
Charlotte’s Web
By E. B. White

Copywork Passages

SAMPLE



Week One Charlotte’s Web

Week One

“Out to the hoghouse,” replied Mrs. Arable.  “Some pigs 
were born last night.”

“I don’t see why he needs an ax,” continued Fern, who 
was only eight.

 (Chapter 1, page 1)
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Week One
Famous Opening Line (arguably the best one 
in children’s literature) 

“Where’s Papa going with that ax?” said Fern to her mother as they were 
setting the table for breakfast.

“Out to the hoghouse,” replied Mrs. Arable.  “Some pigs were born last 
night.”

“I don’t see why he needs an ax,” continued Fern, who was only eight.
 (Chapter 1, page 1)

Why this passage 

I love this passage. It’s also one of the most noted opening lines in children’s 
literature. We call it an “opening hook.” An opening hook is the literary device that 
is used to grab the reader’s attention right out of the gate so that we’ll want to keep 
reading. This opening hook works because it involves danger and a father, and 
provokes a question asked by a daughter. 

The passage ends with the following statement.

“Well,” said her mother, “one of the pigs is a runt. It’s very small and weak, 
and it will never amount to anything. So your father has decided to do away 
with it.”

We are curious to continue reading because we already love the little runt (who 
doesn’t love an underdog, er, pig?) and want to save it! That’s the skill of this 
children’s book writer: E. B. White. He knows the conflicting loyalties of children: to 
their parents, to their pets, to their farm animals.

Strong ‘hooks’ appeal to mystery, surprise, danger, conflicting loyalties, unsolved 
puzzles, and extraordinary occurrences. Note how many of these elements are 
present in this opening dialogue.
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What to note 

Literary lore has it that White originally wrote his first draft of Charlotte’s Web 
without that famous opening line. It is said that he began with Fern waking early 
in the quiet morning creeping downstairs to a warm breakfast. Ask your kids which 
idea they prefer as the opening of the book. Explain how the question by Fern leads 
the reader to want to turn the page. We all want an answer to that question.

Dialogue: This passage is a dialogue between Fern and her mother. A dialogue is 
a conversation in writing. As such, each comment gets its own indented paragraph. 
Dialogue trades comments between two or more speakers. Each speaker’s comments 
start new paragraphs. 

Capital letters: Proper nouns get capital letters to start them. Papa, Fern, and 
Mrs. Arable are all capitalized. Other capital letters start sentences (even sentences 
within dialogue quotation marks): Where’s, Out, Some, Well, It’s, and So. 

Lastly, the pronoun “I” is always capitalized no matter where you find it in a 
sentence. Can you imagine if “I” were not capitalized? “i” is tiny and might easily be 
glossed over while reading due to its unimposing form.

End marks: Sentences finish with “end marks.” An “end mark” is a stop sign. 
It tells you when you’ve come to the end of a complete thought. In this passage, we 
have two of the three end marks on display: a period (.) and a question mark (?). The 
third end mark common in writing is the exclamation point (!).

Quotation marks: Quotes bracket dialogue. They tell the reader: Hey someone 
is talking right now. Shh. Pay attention. Quotes go at the front end of the spoken 
words, and at the back end, before you talk about the dialogue. 

“Where’s Papa going with that ax?” said Fern to her mother as they were 
setting the table for breakfast.

Note that all the language that comes after the startling question is simply 
information about the context for the comment. None of that gets quotation marks. 

Vocabulary: “Hoghouse” is one word. Point it out and remind your kids that it’s 
one word as they handwrite (if they need the reminder). “Runt” is often a new word 
for children. It’s worth discussing what the common animal husbandry practice is 
when a litter produces a runt. (Usually killed.) Do you know why? Can you guess 
why? What motivation might Fern’s father have to keep a runt? What argument 
does Fern make later in the chapter?
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Runt: an animal that is smaller than average, especially the smallest in a litter 
(online dictionary).

The runt is usually not allowed to live, as it will be sickly and unable to be raised 
and sold. To prevent the runt from using valuable resources (feed), it is executed 
while it is still very young.

How to teach the passage 

To teach dialogue punctuation, have your child copy the passage first. Pay attention 
to the standards of dialogue punctuation. The commas and the question mark fit 
inside the quotation marks. Each speaker gets his or her own indentation. (MNGG 
165-166)

Note which sentences get indentations so that your student, when he or she 
continues on the next day, has a good idea of where to put the next line on the page.

Monday
The first sentence is long so it may need two days of copying for younger children. 
However, if it can be finished on one day, that’s great.

“Where’s Papa going with that ax?” said Fern to her mother as they were 
setting the table for breakfast.

Runts are often rejected by their mothers. Liam Miller shares photos and 
the story of how one farm dog and a piglet runt paired up. “Surrogate mum 
Katjinga, an eight-year-old Rhodesian Ridgeback, took on motherly duties 
for grunter Paulinchen - a tiny pot-bellied pig - and seems to be taking the 
adoption in her stride.” You can see those photos (adorable!) and read the 
whole story here: http://dalesdesigns.net/Paulinchen.htm
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Tuesday
Copy the next sentence. 

“Out to the hoghouse,” replied Mrs. Arable.

Wednesday
On the same line, add the following sentence.

“Some pigs were born last night.”

Thursday
Conclude with the final sentence of this passage.

“I don’t see why he needs an ax,” continued Fern, who was only eight.

Friday
Use the French-style dictation passage at the end of this week’s section. Print it 
and ask your child to first, fill in the quotation marks by reading the passage to him 
or herself. It’s a good idea to suggest that the child read the passage aloud while 
identifying where the quotes go. Reading aloud helps the child hear the inflection 
when the sentence shifts from dialogue to prose and back again.

Once the dialogue punctuation is completed, prepare for the practice of French-
style dictation.

French-style dictation preparation is essential. Look at the passage together 
and run your finger under the words your child will need to know by heart when 
you read the passage to your student. The passage is a long one so the French-
style dictation passage eliminates the last comment by Fern’s mother. This week’s 
missing words are:

  Papa
  mother
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  breakfast
  hoghouse
  pigs
  night
  ax
  eight

Discuss the words like this:

Once you feel comfortable that your child grasps the spellings of the words that will 
go in the blanks, you are ready to use French-style dictation. Feel free to prompt 
with the correct spelling orally if the child gets stuck. You are helping the child to 
imagine in his mind’s eye what spelling is correct as he writes the word. This is not 
cheating; it’s supporting growth.

Read the passage aloud (from the book or from the Arrow) and ask your child to 
write the missing words in the blanks on the French-style dictation page as your 
student hears you read them.

Notice this word: Papa. What is interesting about the letter “p” in it? 
That’s right—the first one is a capital and the second is lowercase. We 
capitalize the names we call people. “Papa” is the name Fern calls her father.
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Name:_________________________    Date:________________

Week One: French-style Dictation
(Chapter 1, page 1)

Where’s ____ going with that ax? said Fern 

to her ______ as they were setting the table for 

_________.

Out to the ________, replied Mrs. Arable.  

Some ____ were born last _____.

I don’t see why he needs an __, continued 

Fern, who was only _____.
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Literary Element

Alliteration 

Alliteration is the repetition of a consonant sound at the beginning of each word in a 
title, sentence, or phrase.

The following examples can be used as copywork. I’ve indicated the name of 
the poem for the selection in case you want to use the complete passage/poem for 
copywork.

From “The Hippopotamus” (by Jack Prelutsky) 

The huge hippopotamus hasn’t a hair
On the back of his wrinkly hide;

From “The Eagle” (by Alfred, Lord Tennyson)

He clasps the crag with crooked hands;
Close to the sun in lonely lands;

From Winnie-the-Pooh (by AA Milne)

“…and then, when the balloon was blown up as big as big…”

From Charlotte’s Web (Chapter IX, Wilbur’s Boast)

Lurvy sat under the apple tree and lit his pipe; the animals sniffed the 
familiar smell of strong tobacco. Wilbur heard the trill of the tree toad and 
the occasional slamming of the kitchen door. 
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The ‘s’ and ‘t’ repeat to create alliteration in this longer passage.
From Charlotte’s Web (Chapter IX, Wilbur’s Boast)

As Wilbur came out of the crate, the crowd clapped and cheered. Mr. 
Zuckerman took off his cap and bowed.

This one repeats the ‘c’.
Look for alliterative pairs (two word combinations), titles on billboards and 

books, phrases in poems, and examples as you read novels. Alliteration is a powerful 
literary device that creates music when you read the words. A white board list of 
alliterative phrases found and heard through the week is a great way to get into the 
practice of noticing alliteration.
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Writing Activity
Create your own alliterations. Think of an animal that starts with one of the 
following letters.  

D
S
T
N
P
C
B
L
R

Then quickwrite in sixty seconds (two minutes for slower writers) a list of words that 
begins with the chosen letter. The words don’t have to relate to the animal. Just list 
any word that comes to mind that starts with that letter. Here’s an example.

Let’s say I chose T—Turtle
  Trip
  Tough
  Topsy-

turvy
  Tail
  Ticks
  Talks
  Tape

  Tatter
  Tipsy
  Tickle
  Titter
  Tackle
  Taps
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Possible sentence 

Next write a sentence that uses as many words as possible.
The topsy-turvy turtle talks tough but trips when he’s tickled.
Not all of the words have to be incorporated. Simply use the list to create and 

stimulate imaginative combinations. If you think of more words as you write your 
sentence that aren’t on the list, that’s a-okay. Go ahead and use them. 

Variation 

This kind of exercise is perfect to do as a family. Get out the big white board and 
think of words together. You can start several lists of letters and corresponding words 
(before you select an animal). When you get a long enough list with one of the letters, 
pick the animal to go with the initial letter sound and write sentences together.

For the ambitious, these lines can be turned into rhyming poetry. 
Enjoy!
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