Characterization for Short Stories

The key elements of characterization: 

direct description

dialogue

what others say 

what the character says and thinks

One of the easiest things that you can do is to create a character that is similar to someone that you already know; create a very distinct mental picture of the person. 

   A simple exercise you can do to create characters is to fold a paper lengthwise in fours.

    * Label each column as follows: adjectives, nouns, adverbs, verbs.

So I have an image of a guy that I used to hang out with in Brandon.   

He used to think of himself as a ladies man. He had a lot of bravado, but usually it just rubbed people the wrong way.  He was always moving; pacing around a lot.  It could be really hard to talk to him, and when he talked to you, he often came off condescendingly.  

Although he could be a huge jerk; at times, especially when it was just the two of us, he could be a really great guy.  There was this one time, when we were at a concert and it started raining he gave me the coat off his back.  
Nouns


Adjectives


Adverbs


Verb

Young man

Charismatic


Smoothly


Quick City


dark



condescendingly

pacing 



smoky 






     unflinching 

So if I was using direct description what words would I use?

What type of dialogue would I use?

What might friends say about this character?

What might enemies say about him?

How does this character think differently than you do personally?

Follow these few steps and watch your characters come alive.
Follow up.  

Have the students create these charts and then write their stories. Then they can have partners read the stories with that list in front of them.  

Before beginning this activity, emphasize the connection between characters in the stories written by the masters and the need for them to duplicate the process in their own stories.

    * Place students in pairs.

    * Instruct them to exchange rough drafts.

    * After reading their partner's story, he or she should complete the premade grid on two characters from the story.

    * Return the rough draft with the grids.

    * Ask students if their characters demonstrated the characteristics intended.

    * Ask students if their words gave a true portrayal of the character and if they know anyone in real life like that. If the answer is no, it's time to revise.

    * Instruct students to make the necessary changes, first, on the grid.

    * Revisit the rough draft and add or delete necessary passages in order to convey the intended character traits.

    * Suggest using dialogue if writers are stuck.

    * After revisions, have partners read the revised version.

    * Share good ones with the class and solicit comments.

Using Imagery 

A writer must totally involve the reader in order to make the writing enjoyable to read. A writer must appeal to the senses. If a reader can see, smell, taste, or touch what the character experiences, the writing is of high quality.

    * Write the following sentence on the board: "The child got mad at the teacher."

    * Ask students the following questions: Does the sentence paint a picture for the reader? Are there details that would appeal to the readers' senses?

    * Write the following suggestions on the board for specific ways students can revise by adding figurative language and imagery:

· Use Alliteration: Stammering a reply and stomping out the door, the young scholar stopped and displayed his middle finger.

· Use a Simile: After seeing the grade, her fist hammered the desk and she shrieked like a lioness; she was so fed up with her teacher.  

· Use Onomatopoeia: The bang of the door echoed through the hall as Billy left the room.

· Use a Metaphor: Our school’s starting goalie, who is a stonewall in net,  but who’s heart is tender, had tears welling in his eyes as the Coach belittled his effort. 

· Use Juxtaposition: The student slouched in his chair, trying to create space between himself and the berating teacher that that towered above him; resentment began to well inside. 

Practice

Write telling sentences on the board and instruct students to convert them to showing sentences containing figurative language. Feel free to use my examples. Challenge students to not used the italicized words.

    * The pizza tasted great.

    * The class was boring.

    * The football team thinks they are so cool.

    * The mugger attacked his victim.

Starting Your Story With the W5.  

Show Don't Tell Exercise

Answering the news reporter questions--who, what, when, where, why, how--turns bland writing into active writing.

    * Write the following sentence on the board: "Mr. Smith is celebrating."

    * Ask students the following questions:

          o Does this sentence paint a picture for the reader?

          o Does it leave questions in the reader's mind?

          o Does it answer the questions who, what, when, where, why, how?

          o How could it answer who, what, when, where, why, how and paint a picture for the reader?

    * Instruct students to answer the following questions:

          o Who is Mr. Smith?

          o What does he do when he celebrates?

          o When does he celebrate?

          o Where does he celebrate?

          o Why is he celebrating?

          o How is he celebrating?

Procedures

Instruct students to rewrite the aforementioned telling sentence. Here's my example:

“That’s it,” Mr. Smith thought to himself, “that’s it.” He slowly leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on his desk – no one was going to tell him that he couldn’t.  He started to loosen his tie as one of his fellow teachers, Mr. Radcliff,  popped his head into his classroom, “joining us for a drink?”  Smith smiled and nodded, “for sure”.  He looked at a card he held in his hand, one given to him from his favorite student, “have a great summer, see you next year.”  Not likely, he thought to himself as he smiled.  It was the first thing he threw into the box.  
    * Write the following sentences on the board and instruct students to rewrite them using the reporter's formula

          o Bill is handsome.



or

          o Eggs are fun to throw

Figurative Language

Diction  -  style of speaking or writing as dependent upon choice of words. Diction includes language, figurative language, and tone.

If we have a list of words like these: 

 student, apprentice, disciple, junior, learner, novice, scholar, undergraduate

What are we talking about?

But can I use these words to describe say the difference between Peter Griffen and Homer Simpson.  Or a way to describe Baby Carrots. 

What type of feeling do these words create:  

skinny, bony, angular, emaciated, gaunt, malnourished, scrawny, slender, thin, anorexic

Bad feeling, right?  A stark tone.  Or a bleak tone. 

But what if I was using those words to describe a person’s hairstyle?  

Comedic tone?  
This is an example of connotation: the associated or secondary meaning of a word or expression in addition to its explicit or primary meaning.

 vacation, break, fiesta, furlough, holiday, intermission, layoff, recess, respite, sabbatical

What type of tone do these words have: positive, negative, or neutral?
How could they be used negatively?
run, amble, bound, dart, dash, gallop, lope, scamper, sprint

 What type of tone do these words have: positive, negative, or neutral? 

How can they be used positively?  Negatively?                  
@@@More@@@@ busy, active, diligent, employed, occupied, perservering, unavailable, employed

          o fear, dread, apprehension, anxiety, panic, terror

          o fat, obese, chubby, stout, plump, stocky

          o friend, companion, buddy, acquaintance, colleague, playmate

    * Have groups identify each word as positive, negative, or neutral. Keep in mind that most words can be either, depending on the context.

    * Have each group choose 3-4 words from their list and demonstrate their meanings with a drawing or a short skit.

Varying your sentences , Paragraphs by Trent Lorcher. 

Brighthub.com

The Simplest of Sentence Structure Lesson Plans

Write the following paragraphs, lacking sentence variety, on the board (or create your own). The first one uses all simple sentences; the second one uses all complex sentences:

   1. Poetry is difficult. I don't write it very well. My English professor in college agrees with me. He sent me a book. He sent me Poetry for Dummies. I felt stupid after seeing it. I still talk to the professor. We don't talk much about poetry. He sent me that book, after all. We do talk about our children. I asked for his recommendation on poetry books for children. He suggested something to me. He suggested they teach me poetry. He really humiliated me. I am over it now. I talked to my therapist about it. I decided to do a poetry extravaganza. I went to the library with my kids. I chose 20 poetry books. They voted on the top 5. That's why I'm writing this.

   2. Poetry, the bane of my existence, an activity, enjoyed by my English professor that tormented me, a college graduate, for many years. My professor, still a good friend of mine who converses with me from time to time about literature and other tidbits, told me I was not very good at poetry, going as far as to send me a copy of a book, a rather useful yet insulting book, entitled Poetry for Dummies, which, although intended as humor, hurt my feelings. I talked to my therapist, a rather good man who, like me, has a general disdain for poetry, and he told me I should have a poetry extravaganza with my children--Tom, Joe, and Mary--and let them see if they enjoy poetry.

   3. For the actual essay on great poetry books for children, follow the link. I wrote it and give you permission to use it in your lesson.

Discuss the Following

    * A good writer varies sentence types and lengths to hold the readers' attention. Writing the same types of sentences over and over and over and over makes for dull writing and forces the reader to either stop reading or hop on a plane to British Columbia and bury his head in a snowdrift.

    * Sentence length is used to create emphasis. Short sentences create emphasis following long sentences. Try it.

    * Three main types of sentences exist.

          o Simple sentences: one independent clause consisting of a subject and predicate.

          o Compound sentences: two independent clauses joined by a comma and a conjunction or a semicolon.

          o Complex sentences: an independent clause preceded by or followed by a dependent clause.

    * Good writing should have all three types.

Revision Exercise

Don't worry. I haven't forgotten about the two sample paragraphs.

    * Read each paragraph aloud.

    * Underline each sentence in alternating colors. Unless they're really stupid, students will notice that neither paragraph varies sentence type or length.

    * Display a list, or have students take notes on different ways to vary sentence patterns. I have included suggestions for sentence revision in the next part of this series.

    * Instruct students to revise the first paragraph using suggestions for sentence revision. Use the second paragraph as a warning to those who feel the need to revise every sentence. Remember, sentence variety creates interest, flow, and emphasis. I promise.

    * Put a few samples on the board or on an overhead.

    * Highlight sentences in alternating colors and check for variety.

    * If you are working on the writing process, have students do the same activity with their rough drafts.

Read more: http://www.brighthub.com
Techniques for Improving Sentences

Improve those monotonous essays with these techniques:

1) Add an infinitive phrase:

Before: All I wanted to do was improve my score in timed writing and getting those improved scores became very important to me.

After: To improve my timed writing score I should practice timed writing.

2) Use a subordinating conjunction to combine sentences:

Before: I thought I did excellent on my timed writing test. My grade was much lower than I thought.

After: I thought I did excellent on my timed writing test until I saw my grade.

3) Change a statement to a question in quotes:

Before: My friend and I thought about abandoning our friend as the bear attacked.

After: I turned to Bill and asked, "Should we warn Terrance or just go?"
4) Add a present participial phrase (that's a phrase beginning with a word that ends in 'ing').

Before: We ran faster than we had ever run before as the big bear ripped out Terrance's guts with its paw.

After: Looking on in dismay as the bear ripped out Terrance's guts, we awoke from our startled state and ran.

5) Join two sentences with a comma and a coordinating conjunction (and, but, for, nor, yet, so) and create a compound sentence.

Before: We knew we didn't have to outrun the bear. We had to run a little bit faster than Terrance.

After: We knew we didn't have to outrun the bear, but we did have to outrun Terrance.

6) Add dialogue:

Before: We told Terrance to get out of the tent and run.

After: I yelled, "Terrance, there's a grizzly bear outside the tent! Run!"
7) Start with an ly word:

Before: I was sad when I saw Terrance's body strewn across the mountain.

After: Sadly, we looked at Terrance's mangled body.

8) Start the sentence with a prepositional phrase:

Before: I ran really fast the moment I saw Terrance's arm torn off and thrown across the campsite.

After: At that moment, I ran faster than I'd ever run.

