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Week 1: Narrative Summaries

Day One: Original Narration Exercise

u Focus: Summarizing a narrative by choosing the 
main events and listing them chronologically

The steps that say “Student Responsibility” should be completed by the student with no assis-
tance or feedback from you. Other steps may require you to help the student and/or check the 
student’s work.

The student instructions are reproduced below for your convenience.

STEP ONE: Read (Student Responsibility)

Student instructions for Step One:

Read the following excerpt from the beginning of the first 
chapter of The Pepins and Their Problems by Polly Horvath.

At the end of the excerpt, you will see a small number that 
sits up above the last word. This small number is called a superscript 
number. Super means “above, over,” so a superscript number sits 
up above the regular script, or print. 

When you see the superscript number, look down at the bot-
tom of the page. You will see a line of smaller type beginning with 
the same number. This is called a footnote, because it is a note at the 
foot, or bottom, of the page. The footnote tells you the title of the book that the excerpt comes 
from, the author, the publisher, the year of publication, and the page numbers in the book 
where the excerpt is found.

STEP TWO: Note important events

Student instructions for Step Two:

This is a short and simple passage—a warm-up for you! 
When you summarize a narrative, it’s often best to start by jotting down a few phrases 

or short sentences that remind you of things that happened in the story. Although you may not 
need to do this with such a short passage, practice this now. On scratch paper, write down four 
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or five phrases or short sentences that will remind you of the things that happened in the pas-
sage. Do not use more than five phrases or short sentences! 

Be sure to write the events down in the same order that they happen in the story.
If you have trouble with this assigment, ask your instructor for help.

HOW TO HELP THE STUDENT WITH STEP TWO

The student should have written down on scratch paper four or five short phrases or sentences 
that summarize the main events. The phrases/sentences should resemble a few of the following 
(these are given only as a guide):

The Pepins always have problems.

The Pepins and their bizarre problems

Toads in their shoes

Couldn’t put on their shoes

No one knew what to do.

They went next door to ask their neighbor for help.

Their neighbor had toads in his shoes too.

No one knew how to get the toads out.

This should be an easy assignment, but if the student is having difficulty getting started, ask 
him:

Who are the main characters in this story?	 (The Pepins)

What problem do they have? 	 (There are toads in their shoes.)

How do they try to solve the problem? 	 (They go ask their neighbor.)

Does the solution work? 	 (No, it does not.)

STEP THREE: Write summary sentences

Student instructions for Step Three:

After you’ve written down your four or five phrases or sentences, try to combine them 
into two or three sentences. You can do this by putting two phrases in the same sentence (for 
example, “Toads in their shoes” and “They couldn’t put on their shoes” could be combined 
into “They couldn’t put on their shoes because there were toads in the shoes”). Or you may find 
that one or more of your jotted notes turns out to be unnecessary. (If you leave out the detail 
that Mr. Bradshaw was eating corn cereal, the summary will still make sense!)

Say your two or three sentences out loud several times before writing them down. After 
you’ve written the sentences down, ask your instructor to check them. Remember to proofread 
the sentences first. Reading them out loud after you’ve written them is an excellent way to check 
your own work.

If you have trouble, ask your instructor for help.

HOW TO HELP THE STUDENT WITH STEP THREE

In this step, the student practices turning the jotted phrases and sentences into two or three 
smooth, coherent sentences. She should say her sentences out loud several times before she 
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writes; listen to make sure that you hear her talking out loud, and if necessary remind her that 
she should be speaking before she writes.

An acceptable narration might sound like one of the following:

The Pepins were always having strange problems. One morning, they woke up to find 

toads in their shoes. None of them knew what to do.

OR

The Pepins woke up one morning to find out that their shoes were full of toads. So were 

their neighbor’s, Mr. Bradshaw. None of them knew how to get the toads out of the 

shoes.

OR

The Pepins found toads in their shoes and couldn’t get them out. They went next door to 

see Mr. Bradshaw, but he didn’t know how to get the toads out either.

When the summary is finished, check it using the following rubric (guide to evaluation). 
This rubric focuses only on the skills emphasized in this lesson. Future rubrics will build on 
this, as the student learns more about both organization and mechanics.

Week 1 Narration Rubric

Organization

1	 Events should be in chronological order.
2	 If two or more events are listed in a single sentence, they should have a cause and 

effect relationship.
For example:
	 The Pepins didn’t know what to do, so they went next door to ask Mr. Bradshaw
is acceptable; they went next door because they didn’t know what to do.
	 The Pepins had toads in their shoes, and they went next door
is not acceptable. There is no clear causal relationship between the two sentences.

Mechanics

1	 Each sentence should make sense on its own when read aloud.
2	 Each proper name should be capitalized.
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Day Two: Original Narration Exercise

u Focus: Summarizing a narrative by choosing the 
main events and listing them chronologically

STEP ONE: Read (Student Responsibility)

Student instructions for Step One:

Read the following excerpt from The Wolves of Willoughby Chase by Joan Aiken. In this 
passage, young Sylvia is travelling to stay with her wealthy cousin Bonnie at the country house 
known as Willoughby Chase. She has not had enough to eat, and her clothes are old and thin, 
so she is both hungry and cold—but she knows that she should be suspicious of the strange 
man who is sharing the railway carriage with her. When he offers her a box of chocolates, she 
refuses, even though her mouth waters.

STEP TWO: Note important events

Student instructions for Step Two:

On scratch paper, write down five or six phrases or short sentences that will remind you 
of the things that happened in the passage. Do not use more than six phrases or short sentences! 
There are many vivid details in this passage (like the “jam tarts, maids of honor, lemon cheese 
cakes, Chelsea buns, and numerous little iced confections”). Remember that details should not 
be included in a summary—try to stay focused on the main events.

Be sure to write the events down in the same order that they happen in the story.
If you have trouble with this assigment, ask your instructor for help.

HOW TO HELP THE STUDENT WITH STEP TWO

Today’s exercise is designed to remind the student that details should not go into a summary. The 
details in this passage—the description of the cakes, the wolves, Sylvia’s dream—are so vivid that 
the student will be tempted to include them. If you see him writing many more than five or six 
short phrases or sentences, check to make sure that he is not listing details instead of main events.

The student’s phrases/sentences should resemble some of the following (these are given 
only as a guide):

The man offered Sylvia cakes to eat.

Sylvia was uncomfortable with the man.

Sylvia ignored man.

Stranger offered her cakes but she refused.

Sylvia fell asleep in the train.

Train stopped because of wolves.
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Wolves got on the line.

Train stopped.

Wolves tried to get into the train.

A wolf broke the window.

A wolf broke into the train compartment.

The stranger stabbed the wolf.

If the student is having difficulty condensing the story, ask him:
How does Sylvia react to the man in the train? 	 (She tries to ignore him/feels 

uncomfortable.)

What happens to stop the train? 	 (Wolves are on the line.)

What happens after the train stops? 	 (A wolf breaks in through the window.)

How does the man react? 	 (He stabs the wolf with a piece of glass.)

STEP THREE: Write summary sentences

Student instructions for Step Three:

After you’ve written down your five or six phrases or sentences, try to combine them 
into three or four sentences. Remember: you can do this by putting two phrases or sentences 
together (for example, “Sylvia was uncomfortable” and “The man offered her cakes but she 
refused” could be combined into “Sylvia was uncomfortable with the man, so when he offered 
her cakes she refused”). Or you may find that one or more of your jotted notes turns out to be 
unnecessary. (If you completely leave out the information that the man offered her cakes, the 
summary will still make sense!)

Say your three or four sentences out loud several times before writing them down. After 
you’ve written the sentences down, ask your instructor to check them. Remember to proofread 
the sentences first by reading them out loud.

If you have trouble, ask your instructor for help.

HOW TO HELP THE STUDENT WITH STEP THREE

In this step, the student practices turning the jotted phrases and sentences into three or four 
smooth, coherent sentences. She should say her sentences out loud several times before she 
writes; listen to make sure that you hear her talking out loud, and if necessary remind her that 
she should be speaking before she writes.

An acceptable narration might sound like one of the following:

Sylvia found herself on the train with a stranger. He offered her cakes, but she tried to 

ignore him. After they had been travelling for a while, wolves on the line stopped the 

train. One wolf broke into the train car, but the stranger stabbed it to death. 

OR

Sylvia was very uncomfortable with the stranger who was in her compartment, so she 

tried to ignore him and went to sleep. She woke up when the train stopped. Wolves were 

on the line, and one of them broke into the compartment. The man threw his cloak over 

the wolf and stabbed it with a piece of glass.



8	 Writing with Skill

OR

When Sylvia took the train to see her cousin, she had to share her compartment with a 

stranger. Then wolves on the line stopped the train. One wolf broke into the compart-

ment, but the man killed it.

When the summary is finished, check it using the Week 1 Narration Rubric from Day 
One.

Day Three: Original Narration Exercise

u Focus: Summarizing nonfiction by choosing the 
main events and listing them chronologically

In Days One and Two, the student wrote narrations summarizing two excerpts from novels—
long works of creative fiction. However, narrations can also be used to summarize nonfiction 
(history, science, biography, etc.).

STEP ONE: Read (Student Responsibility)

Student instructions for Step One:

The following passage about the Russian czar Peter the Great, who ruled 1682–1725, 
comes from The Story of the World, Volume 3: Early Modern Times by Susan Wise Bauer.

STEP TWO: Note important events

Student instructions for Step Two:

On scratch paper, write down six or seven phrases or short sentences that will remind 
you of the things that happened in the passage. Do not use more than seven phrases or short 
sentences! Make sure that you focus on the main events in the passage (like the Russian army’s 
conquest of Azov) rather than the smaller details (the weather started to grow colder).

Be sure to write the events down in the same order that they happen in the story.
If you have trouble with this assignment, ask your instructor for help.

HOW TO HELP THE STUDENT WITH STEP TWO

The student should have written down on scratch paper six or seven short phrases or sentences 
that summarize the main events. The phrases/sentences should resemble some of the following:

Peter the Great wanted to sail to Europe.

Peter fascinated by the West

Peter the Great wanted his merchant ships to visit the West.



Week 1	 9

He needed a port.

His only port city was frozen for half the year.

The Russians needed a warmer port.

Peter wanted to capture the Port of Azov.

The Port of Azov was on the Sea of Azov which led to the Black Sea and Mediterranean.

The Turks controlled the Port of Azov.

Peter thought he could defeat the Turks.

Peter took his army to Azov and laid siege to it.

The Russian siege didn’t work.

Turkish ships kept sailing in and out.

The Russians built warships and barges.

The Russians spent the winter building a fleet.

The new Russian navy drove off the Turkish galleys.

The Russians got into the fortress on a pile of rubble.

The Russian army defeated the Turks.

Peter and his army captured Azov.

If the student is having difficulty condensing the passage, ask her:
What does Peter the Great want at the beginning of the passage? 	 (To visit the West)

Why can’t the Russian ships visit the West? 	 (They don’t have a port to sail in and out of.)

What does Peter decide to do? 	 (Take Azov away from the Turks)

Why doesn’t the siege work at first? 	 (Turkish ships can sail into Azov with food and 

	 weapons.)

How do the Russians stop the Turkish ships? 	 (They build a navy and block the Turkish 

	 galleys.)

What is the end result? 	 (They conquer Azov.)

STEP THREE: Write summary sentences

Student instructions for Step Three:

After you’ve written down your six or seven phrases or sentences, try to combine them 
into four sentences. Remember: you can do this by putting two phrases or sentences together, 
or you may find that one or more of your jotted notes turns out to be unnecessary. 

Say your sentences out loud several times before writing them down. After you’ve written 
the sentences down, ask your instructor to check them. Remember to proofread the sentences 
first by reading them out loud.

If you have trouble, ask your instructor for help.

HOW TO HELP THE STUDENT WITH STEP THREE

In this step, the student practices turning the jotted phrases and sentences into four smooth, 
coherent sentences. She should say her sentences out loud several times before she writes; listen 
to make sure that you hear her talking out loud, and if necessary remind her that she should be 
speaking before she writes.
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An acceptable narration might sound like one of the following:

Peter the Great was fascinated by the West. He wanted his ships to sail to Europe, but 

the only Russian port was frozen for half the year. So he laid siege to the Port of Azov, 

which was held by the Turks. After the Russians built a navy to drive off the Turkish 

ships, Azov was conquered.

OR

Peter the Great wanted his ships to sail to the West. His only port was frozen for much 

of the year, so he laid siege to the Port of Azov. At first, the Russians could not conquer 

it because the Turkish ships resupplied it from the water. So over the winter the Russians 

built a new navy and used it to conquer Azov.

OR

Peter the Great wanted to sail to the West, but first he had to conquer the Port of Azov. 

The port was held by the Turks, and without ships, the Russians were not able to besiege 

it successfully. After they built a navy, though, they were able to drive off the Turkish 

warships. Then they conquered Azov by building a mound of rubbish and using it to 

climb over the walls.

When the summary is finished, check it using the Week 1 Narration Rubric from Day 
One.

Day Four: Challenge Exercise

u Focus: Summarizing a complete narrative by 
choosing the main events

and listing them chronologically

In the final review exercise of this week, the student will practice summing up an entire story, 
from beginning to end. While the story is not difficult, there are many details, and it may take 
the student some time to sort out the main events.

STEP ONE: Read (Student Responsibility)

Student instructions for Step One:

This traditional folktale is German in origin—but it is so old that no one knows for sure 
where it came from (or what it means). The Brothers Grimm included it in their 1812 collection 
of fairy tales, but this version is from Andrew Lang’s classic collection The Red Fairy Book.
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STEP TWO: Note important events and write summary sentences

Student instructions for Step Two:

You can summarize a long story like this in one of two ways.
If you’re able to, just list the six or eight most important events in 

the story, in the same order that they happen in the story. But because 
there are so many details in the story, you might have to write down 
each event first—even though this will make a much longer list. How-
ever, once you’ve written down the longer list, you should be able to 
group events together and condense them so that you end up with only 
six or eight main events.

Here’s an example. You might be able to look at the first five para-
graphs of the story and sum them up in a single sentence:

Dullhead had two older brothers who refused to share their food with a 
stranger.
But you might have to list each event instead, like this: 

Dullhead was the youngest of three sons.
All three brothers met a little man in the forest.
He asked them to share their food and drink.
The two oldest would not share their food with him.
The two oldest brothers hurt themselves after they refused to share.

Then you would need to work at condensing those five sentences into one or two sentences. You 
could start by crossing out the repetition: 

Dullhead was the youngest of three sons.
All three brothers met a little man in the forest.
He asked them to share their food and drink.
The two oldest would not share their food with him.
The two oldest brothers hurt themselves after they refused to share.

Then, cross out the details that aren’t necessary for the understanding of the story. 
Dullhead was the youngest of three sons.
	 met a little man in the forest
He asked them to share their food and drink.
The two oldest 
	 hurt themselves after they refused to share

Now, the first part of your summary might sound like this:
Dullhead was the youngest of three sons who met a little man in the forest. He asked to share their 

food, but the two oldest refused.
Your finished summary should not be more than eight sentences in length.
You should expect this exercise to take you some time, so don’t get frustrated! When you 

have finished your summary, read it aloud. If it is still too long, read through it a second time, 
looking for unnecessary information or repeated phrases. Cross these out and try to combine 
sentences. 

If you have trouble with this assignment, ask your instructor for help. And when you are 
finished with your summary, check your work with your instructor.

HOW TO HELP THE STUDENT WITH STEP TWO

The student has been given the choice of either summarizing directly or writing down on 
scratch paper a list of main events and then summarizing. If the student chooses to list the 
main events, his phrases/sentences should resemble some of the following:
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Dullhead was the youngest of three sons.

Dullhead had two brothers and was the youngest.

All three brothers met a little man in the the forest.

He asked them to share their food and drink.

The two oldest would not share their food with him.

The two oldest brothers hurt themselves after they refused to share.

Dullhead shared his food.

He was given a golden goose.

He stayed at an inn.

The inn-keeper’s daughters tried to pluck the feathers.

They stuck to the goose when they touched it.

Dullhead took the goose with the three girls attached to it.

Four more people touched them and stuck to each other.

They came to a town ruled by a king with a serious daughter.

The king had promised that whoever could make his daughter laugh would marry her.

The princess laughed when she saw Dullhead and the people stuck to him.

The king did not want Dullhead to marry his daughter.

He told Dullhead to find a man who could drink a whole cellar of wine.

Dullhead found a man who could drink it.

He told Dullhead to find a man who could eat a mountain of bread.

Dullhead found a man who could eat all the bread.

He told Dullhead to find a ship that could sail on land or water.

Dullhead found the little man.

The little man gave him the ship.

The king gave Dullhead his daughter.

Dullhead and the princess ruled the kingdom for many years.

An acceptable finished summary might resemble one of the following:

Dullhead was the youngest of three sons who met a little man in the forest. He asked to 

share their food, but the two oldest refused. Dullhead shared his food, and was given a 

golden goose as a reward. Seven people tried to touch the goose and stuck to it instead. 

When Dullhead took the goose and the seven people into a nearby town, the princess 

of the town laughed at him. The king had promised that she could marry anyone who 

made her laugh, but he did not want Dullhead to be his son-in-law. So he gave Dullhead 

three impossible tasks. The little man helped Dullhead finish the tasks, and he was able 

to marry the princess.

Dullhead met a little man in the forest and was kind to him. The little man gave him a 

golden goose as his reward. Then Dullhead discovered that anyone who tried to steal 

a feather from the goose stuck to it. Soon he had seven people stuck to the goose. He 

took the goose and the seven people into a nearby town, which was ruled by a king with 

a serious daughter. The king had promised that whoever made the princess laugh could 

marry her. Dullhead and his goose made the princess laugh, but instead of giving him 
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the princess, the king asked him to do three tasks. Dullhead finished the tasks with the 

help of the little man and married the princess.

Dullhead received a magical golden goose as a reward because he was kind to a little 

man in the forest. Everyone who tried to steal a feather from the goose stuck to it. So 

Dullhead took the goose and all of the people who were stuck to it into a nearby town. 

The town was ruled by a king who had promised his daughter to anyone who could make 

her laugh. She laughed when she saw Dullhead, but the king did not want him to to marry 

the princess. So he told Dullhead to find a man who could drink a cellarfull of wine, a man 

who could eat a mountain of bread, and a ship that could sail on land or water. With the 

magical help of the little man, Dullhead found all three and married the princess.

If the student is unable to trim his summary down to eight sentences, ask him to answer 
the following questions in one sentence each.

What good thing did Dullhead do?	
What did he get as a reward?	
What was strange about it?	
Where did he go?	
What promise had been made?	
Was it kept? If not, what happened instead?	
How did Dullhead react?	
What was the end result?	
Check the student’s summary using the following rubric.

Week 1 Challenge Narration Rubric

Organization

1	 Events should be in chronological order.
2	 If two or more events are listed in a single sentence, they should have a cause and 

effect relationship.
3	 The summary must not be more than eight sentences in length.
4	 It should mention the little man, the goose, Dullhead, the king, and the princess; the 

other characters do not need to be named as long as the series of events is clear.
5	 It should end with Dullhead’s marriage to the princess.

Mechanics

1	 Each sentence should make sense on its own when read aloud.
2	 Each proper name should be capitalized.
3	 The student may choose to capitalize King and Princess (since the story does) or to 

leave them lowercase, but should be consistent throughout the story.



15

Week 2: One-Level Outlines

Day One: Introduction to Outlining

u Focus: Understanding the basic principles  
of outlining

For the last week, the student has reviewed writing narrations—three or four sentences sum-
marizing the central story, or plot, of a narrative. Now the student will begin to work on a new 
form of summary writing: outlining. 

Before the student begins outlining, he will become familiar with two terms: paragraph 
and topic sentence. 

The student will work independently today; his instructions are reproduced below for your 
convenience.

STEP ONE: Understand paragraphs

A paragraph is a group of sentences that are all related to a single subject. You can recog-
nize a paragraph because the first sentence is indented (begins half an inch farther to the right 
than all the other sentences). 

Look at the following paragraph from the book Inside of a Dog: What Dogs See, Smell, and 
Know:

All of the sentences in this paragraphs are related to one subject: the fight between the 
wolfhound and the Chihuahua. (Notice that the first sentence is indented.) 

Now read the following three paragraphs, found in Understanding Light: The Science of Vis-
ible and Invisible Rays:

The sentences in these three paragraph are also all related to a single subject. What object 
does the paragraph describe?

F
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All of the paragraphs tell us something about the human eye. But you can’t just use “The 
human eye” as the subject for each paragraph, because all of the paragraphs talk about the 
human eye. 

Instead, each paragraph tells us about a different part or function of the human eye. In 
the first paragraph, all of the sentences are related to the subject “What the human eye can do.” 
In the second paragraph, all of the sentences are related to the subject “What people under-
stand about how the human eye works.” What is the subject of the third paragraph? Remember: 
it will have something to do with the human eye.

F

The subject of the third paragraph is “The structure of the human eye” or “What the 
human eye looks like.” 

When you start to outline, you will try to summarize the subject of each paragraph in 
one or two phrases or in one sentence. Your summary sentence or phrases should be specific 
enough to show how the paragraph is different from other paragraphs that might have the same 
general subject.

STEP TWO: Understand topic sentences

Sometimes, paragraphs have topic sentences. A topic sentence does your work for you, 
because it states the subject of the paragraph outright. Topic sentences are usually found near 
the beginning or end of a paragraph.

Read the following four paragraphs. In each paragraph, the topic sentence is in bold print. 

The first paragraph is about the discovery of the Pacific Ocean by Balboa—which is 
exactly what the topic sentence tells you. The second paragraph is about the clusters of galaxies 
in the universe. The third paragraph tells the story of the camera. And the fourth paragraph is 
all about distraction.

In each of these paragraphs, the topic sentence sums up the subject of the paragraph. But 
many paragraphs do not have a single topic sentence. Look again at the three paragraphs from 
Understanding Light that you looked at in Step One. Beside each paragraph, you will see the 
summary phrases or sentence that explain the paragraph’s main subject.	

These are perfectly good paragraphs—but none of them have a single topic sentence that 
sums up the main subject. Not every good paragraph has a topic sentence, but in every good 
paragraph, all of the sentences relate to a single main subject.

You will not be required to identify or write topic sentences in this year of study. How-
ever, you will often see the term topic sentence used, so you should know what it means.
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STEP THREE: Understand basic outlining

In the final step of today’s lesson, you’ll study the basic principles of outlining.
When you outline a passage of writing, you begin by finding the main idea in each para-

graph and assigning it a Roman numeral. Your goal is not to write a single sentence that incor-
porates all (or even most) of the information in the paragraph. Instead, you should try to write a 
sentence (or several phrases) that sums up the paragraph’s central theme, or subject.

You can often find the central subject of the paragraph by asking two questions for each 
paragraph: 

1.	 What is the main thing or person that the paragraph is about? 
2.	 Why is that thing important?

Read the following paragraph from The Story of Canada by Janet Lunn and Christopher 
Moore.

Now answer the following questions before looking at the answers.
What is the main thing that the paragraph is about? 

F

Buffalo. The paragraph does talk about the Blackfoot people as well—but notice that 
the paragraph begins with the buffalo, and that all of the references to the Blackfoot people are 
made to explain how the buffalo were used.

Why is the buffalo important? 

F

Because the Blackfoot people used it for food, clothing, and other purposes. 
If you were to put together these two answers in one sentence, it would look something 

like this:

I.	 The Blackfoot people used buffalo for food, clothing, and many other purposes.

(Notice that I is the Roman numeral for “1” or “first paragraph.”)
You might be tempted to write a whole list of things that the Blackfoot people used buf-

falo for (“The Blackfoot used the buffalo for meat, tipis and clothing, thread, clubs, spoons, 
needles, and fuel”), but when you are constructing an outline, you should not include all of the 
information in the paragraph. Instead, you should summarize. If you 

The next paragraph in The Story of Canada reads:

Ask the question: What is the main thing that the paragraph is about? 

F
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Horses. 
Why are horses important? 

F

The Blackfoot tribe learned how to ride them in the 1700s.
So your sentence would sound like this:

		  II. The Blackfoot tribe learned to use horses in the 1700s.
		  (Note that II is the Roman numeral for “2” or “second paragraph.”)

Remember: you are not trying to summarize every detail in the entire paragraph. You are 
finding the central idea in it.

In the next day’s work, you’ll try to find the central idea in each paragraph for yourself.

Day Two: Outlining Exercise

u Focus: Finding the main idea in each paragraph of 
a passage about history

In today’s exercise, the student will construct his first one-level outline.
As you help the student with the rest of this year’s outlining exercises, keep this principle 

in mind: There may be several different, but valid, ways to outline any given paragraph. If the 
student can give good reasons why he’s chosen his points, don’t worry about whether he’s con-
structed the best possible outline. 

STEP ONE: Read (Student Responsibility)

Student instructions for Step One:

This excerpt is from a biography called Hatshepsut: Egypt’s First Female Pharaoh, by 
Pamela Dell. 

You’ll find the passage easier to understand if you have a little background informa-
tion. Hatshepsut’s father, Thutmose I, died around 1492 BC and left two heirs: his daughter 
Hatshepsut and his son Thutmose II. Hatshepsut had the best claim to the throne, because 
she was the daughter of Thutmose I’s most important wife. But Thutmose I wanted his son, 
Thutmose II, to be the next ruler of Egypt instead. Unfortunately, Thutmose II was the son of 
a much less important wife. 

To make Thutmose II more acceptable to the people as the next pharoah, Thutmose I 
arranged for him to marry Hatshepsut—his half-sister. The Egyptian royal pharaohs often did 
this. They believed that their blood was divine, so they were reluctant to marry anyone from 
outside the royal family—that would be like mixing divine and human blood.
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STEP TWO: Begin to construct a one-level outline

Student instructions for Step Two:

The passage selected for today’s outlining exercise has short, easy paragraphs. Remem-
ber, you should begin by asking one simple question:

1. What is the main thing or person that this section is about?
In this passage, every single paragraph is about Hatshepsut, Thutmose II—or both of 

them.
Begin your outline by deciding whether each paragraph is about Hatshepsut, Thutmose 

II, or both. Write your answers on the outline below, remembering that each Roman numeral 
stands for a paragraph of the reading. The first point is done for you.

I. Hatshepsut and Thutmose II
II.
III.
IV.
V.
VI.
VII.
When you are finished, check your work with your instructor.

HOW TO HELP THE STUDENT WITH STEP TWO

The student’s answers should be:

I.	 Hatshepsut and Thutmose II 

II.	 Hatshepsut

III.	 Hatshepsut

IV.	 Thutmose II

V.	 Thutmose II

VI.	 Hatshepsut

VII.	Hatshepsut

Paragraphs II-V should be very straightforward, since only one of the two characters is 
mentioned. In the sixth and seventh paragraphs, Thutmose is mentioned, but the focus is very 
clearly on Hatshepsut’s roles as wife and mother.

STEP THREE: Finish constructing a one-level outline

Student instructions for Step Three:

Now finish your outline by asking the second question: In each paragraph, what did these 
people do? Or to put it another way: What event or part of their lives or accomplishment does 
the entire paragraph talk about?

Remember, you should not be listing individual details from the paragraphs. Instead, try 
to think of the single word or phrase that sums up what all the details have in common.

Consider the first paragraph:
No one knows for sure whether Hatshepsut and Thutmose II were married when their 



20	 Writing with Skill

father died. But at the time of their marriage, neither of them was an adult. Hatshepsut was 
probably between 12 and 15, and Thutmose was probably a few years older or younger.

You wouldn’t finish out the first main point on your outline by writing:
I. Hatshepsut and Thutmose II may have married before their father died, were both very 

young
Both the timing of their marriage, and the age at which they were married, are details. 

But both of those details tell you more about their marriage. So your first point should be:
I. Hatshepsut and Thutmose II and their marriage
or
I. Hatshepsut and Thutmose II’s marriage
Try now to finish your outline by finding the main subject of each paragraph. You can 

use the answer above for I. 
If you have trouble, ask your instructor for help. When you are finished, check your work 

with your instructor.

HOW TO HELP THE STUDENT WITH STEP THREE

The student’s answers should resemble the following:

I.	 Hatshepsut and Thutmose II get married OR Hatshepsut and Thutmose II’s marriage

II.	 Hatshepsut and her vows OR Hatshepsut’s vows

III.	 Hatshepsut and her titles OR Hatshepsut’s titles

IV.	 Thutmose II and his battles OR Thutmose II’s battles

V.	 Thutmose II and his buildings OR Thutmose II’s buildings

VI.	 Hatshepsut and her duties OR Hatshepsut and her duties as King’s Wife

VII.	Hatshepsut and her role as mother OR Hatshepsut and her children	

If the student struggles with this assignment, use the following dialogues:

Paragraph 2
Instructor: Hatshepsut promised to do five things. What were they?

Student: Be feminine, exude fragrance, speak in musical tones, make herself loved, tend 

her lord

Instructor: What word do the writers use for these promises? They say that Hatshepsut took 
traditional. . .

Student: Vows

Instructor: So this paragraph is all about Hatshepsut’s five. . .

Student: Vows

Paragraph 3
Instructor: There are four proper names for Hatshepsut listed in this paragraph. What does the 
paragraph call these names? Hint: they are King’s Daughter, King’s Great Royal Wife, God’s 
Wife of Amun, King’s Sister.
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Student: They are titles.

Instructor: So this paragraph is all about Hatshepsut’s four. . .

Student: Titles

Paragraph 4
Instructor: This paragraph tells you all about one kind of success that Thutmose II may—or 
may not—have had. What kind of success was that?

Student: Success in battle OR Military success

Instructor: So the paragraph is all about Thutmose II’s battles. That is your main point.

Paragraph 5
Instructor: What three things did Thutmose II build, according to this paragraph?

Student: Monuments, other works, the temple complex at Karnak

Instructor: So this paragraph is about Thutmose II’s success at. . .

Student: Building

Instructor: That is your main point.

Paragraph 6
Instructor: The main point of this paragraph is found in the very first sentence. What did 
Hatshepsut perform?

Student: Her royal wifely duties

Instructor: “Hatshepsut’s duties” are the main subject of the paragraph.

Paragraph 7
Instructor: This paragraph is all about another kind of job that Hatshepsut had. What was that 
job or role?

Student: To be a mother

Instructor: So you could say that this paragraph is all about Hatshepsut’s role as a. . .

Student: Mother
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Day Three: Outlining Exercise

u Focus: Finding the main idea in each paragraph of 
a passage about science

The student will continue to practice basic outlining skills for the rest of this week.

STEP ONE: Read (Student Responsibility)

Student instructions for Step One:

This excerpt, from the basic geology text The Round World by Michael Dempsey, dis-
cusses the metals found in the crust of the Earth (the outermost layer of the Earth).

STEP TWO: Understand how to outline science writing (Student 
Responsibility)

Student instructions for Step Two:

When you outline science writing, you may need to ask slightly different versions of the 
questions suggested at the beginning of this week. Remember, those questions are: 

1.	 What is the main thing or person that the paragraph is about? 
2.	 Why is that thing important?

For a science text, you might sometimes find it more useful to ask:

1.	 What is being described or defined in this paragraph?
2.	 Is there one central thing which is most important about it?

Look at the first paragraph again and ask yourself: What is being described or defined in 
this paragraph?

This isn’t an easy question to answer, because the paragraph starts out with a negative 
definition. What is not (or rarely) found in the Earth’s crust?

F

Pure metals.
This paragraph is centered around describing what is found in the Earth’s crust instead of 

pure metals. Pure metals aren’t found in the Earth’s crust—what is found instead?

F

Metals combined with other elements.
That answers both questions—metals are being described in this paragraph, and the most 

important thing about those metals is that they’re combined with other elements.
So the first point in your outline would look like this:

I.	 Metals combined with other elements
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There may be more than one good way to phrase a main point. If, for example, you wrote

I.	 The makeup of metals in the crust

that could also sum up the main idea of the paragraph—which then goes on to define 
exactly what the makeup of metals in the crust is.

STEP THREE: Construct a one-level outline

Student instructions for Step Three:

Now finish your outline by finding the main point for each of the remaining three 
paragraphs.

If you have difficulty, use the hints below. When you are finished, check your work with 
your instructor.

I.	 The makeup of metals in the crust (this point was already covered for you!)
II.	 This point has to do with amounts.
III.	� This paragraph has a definition in it. What is being defined? (You don’t have 

to give the content of the definition.)
IV.	 How many kinds of what?

HOW TO HELP THE STUDENT WITH STEP THREE

The student’s answers should resemble the following:

I.	 Metals combined with other elements OR The makeup of metals in the crust

II.	 The quantity of metals in the crusts

III.	 The definition of ore

IV.	 The three kinds of rock

Note that the student should not put the following level of detail into the outline:

III.	 Ore is a rock with enough metal to make extraction worthwhile.

IV.	 The three kinds of rock are igneous, sedimentary, and metamorphic.

Those details belong in a two-level outline:

III.	 The definition of ore

	 A. Geological processes concentrated the metal.

	 B. Rocks with concentrated metal are called ore.

IV.	 The three kinds of rock

	 A. Igneous

	 B. Sedimentary

	 C. Metamorphic

If the student has difficulty with the outline, use the following dialogue:
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Paragraph 2
Instructor: In this paragraph, there are two words repeated twice (each). What are they?

Student: Quantity and metal

Instructor: The main point of this paragraph is “The quantity of metal in the earth’s crust.”

Paragraph 3
Instructor: What do we call a rock with enough metal in it to make extraction worthwhile?

Student: Ore

Instructor: The main point is “The definition of ore.”

Paragraph 4
Instructor: How many kinds of rock are there?

Student: Three

Instructor: The main point is “Three kinds of rock.”

Day Four: Outlining Exercise

u Focus: Finding the main topic in each paragraph of 
a passage about science

STEP ONE: Understand topical outlines (Student Responsibility)

Student instructions for Step One:

In the last passage you outlined, each paragraph talked about the same basic topic: metals 
in the Earth’s crust. But even though every paragraph talked about metals in the Earth’s crust, 
you couldn’t outline it by writing:

I.	 Metals
II.	 Metals
III.	Metals
IV.	Metals

Instead, you had to identify what was being said about metals in each paragraph. The first 
paragraph talked about metals combined with each other, the second about how much metal 
was in the crust, the third about metal in rock (ore), and the fourth about the kinds of rock that 
have metal in them.

But sometimes a writer will use each paragraph of an essay to talk about a different topic. 
Look at the following paragraphs, adapted from a popular book about birds published at the 
beginning of the last century:
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Each one of these paragraphs describes a different bird. The 
simplest way to outline the passage is:

I.	 The road runner
II.	 Petrels
III.	Crows
IV.	The dusky grouse

This topical outline doesn’t try to find the most important 
thing about the road runner, petrels, crows, or the dusky grouse. 
Since the paragraphs go on to give a whole list of facts about each bird, it would be almost 
impossible to figure out which fact is the most “central.” What’s central in each paragraph is 
the bird itself. 

So the topical outline simply lists the topics: one kind of bird for each paragraph. 

STEP TWO: Read (Student Responsibility)

Student instructions for Step Two:

This excerpt is taken from the science book Real Things in Nature by Edward S. Holden. 
After you’ve read the passage, you will construct a basic topical outline of its paragraphs.

STEP THREE: Construct a one-level topical outline

Student instructions for Step Three:

Now write a one-level outline for the passage, listing only the main topic discussed in 
each paragraph. If you have difficulty, ask your instructor for help. 

When you are finished, check your work with your instructor.

HOW TO HELP THE STUDENT WITH STEP THREE

The student’s outline should resemble the following:

I.	 The sun

II.	 The corona

III.	 Meteors

IV.	 Shooting stars

V.	 Comets

The topics of the paragraphs are fairly simple to find, but if the student has difficulty, ask 
the following questions:

I.	� What is a huge, intensely hot globe made of gases and vapors and 5,000 times more 
brilliant than white-hot boiling iron?	

II.	 What is the envelope, or crown, of the sun?	
III.	What are the clouds of stone that travel in orbits and are usually invisible?	
IV.	 What do we call a meteor that moves into the atmosphere and burns up?	
V.	� What are crowds of stones that move in a swarm around the sun and then never  

come back?
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