people feel better about 
themselves. It was about the people that I made 
happy. But instead of going down my own 

path I chose to take my parents and became a 
teacher.6 I do love kids, don’t get me wrong, but 
I wasn’t cut out to be a teacher. I didn’t have 
the patience to deal with 20 kids asking 20 
questions at the same time. What I hated most 
was the fact that they didn’t seem to appreciate 
me, and they didn’t appreciate learning.7 They 
were only there because they had to be. Now, 
after seeing this book I realized that I still 
could make my life the way I want it. I could 
see it already. Five years from now I’ll be in 
Hollywood doing hair for the stars. “Oh Tanya, 
I love my hair, the pink streak was a brilliant 
idea! It makes me look young and hip don’t you 
think?” said Barbra Streisand. “Oh of course, 
you look wonderful.” Joan’s Junk Emporium 
really changed my life. I8 had to find Joan and 
thank her. 

She was standing by the register leaning 
against a dresser. It looked as though she was 
dozing off, so I approached her slowly in order 
not to startle her. “Excuse me, Joan?”  
I whispered.

“Yes, yes, I’m awake. Just resting my eyes. 
What do you need dear?” she replied with an 
upbeat tone. 

“Oh, nothing. I just wanted to say  
thank you.” 

“Thank you for what?”

“Thank you for putting my life back in 
order. If I hadn’t seen your place here, I 
probably would have never thought about the 
mistakes I made and the wrong decisions I 
chose.9 Now I can move forward and open up a 
new chapter of my life, one that I love.”
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Student Sample

“Well, Darling, that’s great. I’m so glad my 
store has something to do with your happiness, 
but truthfully, you would have figured it out 
eventually. I have made many wrong choices, 
and I didn’t make the one that filled me with 
joy until I opened up this place ten years 
ago. And I’m already 85! So don’t ever doubt 
yourself. Just live your life and enjoy the fact 
that it was given to you.10 

Comments

1.	 Show us an image of your bored students.

2.	 Good information, but you need to break it 
down into more sentences.

3.	 Be more specific here.

4.	 You might start a new paragraph here.

5.	 This sentence is phrased awkwardly.

6.	 Dramatic build-up of conviction—she seems to 
be moving towards a decision.

7.	 Effective use of repetition.

8.	 Consider started a new paragraph here.

9.	 Omit “and the wrong decisions I chose.”

10.	Bringing Joan herself into the story was a nice 
touch. It gives you the opportunity to work 
in a life lesson in a non-preachy way through 
the character.
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Check and Double-Check
by Trish Gadek (age 17) 

(see page 19)

Dear Aunt Paulina,

You wanted to know how my camping 
trip was, so let me sum it up into one word. 
Disaster!1 I knew it was a bad idea, but I 
decided to give it a chance. I tried to argue 
with my coworkers that instead of having a 
company camping trip, we do something else. I 
didn’t know what that “something else” should 
be, but anything’s better than camping. This 
was the first time I ever lost an argument.2 Let 
me take you back to the first day of the trip.

I was in my car double-checking that I 
had everything. Tent? Check. Sleeping bag? 
Check. Food and water? Check and check.3 
It didn’t occur to me that I’d need anything 
else. The man at the sporting goods store 
told me I had all the basic necessities to go 
camping. Believing that it was good enough, 
I got into my car and started driving towards 
the campsite.

When I got there, I was told that I would 
choose the spot to set up camp. Finally, I could 
have something my way. I led the small group 
of coworkers near the river. I was bummed to 
see that so many snakes were occupying that 
area.4 So we walked further into the woods, but 
there were too many wild animals. Everyone 
became impatient.5 I told them to be quiet and 
follow me. We walked so deep into the woods 
that we hardly knew where we were. At least 
there it was quiet and not infested with bugs 
or animals.

By the time everything was set up, it was 
dark. The guy at the store told me not to worry. 
The moon and stars are supposed to guide me 
through the dark. Yeah, right! I could barely 

see my hands stretched out in front of me. The 
problem was solved once we made a bonfire. 
Then it got warm. That didn’t work out well. It 
started raining. I ran into my tent and wanted 
to fall asleep as fast as possible. Of course the 
loud crickets didn’t help me. Not to mention 
the fact that my tent was too small and my 
sleeping bag was uncomfortable.6 Eventually, I 
fell asleep. 

When I woke up, I expected a good 
breakfast. Instead, it was either partially 
cooked eggs or soggy cereal. I took an apple 
instead. After breakfast, we went out for a 
hike. It was fine until I looked down and saw 
how muddy my shoes were. Then, someone 
remembered that we forgot the map. I start 
freaking out and yelling. Naturally, everyone 
yelled back. Ten minutes after arguing, we had 
no choice but to go back to camp. 

Finally resting, I noticed new tents being 
set up. Great! Just what I needed—more people 
to be annoyed by. Then I stopped and thought 
that maybe they were nice people. They noticed 
that we were back and rushed over to say, 
“Hello!” They were way too nice which made 
them even more unbearable. The wife and 
husband talked nonstop about how camping 
would teach their two kids some responsibility. 
The kids were running around, yelling, 
and screaming.7

Thinking this day couldn’t get any worse, I 
turned around just in time to see a bear eating 
the last of our food.8 Now we have to go back 
to the annoying family and ask them if they 
minded sharing9. They were more than happy 
to. Suddenly, we were all best friends. At least 
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Student Sample

in their minds. We were. Honestly, I’d rather 
starve than have to sit here listening to them go 
on and on about their family trips.10

I couldn’t take it anymore! I got up and 
told them that nobody cares about the hotels 
in Italy. They got so upset I thought they’d 
cry. That night, my company packed up and 
left. I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t take it 
anymore. That was a first. I did feel bad that I 
didn’t even pretend to feel sorry after I yelled 
at them, but it’s not my job to sympathize 
with them.

If my coworkers spent less time arguing 
with me and more time listening we could have 
actually done something fun. Nobody had a 
good time and I think this teaches them not to 
antagonize the antagonist.11

Your Loving Niece

Comments

1.	 Ha! You’ve hooked us already.

2.	 You’ve done a good job giving us a sense of the 
narrator’s personality.

3.	 You make her seem very controlled and 
efficient.

4.	 Show this! This is a great opportunity for strong 
description.

5.	 We’re not really picturing this scene. This 
situation could be funny or scary or both. 

6.	 This paragraph is better at describing these 
circumstances. The short sentences help to 
underscore the panic setting in. 

7.	 This newest development is an unexpected turn 
of events. You have found a way to make a bad 
trip even worse.

8.	 Show the bear!

9.	 What happened to the co-workers? Are they 
there, too? 

10.	You remain consistent in your characterization 
of the narrator.

11.	We like that you didn’t take the typical route 
of having the trip transform your character 
suddenly into someone friendly and agreeable. 
She starts out cranky and stays that way.
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Eerie Office
by Noel Knight (age 8) 

(see page 29)

Hi, my name’s Manny. I really want my 
own apartment.

I just came back from a messed up job 
appointment. Here’s what happened. So I got 
a job interview to be a guy’s assistant. I got 
there and the office lady told me to wait in his 
office. His office was really messed up. Well, 
it didn’t seem to be at first, it seemed like an 
ordinary, everyday office.1 But, then I looked a 
little closer and it was the weirdest office ever.2 
The pictures on the wall were like squiggles 
over squiggles over squiggles.3 Weirdest art 
picture ever and if you think that’s babyish, he 
had baby books on the book shelves.4 I took 
a seat, looked down and saw a hamster cage 
with dead rat inside it. It was on a spinning 
wheel and the spinning wheel’s wheel was inside 
a coffin!5 

I think the most adult thing in there was 
his calendar. He had doctor’s and dentist’s 
appointments scheduled, parties scheduled, 
and boring meetings. There was a strange 
smell in the air. It smelled like hand sanitizer 
and mints. I wasn’t too surprised about that 
because he had hand sanitizer and mints on 
his desk.6 He had maps on the wall of America, 
Illinois, Chicago and Northfield. But they were 
pinned up on the wall, doesn’t that seem weird 
to you? 

At that moment a doctor called about 
Mr. B’s7 infected toe. It sounded gross. I saw a 
closet. I was very curious, what was inside? I 
opened the door and I saw coats, a computer 
and a hat.8 It’s a messed up office, but I’m still 
looking. Maybe you’re next to see this eerie 
office. I’m warning you, it’s weird.9

Comments

1.	 Is this why the narrator is having a job 
interview? To earn some money?

2.	 Show us some “ordinary” details here.

3.	 Very conversational—we can really hear the 
narrator talking.

4.	 Tell us some of the book titles.

5.	 Yikes!

6.	 Good detail.

7.	 It would help if we were told earlier (maybe 
at the start of the second paragraph) that the 
narrator is in Mr. B’s office.

8.	 This is a good chance for you to add some 
“creepy” items. 

9.	 I like how the narrator’s talking right to us here.
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The Silence of the Lambs: A Review
by Alison O’Connor (age 17) 

(see page 57)

This is not a horror film.1 Though 
often shocking, gruesome, and even scary2 in 
some places, this film is not meant to leave you 
feeling hollow, or hopeless. It wouldn’t have 
won the Academy Award for Best Picture if 
that were the case. As Peter Travers of Rolling 
Stone once pointed out, the popular theme for 
Best Picture lauded films is human triumph. 
The Silence of the Lambs is no exception, as 
it tells a fascinating, dark, yet hopeful tale 
of a young woman’s ambition, journey and 
rite of passage as she overcomes her fears 
and troubled past. Even with its terrifying 
serial killers and infamously horrific quotes, 
the central focus of this film is on that of 
Jodie Foster’s FBI agent in training Clarice 
Starling, and the journey she undergoes. From 
tormented and hardened trainee to seasoned 
FBI agent and heroine, Clarice Starling’s 
transformation is triumphant indeed.3 

Of course, the plot of the movie is nail 
bitingly intense, and yes, horrific.4 The serial 
killer “Buffalo Bill”, a psychopath who kidnaps, 
kills and then skins his plus-size female 
victims, has now kidnapped a powerful female 
senator’s daughter, and the FBI is hurrying to 
catch the killer before harm comes to the well-
to-do young woman. In order to serve justice, 
the FBI turns to trainee Clarice Starling, who 
must interrogate the charming ex-psychiatrist 
and cannibalistic madman, Dr. Hannibal 
Lecter, for answers.5

Through it all, Clarice is seen standing 
up6 to powerful, intimidating and murderous 
male figures in the film, from the beginning 
scenes, when she stands in an elevator as her 
male classmates tower over her, to FBI Agent 

Jack Crawford, who directs and advises her 
as she obtains information from Dr. Lecter, 
to the Asylum Director Dr. Chilton, who 
ogles and letches7 after her while treating her 
with condescension on each visit, to her very 
conversations with Dr. Lecter himself, in which 
she, though constantly on the move and shot 
in transition in the film, is often seated at his 
presence, or held by Lecter’s command and 
made vulnerable, as she must reveal her own 
terrible past and nightmares in order to get 
the answers she seeks.8 Even the memories 
and flashback she has, centered on her late 
father, who had also served the law, control 
her as well, once again showing us how male 
dominated Starling’s life truly is. 

Starling’s primary goal, as Dr. Lecter 
himself points out, is advancement. She 
seeks to be the heroic figure that her father 
once had been in her eyes, to stand amongst 
the male figures in her life, to get inside Dr. 
Lecter’s head in order to stand up to Buffalo 
Bill himself in order to truly rescue the victim 
and stop the killings of the female victims. 
Until then, she won’t be at ease. We find out 
that Starling’s recurring nightmare was of a 
painful childhood memory from when she 
lived with her uncle on his ranch, in which she 
could hear the lambs, about to be slaughtered 
in the spring, crying out, screaming. She 
tried to open the gates, but none would move, 
managing instead to take only one with her. 
The one she does save ends up being taken 
back to the ranch, herself never seeing9 the 
ranch again after her uncle’s anger at the 
attempted escape. Until Starling can rescue 
the latest victim as she10 waits for slaughter, 
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she can’t be fully at rest, and the lambs will 
keep screaming. In order to fully advance, to 
progress and reach a turning point, she must 
silence the lambs’ screams through her own 
victory over the killer and personal growth 
throughout the case. Ironically, she is able 
to experience this growth under the wing 
of Dr. Lecter himself as their relationship 
progresses and he guides her to the closure 
she seeks. 

The film’s director, Jonathan Demme, has 
said that he wanted to make this a “woman’s 
picture,” and for the most part, he has 
accomplished this. Though this is not by any 
means a feministic movie, as women die, one 
is captured and traumatized, there is a lot 
of vulnerability in the other female figures, 
and the serial killer Buffalo Bill, through his 
perverse desire to become a woman, results 
in misogynist treatment of females, Clarice 
Starling, a strong, confident woman triumphs 

over evil and saves the day, grasping the 
closure she has searched for all her life.11 This 
film is, in that way, less about the eerie killers 
and the terrifying game of cat and mouse that 
the FBI and Buffalo Bill are caught up in than 
it is about Jodie Foster’s leading heroine, her 
struggles to advance in a male-dominated 
world and to prove that she will come out on 
top, stronger than any of them, which she 
succeeds in doing, through her verbal sparring 
with Dr. Lecter, her sharp defenses against 
her less than admirable superiors and lastly, 
her ultimately tracking and capturing Buffalo 
Bill.12 This is, in that sense, a “woman’s picture” 
in that this is the triumphant story of a woman 
who has become a contemporary icon in 
cinema, a woman who has helped to define 
the portrayal of female leads and feminism 
within modern film and literature, and whose 
personal journey is one that audiences will 
want to follow every step of the way.13 

Comments

1.	 Effective opening line. It sets up your argument 
that this is a serious film that should be 
evaluated on serious terms.

2.	 “Shocking” and “gruesome” are stronger 
adjectives than “scary.” Is there a more powerful 
term that you can substitute? Perhaps omitting 
“even” would allow you to keep “scary” without 
diminishing its value. 

3.	 Nicely specific; you clarify your earlier assertion 
that there’s more to this film than mere 
shock value.

4.	 Don’t overuse this word.

5.	 Well-presented plot summary.

6.	 Use the active voice here: “Clarice stands up…” 

7.	 Interesting verb choices.

8.	 Break this into several short sentences. 

9.	 “…ranch; she herself never sees…”

10.	Vague pronoun reference—it’s confusing as to 
whether this is Clarice or the victim.

11.	Again, break this down into shorter, clearer 
sentences. Don’t let the sentence structure get in 
the way of your important message.

12.	Once again, this point is too insightful to be 
lost in the syntax.

13.	Strong ending—you really secure your argument.
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Sunrise in Oxford
by Alex Ranieri (age 16) 

(see page 59)

I feel like an old man as I watch 
the sunrise.1

There is nothing so spectacular as being 
where you want to be. Nothing that fills one2 so 
full of contentment.

I try to read Rimbaud, but he does not 
capture my interest this time.3 The light slowly 
creeps up his smooth pages,4 dragging my 
eyes away, and I turn back to the view from 
my window. Chipped roof tiles catch the light 
that dashes from behind the clouds. There 
is nothing in the world except this old city 
and me.5

Mendeleev left spaces where he knew that 
elements would be discovered. We must all 
leave spaces in our minds and our stories for 
new elements.6

I do feel like an old man—an old man who 
has lived life to its fullest, who has absorbed the 
world like a sea sponge.7 I have never seen light 
so beautiful, so golden, and I have never seen 
a sky like this one. Is it possible to regain this 
happiness, I muse, now turning my whole body 
to the window. Something in the back of my 
head says it is, but that it can only be found here.

I wish I were an old man—that it was over, 
that I had lived how I liked.8 Then I would 
have glorious memories, all ricocheting9 in 
my head, and not a single one of them tinged 
with regret.

But I will never be an old man. So what 
does it matter? It is not me, anyway. All that 
matters to me is the light.

I want to get back to the golden light.10

Comments

1.	 This is an intriguing opening line. It’s hard to 
know what to expect next. Do old men play 
close attention to sunrises because they know 
they have fewer of them left to see?

2.	 “One” seems a little stilted here. Consider 
sticking with a single point of view—use either 
“you” or “one” instead of both.

3.	 You could mention how he has touched you in 
the past.

4.	 Great image.

5.	 Interesting contrast with your previous 
connection to humankind in the second 
paragraph.

6.	 Again, an interesting contrast to your previous 
contentment.

7.	 Do you want such a passive image? Are you 
absorbing or engaging life?

8.	 Tone shift.

9.	 Interesting word choice—seems rather chaotic.

10.	You leave us with something to think  
about further.
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The Delivery Boy
by Attilio La Valle (age 17) 

(see page 61)

The clock strikes 4:45 pm. An alarm 
goes off in my brain. It’s time to call your boss! 
Check-in! You’re on-call!1 I pick up the phone 
to hear Vlad tell me in broken English, “Not 
much is going on yet, man. Stick around.”2 
A typical night at work consists of anywhere 
from 5 to 15 deliveries. Vlad tells me to be in a 
specific restaurant at a specific time and work 
takes off from there. Usually all goes smoothly, 
but November 17, 2010, proved otherwise. 

It was my first delivery of the night. I was 
running late because my neighbor had just 
gotten into an accident and had a tow truck 
blocking my driveway with the remains of 
his car. After about thirty minutes, the tow 
truck left, and I was finally able to get out of 
my driveway. Just down the road from Sushi 
Kushi, it happened. A car rolled through the 
T-shaped intersection’s stop sign. I tried to 
stop, but I was too late. I could not believe what 
had happened. My car was totaled.3 I called 
my boss and my parents to inform them of the 
bad news and immediately started to think, 
what now? Can I ever work as a delivery driver 
again? Can I ever drive again?4 

I was distraught, and, needless to say, 
terrified to get back on the job. Every fiber in 
my body was screaming “NO, DON’T DO 
IT!” But my brain and heart said otherwise. I 
couldn’t just up and quit. I needed the money 
for my necessities. I needed the money to 
bring home to my family. I needed5 the money 
for my life-long-dream of receiving a college 
education. My parents came to this country 
from Italy, and money in our family has always 
been tight. They are both high school drop-
outs. Minimum wage is the only work they 

have been able to obtain. Through all this, 
they taught me and my three sisters the value 
of education. They came here to provide their 
children with an opportunity. Life provided 
me with an obstacle and I had to overcome it.

Now life is great.6 I’ve kept my job at 
Delivery2you for over a year now and have saved 
enough money to consider going to college. I 
want a college education more than anything 
else in the world. I need it. I’ve faced my fears, 
and through a lot of pain and tears, I’m still 
here. I’m ready to learn. I have what it takes. 
I’ve faced obstacles that could have potentially 
ruined me. But I must say, if I had the choice, I 
wouldn’t change a thing. Fighting through these 
obstacles made me who I am today: a man that 
values education, a man who faces his fears, a 
man that has to call his boss every single day to 
check-in for work at 4:45 pm.7

Comments

1.	 Good start—we get an immediate sense of both 
the character and situation.

2.	 Can you imitate Vlad’s dialect here?

3.	 Slow down here! We need to experience more of 
your reactions to the event.

4.	 Dialogue would help here. 

5.	 Your use of repetition creates an effective rhythm.

6.	 What happened that first day back? How did 
you get from the despair of the accident to 
“Now life is great”? 

7.	 Consider using this narrative for your college 
applications. 
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I Still Laughed
by Jordan Marks (age 18) 

(see page 104)

I did not find his remarks the 
least bit funny, but I still laughed. I 
was conscious of my composure: arms open, 
legs not crossed, hips towards him, making 
as much eye contact as possible. I could not 
control my sweat, and the fear of this only 
made me sweat more. Nor could I control my 
eyes’ wideness, my arms’ refusal to relax their 
death-grip on the chair, my legs’ twitch, and 
the robotic, forced tone of my laugh.1 His was 
different: a hearty, honest, laugh—friendly and 
unafraid of itself.2

My eyes darted around the room at the 
displays that I had already seen on my way in.3 
An empty glass dish distorted all light on its 
surface. I admired the nonsensical patterns of 
diffracted color it made while still trying to 
listen intently to him. He had yet to relinquish 
me from his sight, I noticed. He was smiling. 
I was far too anxious to even gauge my 
own expression.

“...which you understand isn’t a consequence 
of our actual course offerings as it is the... 
demographic distribution of -” he folded his 
hands above his knees. Any snide remarks 
on my part were repressed,4 and I reminded 
myself once more to try and pay attention, 
to anticipate questions and answer them. 
But I was unable to juggle so many pressing 
concerns at once, and so sat rigid, letting him 
talk at me, thinking only of5 why did I ever 
agree to this? How could an interview help? 

“—So of course you might find our statistics 
a bit skewed, but on the whole I—we think it 
really is the best suit for somebody with your 

particular interests.” He had been answering 
my one question the entire time. My only 
question, the one I had rehearsed feverishly 
in the waiting room, made earlier today on a 
small and now crumpled blue piece of paper. 
Was it in my pocket? A small distraction, but 
yes, there it was, half-falling out, still folded 
up.6 He had stopped talking, perhaps (I hope) 
pausing before embarking on a new topic of 
discussion, which, despite all fears, would be 
infinitely better than his asking me a ques—

“—which I’m sure you’ve heard many times 
we are as much searching for the right person 
for our university, as you are searching for the 
right university for you. But again, the point 
of this is not for me to talk on and on about 
us, but rather for me to ask you why you’d 
like to come here. What about our school in 
particular interests you?” 7

Ignoring his voice’s obnoxious emphases, 
still popping an artery over the arm rest, 
ignoring his silly-looking facial hair, trying 
not to look out the window, looking out the 
window, sweating even more profusely and 
worrying about my odor, I wasted no energy 
trying desperately to piece together all my 
abstract and intangible thoughts into some 
semblance of a question, just a simple question, 
anything at all, reflecting Who I Am or What 
I Want.8

But I don’t know that. I don’t know 
that verbally, anyway, and I certainly can’t 
articulate a question about it. A maelstrom of 
thought blended in my head, resembling, let’s 
say, a bag of marbles caught in a jet engine, 
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completely obliterated, as the aircraft just 
whizzes right by. Shining but noxious glass 
dust trails the plane’s wake.9

“A particular major we offer? Philosophy, 
perhaps? Is it our sports teams? Are you 
interested in our co-op programs?”

“Uh.”10

I became aware of the clock’s ticking as 
I deliberated. My sweating was also getting 
worse. He sat perfectly still, paying attention 
to me, waiting for a question. I found it 
exceedingly difficult to maintain eye contact 
with him (as you’re supposed to do constantly, 
I was told) for more than a second or two.

I have no questions, but I can’t say that. 
I wouldn’t appear smart or perceptive if I 
didn’t have one. A successful and promising 
kid would ask a question that’s open-ended 
and interpretive, not something factual and 
obvious like, “What’s the average ACT score of 
your incoming freshman?” 

He stared at me for a moment before 
composing his answer. “We,” he began, pausing 
(for effect?),11 “don’t believe that one test taken 
in your Junior year on a Saturday morning 
based on an arbitrary standard of knowledge 
should dictate whether you get into college.” 
Now I seriously could not look into his eyes 
whatsoever. I physically could not make eye 
contact with him. “However, prospective 
students can send in their scores if they so 
choose, and—”

I can’t help it. I can’t look at him. I can’t fix 
my posture nor appear in any way confident 
of the situation. But I had no choice! I had 
no other questions to ask, and I could not 
just sit there thinking of a question (which12 
shouldn’t I have thought of at least one before 
I even began talking to him? Is that not what 

is expected of me?) while he waited, staring 
at me. (That was not the question of a child-
star. That was not the question of a prodigy. 
That was not the question of the top-of-the-
food-chain sort of kid.) That bright-eyed and 
handsome kid. (The kid who has 50 more 
hours of community service than is even 
necessary, not because he felt overachieving 
was worthwhile, but because he actually 
enjoys community service.) Colleges soak that 
stuff up. That kid, the one who’ll feel bad for 
receiving a B on a test. The kid who respects 
authority, who knows how to talk to adults 
with all due or undue respect, yet still, you can 
tell, is the life of a party. (He could be doing 
drugs behind the garage in secret and his 
grandparents would still be lauding the boy’s 
potential to the point of embarrassment.)13

That kid. That kid who’s the captain of not 
only the soccer team but also the math team. 
He takes all honor-level classes yet has eyes 
free of dark bags. Popular. One of the alpha 
males. All-around-good-guy. Trustworthy 
around children. Not pretentious or arrogant, 
but obviously very intelligent. 

“…judge as more important. But 
nonetheless, as for the range of the admitted 
SAT and ACT scores from… Let’s see here, 
from 2009—”

Good hygiene. Good health. Good ability. 
Asks the insightful questions, and not the -

“—but like I said, you wouldn’t have to 
worry about that too much, applying here. So, 
any more questions?”14
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Comments

1.	 Excellent description—we can really feel this 
discomfort.

2.	 Powerful contrast.

3.	 The vagueness of your setting intrigues us. We 
don’t really know exactly where you are yet.

4.	 Use active voice: “I repressed any snide 
remarks…”

5.	 Omit “thinking only of” here.

6.	 Consider adding one more element of physical 
humor—you could have him continuously try 
and fail to dig this out of his pocket.

7.	 Effectively satiric of a smug adult.

8.	 Clever use of syntax to share your narrator’s 
state of mind.

9.	 Your choice of metaphor tells us as much about 
your narrator as it does the situation. 

10.	Humorous contrast to the complexity of your 
internal dialogue.

11.	The syntax is confusing here.

12.	Delete “which” here.

13.	This sentence succeeds in establishing just how 
unsatisfactory this interview has been. 

14.	Ends rather abruptly. Perhaps he could find the 
question immediately afterward, read it, roll 
his eyes, and tear it up. You could leave your 
readers wondering just what the question was.






