Investigating Diction

Investigating Diction:  This exercise asks you to generate school-appropriate words that have negative and positive connotations. Vivid, colorful and discerning vocabulary can effectively convey the writer’s tone, feelings and beliefs; this, in turn, moves the reader’s emotions. (For example, the same situation can be described as a “challenge” or a “problem.”) Use the following sentences to explore words with negative connotations; then repeat the process finding words with positive connotations. Dictionaries and thesauruses may be helpful.  You cannot change factual data or add significant events.

Factual Data: On a sunny day my mother asked me to weed the garden. I did it.
A NEGATIVE PERSPECTIVE:

My mother ___________________(verb) (me to/that I) weed the garden.

Weeding is a/an ____________________ (adjective) _____________________ (noun).

I felt ___________________ (adjective) like __________________________ (a simile).

(Mention certain details about the garden.  Include sensory appeal & action verbs.)

____________________________________________________________________   

____________________________________________________________________   

The weather was ____________________ (adverb) ___________________ (adjective).

The ______________ (adjective) garden looked like ____________________ (a simile).

A POSITIVE PERSPECTIVE:
My mother ___________________(verb) (me to/that I) weed the garden.

Weeding is a/an ____________________ (adjective) _____________________ (noun).

I felt ___________________ (adjective) like __________________________ (a simile).

(Mention certain details about the garden.  Include sensory appeal & action verbs.)

____________________________________________________________________   

____________________________________________________________________   

The weather was ____________________ (adverb) ___________________ (adjective).

The ______________ (adjective) garden looked like ____________________ (a simile).


Now, convert each of the above exercises into well-worded paragraphs, the first one telling the story with a negative perspective and the second expressing a positive view.  Remember to vary sentence structures and use action verbs.

Investigating Diction: Sample Responses

A Negative Perspective:

On a miserably sweltering day, my mother insisted that I weed the garden. I loathed the edict. Weeding is a filthy ordeal, and I felt like a slave forced to labor on a rock pile in the blistering sun. Most of the flowers were half dead, but the weeds were doing fine. Thistles brutally scratched my arms, bugs crawled up my legs and buzzing bees insistently dive-bombed me. When I finally finished, the surviving flowers looked like they’d struggled through a war that they regretted winning.

A Positive Perspective:

On a pleasantly warm summer day, my mother suggested that I weed the garden. I welcomed the chance to be outdoors and catch some sun. Since weeding is a satisfying pastime, I felt content like a child playing in a sandbox. Giant sunflowers nodded gently over my head in appreciation as I tugged weeds away from their roots so they could gather nutrients.  My hands worked the rich, warm soil; the scent of fragrant lilies and fresh mint surrounded me.  Having finished, I paused for a moment to admire the floral garden that looked like an oasis of perfect serenity and beauty.

A Trip to Costa Rica (Neutral Version)

The Fynn family took a two-week vacation trip to Costa Rica, which is known for its jungle wildlife refuges. While hiking through the rainforest, the parents, David and Carol, focused on birdwatching. Using binoculars, they viewed many birds, including the rare quetzal, high in the canopy. Nicola, who was 18, and Luke, who was 16, were more interested in the animals and insects, both of which were difficult to spot. However, under the direction of experienced naturalists who were hired to lead the hikes, the family caught glimpses of howler monkeys and sloths in the treetops. Iguanas, lizards and butterflies were ubiquitous. 


The weather was very hot, and generally a rainstorm occurred in the afternoons.  Such conditions were damaging to the rocky dirt roads, so renting a four-wheel-drive jeep was a good decision. After days of hiking and driving, the Fynns stayed in country cabins. Local fauna continued to be a subject of interest even inside the cabins.  In fact, one night David chased a bat out of the door, Carol nearly sat on a cricket, Luke found a stick insect on his bed, and Nicola found a scorpion in the bathroom. All in all, this was a trip to be remembered.

A Terrible Trip to Costa Rica


As a result of all the hype and propaganda about Costa Rica being such a swell destination for naturalists and tourists, the Fynn family were suckered into taking a two-week vacation there. The parents, David and Carol, who mistakenly anticipated great birdwatching, were sorely disappointed because the allegedly beautiful birds remained obscured in the remote and crowded treetops. In fact, the ridiculous “highlight” of their viewing was a supposed glimpse of the rare quetzal that flitted through their high-powered binoculars for a micro-second. Eighteen-year-old Nicola and 16-year-old Luke longed to see tropical animals and insects, but the chaotic foliage jammed into the jungle squashed that naïve pipe dream. In order to spot any animals at all, the family was forced, at exorbitant expense, to hire a series of know-it-all guides who never shut up during hikes. This reduced the days to droning lectures, and the end result of all this “expertise” was nothing more than a glance at some remote howler monkeys and a peek at a few moth-eaten balls of gray fur in the treetops, that, according to the guides, were “amazing sloths.” Cool-looking insects, except for butterflies, were impossible to find. The only other apparent wildlife were ordinary iguanas, like most pet stores carry, and a bunch of slimy little lizards that disappeared the moment they were spotted.


The stinking hot weather caused the family to sweat until their clothes were saturated, so it hardly mattered when afternoon downpours further drenched them. The weather routinely alternated between these absurd extremes of blistering sun and miserable storms. Such conditions reduced the so-called roads to trails of broken rocks and mud wallows. So, ironically, in the land of environmental awareness, the Fynns were forced to rent a gas-guzzling four-wheel-drive jeep in order to reach the various country cabins where they spent restless nights. It was no wonder that insects were impossible to find in the jungle; they were all residing in the country cabins. One night the family was traumatized by a hideous bat that may well have been carrying some tropical disease. No sooner had David managed to chase that vermin out of the cabin, than Carol nearly sat on a creepy cricket. Luke was appalled to discover a stick insect crawling right across his bed.  Last, but surely not least, Nicola shrieked in the bathroom when a venomous scorpion inched its way toward her.  Sleep was difficult to find when visions of unnamed crawling things haunted them through the nights.  All in all, this was a trip that gave the Fynns nightmares for years to come. 

A Terrific Time in Costa Rica


After months of anticipation and careful planning, the Fynn family took a two-week vacation of a lifetime to fabulous Costa Rica. Known for its pristine jungles and invaluable wildlife refuges, Costa Rica, an unspoiled tropical paradise, enthusiastically welcomes naturalists. The parents, David and Carol, focused on birdwatching; and through their binoculars they viewed some of the earth’s most spectacular birds, including the incomparable and rare quetzal. Exotic animals and insects particularly fascinated 18-year-old Nicola and 16-year-old Luke. These were challenging to locate amongst the flourishing, verdant foliage; however, the Fynns hired experienced naturalists to professionally guide their exploratory hikes through the rainforest. As a result, Nicola and Luke spotted amazing howler monkeys and shy sloths in the dense canopy of trees. Each turn of the path offered new surprises such as skittering lizards and pensive iguanas looking like miniature prehistoric dinosaurs. Furthermore, butterflies of every color flashed in and out of view like dazzling jewels. Until this trip, these visions of nature had only been National Geographic photographs or adventure movie scenes.


Each morning the brilliant sunshine greeted the travelers and warmed the thriving jungle. By contrast, in the afternoons a cooling rain cleaned the air and created magical clouds that moved mysteriously through the trees before yielding to the persistent sun. This weather carved the rugged, rocky roads into the perfect opportunity for four-wheel-drive fun in the jeep that the Fynns rented. Action-packed days drew to a comfy close as the family settled into country cabins for the night. Even then, the adventure didn’t fade. One night, for example, an indigenous bat, impossible to see in the nocturnal rainforest, politely presented itself for inspection inside the cabin. Everybody got a good look at it before David showed it the door. Carol found a cricket, Luke discovered a fragile stick insect, and most exciting of all, Nicola found a genuine little scorpion--nobody had expected to see this exotic jungle dweller! They decided to shoo the scorpion out the door and to gently relocate the stick insect outside the window, but to allow the sweet-singing cricket to remain as an overnight guest. All in all, this terrific trip to Costa Rica was a memory that the Fynns treasured fondly for many years to come.

Directions:
· Now you will exercise the power of diction. You are to write two narratives that include the factual data in “A Family Celebrates the Fourth of July”. Facts may not be changed, but selected details can be maximized or minimized. You may not add any major new events, but you can surely expound on what the family members might be thinking and feeling. Using dictionaries and thesauruses is greatly encouraged. You should thoughtfully select discerning vocabulary with connotations that express a clear tone.  You should title your works. A negative narrative may be titled Family Friction on a Frustrating Fourth. A positive narrative may be titled Family Fun on a Fabulous Fourth..
· Please refer to Rubric for Evaluating Vocabulary and Writing, to guide both of your narratives.
· You will present your narratives in small groups and discuss and revise the narratives, paying particular attention to the diction. 
· After the peer review you must submit the two final narratives.
A Family Celebrates the Fourth of July (Neutral Version)


On the Fourth of July the Sterns hosted a day-long party for all their relatives who could come. The Stern family consisted of Aunt Flora, who did most of the cooking and organizing; Uncle Jim, who grilled the hamburgers; their 18-year-old son named Steve; their 16-year-old daughter named Andrea; their son Rich, who was nine; and their baby, Tina, who was two years old. Steve was a football player; Andrea was cheerleader; Rich had a broken arm; and Tina was teething. 

One family who traveled from Columbus included 18-year-old twins, Sandra and Amanda. These shy girls liked art and writing. In fact, Amanda mostly sat on the porch and wrote in her journal. Also among the visitors were Gramma, who had forgotten her hearing aid, and Big Bernie, a cousin who owned a used-car dealership. Big Bernie was coming down with the flu.


At 10 a.m. Aunt Flora produced a large brunch.  Sandra, who had offered to go buy some baby aspirin for little Tina, arrived back at the house to discover that brunch had been served and the food was practically gone. Steve gave her a piece of French toast off his plate.


In the afternoon a water balloon fight involved most of the people until Rich broke a balloon in the house; this made Tina laugh. Aunt Flora suggested that everybody start a game of volleyball in the backyard. Uncle Jim, who actually had been a high school volleyball coach, usually refused to participate in these family games. However, toward the end of the game, Uncle Jim finally joined in, and he served the winning point.


After their picnic supper, everyone, except Gramma, walked to the town park to watch the fireworks. They noticed that Aunt Flora looked teary. At the end of a long day, the visitors loaded up their cars and headed home. This was a Fourth of July to be remembered.

Teachers’ Rubric for Evaluating Vocabulary and Writing

	1  
	This writing contains limited, routine vocabulary. The paper is muddled in spots. Technical errors are highly distracting. 

	2
	Although there are some well-chosen vocabulary words, the language is generally imprecise, trite or vague. The paper is poorly organized and some parts are unclear. Technical errors are distracting.

	3
	The vocabulary is ordinary for a high school student; the diction is clear and appropriate, but it lacks special qualities. The paper is competently organized, but some of the transitions may not be smooth. Sentence structures have some variety. Technical errors are not excessively distracting.

	4
	The diction is varied and expressive, but it lacks the clever sparkle of a #5 paper. The writing is well organized and clear. Sentence structures demonstrate variety, but there may be some bumpy spots. A few technical errors may be evident but are not significant.



	5
	This writing uses expressive, challenging, appropriate, varied diction that consistently conveys a tone. The piece is sharply organized and thoughtful. Sentence structures are varied and smoothly crafted; they contain virtually no technical errors. The writing is tight and effective throughout.
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