
Charlotte’s Web
By E. B. White

Copywork Passages



Week One Charlotte’s Web

Week One

“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)
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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 _____.



Week Two Charlotte’s Web

Week Two

Wilbur looked everywhere. He searched his pen 
thoroughly. He examined the window ledge, stared up at 
the ceiling. But he saw nothing new. 

 (Chapter 5, page 34)
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Week Two
Strong vocabulary 

Wilbur looked everywhere. He searched his pen thoroughly. He examined 
the window ledge, stared up at the ceiling. But he saw nothing new. 

 (Chapter 5, page 34)

Why this passage 

E. B. White is known as the “great stylist” of 20th century writing. He is the famous 
author of The Elements of Style, a handbook on writing published in 1959 (revising 
the original by Strunk). It has sold more than ten million copies since. White’s 
greatest contribution to the English language is his case for clear, specific, brief, and 
accurate writing.

This passage is a great example of White’s style. It also contains words that are 
both easy to understand, yet difficult to spell.

  thoroughly 
  examined 
  ledge 
  ceiling 

What to note 

White has a strong vocabulary. He’s the master of selecting the apt (just right) word.
Synonyms: This passage gives students a chance to identify synonyms. White 

flexes his vocabulary muscles when he writes. Readers are served a delicious variety 
of terms that are specific and clear.

  looked
  searched
  examined

  stared
  saw
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Each of the above terms indicates an activity that involves the eyes. Yet each term 
creates a different kind of “seeing,” doesn’t it?

Try it: Look everywhere. What do you do when you “look” compared with 
“searching”? Usually “looking” involves standing in a room, walking around a bit, 
carefully resting your eyes on surfaces and craning your neck around corners and 
doors. Once you look everywhere, it’s time to get serious and search, though, 
right? So now, where are your eyes?

Searching implies moving obstacles out of the way, bending down to peer more 
closely, seeing one item at a time, scanning and scrolling.

Following a thorough search, one might get even closer—examining the ledge. 
What might you do to examine a window ledge? Try it. I might run my finger 
across it. I might put my eyes right next to it, almost like my eyes are the lens of a 
microscope, getting very near, close up to the particles of dust or traces of my finger 
prints. I might let my eyes crawl along the ledge taking in an inch at a time so I don’t 
miss anything.

If these careful searches and examinations result in no new information, what’s 
left to do? Stare up at the ceiling, of course! Perhaps the mystery is too high to see, 
too distant. Staring can be both an intent look or a blank, fussy gaze. A kind of giving 
up!

Finally, Wilbur concludes: he saw nothing new. His eyes, after that work out, did 
not detect or behold any new information.

See how each of these terms conveys a different activity of the eyes? Good writers 
play with language like a set of blue, red, white, and yellow Lego cubes. They look 
for the right shape (rectangle? square? little flag? tiny tube?) and put it in the right 
place to build their sentences.

What other words do we associate with eyesight? Since our eyes are so important 
to us, a lot of language has grown up around the idea of “sight.” Write your own 
couple of sentences that show off the amazing capacities of your eyes using other 
verbs (synonyms for “to see”). Or rewrite White’s sentences using any of these verbs. 
Think about how the choices you make change the flavor of the content or meaning.
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Here’s a little help if you need it:
  spot
  glimpse
  notice
  detect
  watch
  glance

  view
  explore
  visualize
  observe
  perceive

Commas: Let’s look at the third sentence of this week’s passage. There’s a comma 
between “ledge” and “stared.” Take the comma out. To make both halves of the 
sentence work, you have to add the pronoun “he.”

  He examined the window ledge.
  He stared up at the ceiling.

The comma takes the place of the pronoun “he” in the third sentence. Because 
Wilbur is the one doing the activities, it is easier to put the actions together in one 
sentence. 

Apostrophes: “Couldn’t” is a contraction that uses a little punctuation mark 
called “the apostrophe.” The apostrophe is a single quotation mark. Remember the 
quotation marks from the first week for dialogue? An apostrophe is the same stroke, 
but it is a single quote. 

“Couldn’t” stands for the words: could + not
In English, when we speak quickly, we eliminate extra sounds. In the word 

“couldn’t,” we are eliminating the “o” sound and showing that we’ve chosen to leave 
it out by putting an apostrophe where the “o” used to be.

Write the words: could not. Then, strike through the ‘o’ with a single line: could 
not. Now rewrite the word moving all the remaining letters together, adding an 
apostrophe to stand-in for the “o”:  couldn’t.
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How to teach the passage 

This is a terrific passage to showcase the period (.). Each sentence concludes with a 
period. Following it is a new sentence beginning with a capital letter. 

To teach capitalizing at the start of sentences, it’s important to make sure your 
child knows the difference between capitals and lowercase alphabets. Sometimes a 
child who is writing quickly uses the lowercase alphabet throughout their writing, 
not pausing to consider where a capital letter might go. (The lowercase alphabet 
is the most commonly written and read alphabet.) That said, capital letters always 
follow periods to start new sentences. 

Try this.
Give your child a white board and a marker. The child doesn’t have to write the 

passage as you dictate. Instead, ask the child to simply write a period followed by the 
word that follows the period starting it with a capital letter.

The board will look like this:

. He      . He       . But

Try it again with another passage (week one). Help your child to know when the 
period is coming by dropping your voice tone so that it is clear you have come to the 
end of a sentence (no upswing, like you would for a question).

The goal is to narrow the scope of the focus—end marks and capitals. Overtime, 
this habit becomes automatic, but it is not initially so isolate it and help it grow! 

When your child freewrites (original writing), one task you can give your child 
after writing is to look for end marks and capitals—to be sure that your student has 
them where he or she wants them. They can add capitals or any missing periods 
before you even see the draft!
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French-style dictation 
Young readers will find that many of the spellings in this passage are demanding. No 
need to force memorizing of thoroughly, for instance. Copying this long, challenging 
term may be plenty of exposure to the spelling. 

Instead, use the French-style dictation passage of this week to work with terms 
that will be more immediately rewarding and likely to become staples of your child’s 
writing lexicon.

This week’s words are:
  looked
  searched
  He
  window
  stared
  But
  nothing

Your child will also have two opportunities to practice the capital letters after 
periods. Take a look at the French-style dictation for week two provided at the end 
of this issue.
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Name:_________________________    Date:________________

Week Two: French-style Dictation
(Chapter 5, page 34)

Wilbur ______ everywhere.  He ________ his 

pen thoroughly.  __ examined the ______ ledge, 

______ up at the ceiling.  ___ he saw _______ 

new.



Week Three Charlotte’s Web

Week Three

From the edge of the woods, the white-throated 
sparrow (which must come all the way from Boston) calls, 
“Oh, Peabody, Peabody, Peabody!” On an apple bough, 
the phoebe teeters and wags its tail and says, “Phoebe, 
phoe-bee!” The song sparrow, who knows how brief and 
lovely life is, says, “Sweet, sweet, sweet interlude; sweet, 
sweet, sweet interlude.”

 (Chapter 6, page 43)
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Week Three
Punctuation 

From the edge of the woods, the white-throated sparrow (which must come 
all the way from Boston) calls, “Oh, Peabody, Peabody, Peabody!” On an 
apple bough, the phoebe teeters and wags its tail and says, “Phoebe, phoe-
bee!” The song sparrow, who knows how brief and lovely life is, says, “Sweet, 
sweet, sweet interlude; sweet, sweet, sweet interlude.”

 (Chapter 6, page 43)

Why this passage 

Week Three is a meaty, longer passage than weeks one and two. Feel free to 
shorten it for your child’s transcription, but be sure to read and discuss the entire 
passage. The full passage is included because it creates a complete picture of sound 
references White makes.

White expresses the songs of the songbirds using real words from our English 
language. This practice is a form of onomatopoeia. Onomatopoeia is the literary 
device that features words that are identical to the sounds they represent. What 
makes this particular passage so clever is that the onomatopoeic words are not 
nonsense, but actual terms that have alternate meanings, as well. They function as 
“sound” words in this context, but they also convey meanings intended by White to 
the reader. White even explains these meanings for the reader for the sheer pleasure 
of it.

The song sparrow, who knows how brief and lovely life is, says, “Sweet, 
sweet, sweet interlude; sweet, sweet, sweet interlude.”
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What to note 

This passage is lyrical. Consonants and internal vowel sounds repeat—they create 
contrast and fun in your mouth. Read the entire passage aloud and see where the 
consonants repeat and when you hear the same vowel sounds. (Hint: long “e” sound, 
initial “w” and “s” and “t,” and the blend “sw”). 

Internal consonant repetition is called “consonance.” 

Internal vowel sound repetition is called “assonance.”

How to teach the passage 

This passage is rich in punctuation. 
White uses dialogue punctuation to record the calls of the birds. That makes 

sense, right? This is how birds talk, so their conversation is displayed using the 
punctuation marks we use when transcribing human speech.

There are two uses of hyphens in this passage:

    white-throated   phoe-bee

The first hyphen is used to convey a description. The word “white” is attached to 
“throated” because White wants to emphasize that the throat itself is a key feature 
of the bird’s appearance (not a general comment about the whole bird). The second 
term is hyphenated because the reader is meant to pause a bit between “phoe” and 
“bee” for the sound of the birdsong.

It’s worth noting, then, that the hyphen can support creating a new term (putting 
two words together to create a single idea) and it can act as a message to the reader 
to pause—to know which is which takes a bit of practice in reading.

The word “Peabody” is capitalized, despite the fact that it is merely describing 
the sound the songbird makes. Can you guess why? In regular life away from birds 
and the sounds they make, the word “Peabody” is a name (usually a last name). In 
English, we capitalize all proper nouns, so White capitalizes “Peabody” here.

There are three songs identified in this passage and two of them end with 
exclamation points, making the reader imagine a loud articulation of the birdsong! 
The third, however, ends with a period, and that makes a good bit of sense. “Sweet, 
sweet, sweet interlude,” is a serene birdcall—melodious.
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Finally, the semicolon (;) is used when writing a series of items where commas are 
present within the description of the item itself. Learning how to use the semicolon 
is not necessary for first and second graders. You might even tell your children, 
however, “If you want to be fancy when you write, learning how to use a semicolon 
will make you look like a writing genius!”

If you have any takers at that point, teaching the semicolon is great fun! The 
semicolon does two things well: joins two complete, related sentences, and it 
separates items in a list when those items are more than a single word and use 
commas.

Now read the passage together with your child, and note the variety of ways that 
E.B. White pauses—he uses parentheses, quotation marks to indicate dialogue (the 
birdcalls), commas to set off the various descriptions and the birdcalls, and even a 
semicolon when the bird repeats itself. (NGG-55, 56, 57)

The French-style dictation passage features the following words:
  edge
  white-throated
  which
  Boston
  Peabody
  teeters
  says
  knows
  lovely
  says
  sweet
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Name:_________________________    Date:________________

Week Three: French-style Dictation
(Chapter 6, page 43)

From the ____ of the woods, the _____-

________ sparrow (_____ must come all the 

way from ______) calls, “Oh, _______, _______, 

_______!” On an apple bough, the phoebe 

_______ and wags its tail and ____, “Phoebe, 

phoe-bee!” The song sparrow, who _____ how 

brief and ______ life is, ____, “Sweet, sweet, 

sweet interlude; sweet, sweet, _____ interlude.”



Week Four Charlotte’s Web

Week Four

Wilbur never forgot Charlotte. Although he loved her 
children and grandchildren dearly, none of the new spiders 
ever quite took her place in his heart. She was in a class by 
herself. It is not often that someone comes along who is a 
true friend and a good writer. Charlotte was both.

 (Chapter 22, page 184)
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Week Four
Closing Lines 

Wilbur never forgot Charlotte. Although he loved her children and 
grandchildren dearly, none of the new spiders ever quite took her place in his 
heart. She was in a class by herself. It is not often that someone comes along 
who is a true friend and a good writer. Charlotte was both.

 (Chapter 22, page 184)

Why this passage 

The close of this novel is flawless and moving. White encapsulates the entire story 
in one paragraph—the beauty of sacrificial friendship and the power of being able to 
make a difference through writing. 

What to note 

White conveys emotion without being sentimental. He gets to the heart of the 
matter: Charlotte selected the apt word that changed the course of Wilbur’s life. 
In a sense, Charlotte’s writing in her web is the manifestation of everything White 
believes about writing: brief, clear, specific, accurate, powerful. What else would we 
want from writing? From friendship?

The irony is, of course, that Charlotte’s writing is so well edited, she uses single 
words to change lives, to alter the course of local history in that family and town. 
Her writing is that effective.

Of further note: Charlotte finds one of her words on an advertisement for soap 
bubbles—radiant. This is the big one—the term that spares Wilbur’s life for good. 
She solicits new words by asking Templeton the rat to bring her snatches of print 
(Chapter 12, A Meeting). 

A longtime suggested practice in Brave Writer is that instead of hunting for new 
language or terms in a thesaurus when revising a draft, it is a good idea to page 
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through magazines! Advertisements help words stand out due to their font sizes and 
colors, as well as the visual context in which they reside. These presentation tools 
aid a writer’s imagination. There’s nothing wrong with hunting for words and using 
the ones we find.

Lastly, White makes it clear what he thinks about the power of the written word 
here:

“I think ‘terrific’ might impress Zuckerman.”
“But Charlotte,” said Wilbur, “I’m not terrific.”
“That doesn’t make a particle of difference,” replied Charlotte. “Not a 

particle. People believe almost anything they see in print. Does anybody here 
know how to spell ‘terrific’?”

How to teach the passage 

Charlotte wrote single words on a web. Wilbur calls her a good writer. The truth 
is that Charlotte’s single words had enough power in them to save a pig’s life. 
E.B. White is particularly known for his spare style—the ability to communicate 
powerfully through a minimum of words. In some ways, he’s delighting himself and 
his audience by this tacit acknowledgement of his own preferences in writing. He 
may also be giving a back-handed critique to those who feel that their ample prose 
are required for “important” writing. Yet in this case, writing that saves a life is 
achieved through single, well-chosen words.

There are four lines in this passage. A child might copy one per day for the first 
four days of the week, and then on the fifth day, try his or her hand at the French-
style dictation page provided.

The words that are addressed in the French-style dictation passage are:
  never
  loved
  grandchildren
  spiders
  heart
  class

  someone
  friend
  writer
  both
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Name:_________________________      Date:_________________

Week Four: French-style Dictation
(Chapter 22, page 184)

Wilbur _____ forgot Charlotte. Although 

he _____ her children and _____________ 

dearly, none of the new _______ ever quite 

took her place in his _____. She was in a _____ 

by herself. It is not often that _______ comes 

along who is a true ______ and a good ______. 

Charlotte was ____.
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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!


