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CONNECTION: You have been doing an awesome job of revising your 
memoirs and ensuring that you are delivering a powerful message to your 
readers about not only yourselves but about life, in general. Today we will 
work on revising our pieces by trying to discover a metaphor or a symbol 
that can help us create and deliver our powerful life messages.



March 1, 2018

LESSON 19: REVISION. I CAN REVISE MY WRITING BY FINDING A METAPHOR TO 
HELP SYMBOLIZE MY MESSAGE

TEACH: One of my favorite movies is the Sound of Music. At the start of the movie, Maria is learning to 
become a nun and runs into difficulties because when she is supposed to be in prayer sessions, she 
instead heads to the hills where she breaks into song, singing, "The hills are alive with the sound of 
music..." In this particular monastery, traipsing though the mountain meadows isn't nun like behavior. 
She isn't solemn enough. At one point, the nuns gather and trying to find the words to describe the way 
that Maria can't be contained in the confines of the abbey, they sing, "How do you hold a moonbeam in 
your hand?"
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When I write I often have the same trouble. The meanings that I want to convey sometimes well up inside 
me and the more important those meanings are, the harder it is to find the words for them. They are like 
moonbeams--I feel them but I don't know how to pin them down. I sit beside the page and think of big, 
elusive meanings and the question I ask is, essentially, "How do you hold a moonbeam in your hand?" How 
does Adam find the words to capture what his house felt like after his brother had driven off? Writers often 
take a tiny detail from their lives often something that can be very ordinary and we let that one detail 
represent the whole big message of our story or our memoir.
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Remember that when an author has a big content he or she wants to convey in a story, they do so by 
embedding that big meaning into an object, a metaphor or symbol. 

In "Eleven," notice that the red sweater is much more than just a stretched out, ugly garment that the 
narrator knows isn't hers. It's the focal point of the burden of being a young girl who feels powerless in 
the face of authority--the teacher figure. When Rachel is unable to convince her teacher that the 
sweater isn't hers, it's repugnance grows and grows, just as her years in her mind shrink. The seater 
becomes representative of the feeling of having all your younger years well up in you. It has become a 
symbol. Rachel, who has lost her voice, pushes the sweater away and with it, tries to push away the 
frustrations of being "ten, nine, eight, six, seven, five, four, three, two and one."

If you consider "Eleven" in its entirety you might also notice that it can read as a metaphor for growing 
up. Rachel who has turned eleven the day of the sweater incident, imagines she should feel her new 
age right away but doesn't. What she is grappling with is the knowledge that growing up is a gradual  
process and a new age doesn't erase who you were each prior year of your life. She says wisely, "...the 
way you grow old is kind of like an onion or like the rings inside a tree trunk or like my little wooden dolls 
that fit one inside the other, each year inside the next one." Rachel names growing up with the images 
she can understand; physical things with layers--the circles of an onion, the rings of a tree trunk, her 
nesting dolls--and so creates her own metaphor for age and experience. By the end of "Eleven," Rachel 
has learned something else about age, she's learned that having many years and a position of authority, 
as does her teacher doesn't mean being or right all-knowing.

"Eleven" is rich with simile and metaphor and there's much we can all identify with--Rachel's feelings 
who are too big to voice. Rachel's ways of naming those feelings using images she 
understands--"sleeves all stretched out like...a jump rope," "Animal noises," "a runaway balloon," etc. 
We can find tangible, physical pieces in our lives that can represent bigger ideas and who we are.
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Similarly, when Patti McLachlan went to write a memoir, she had big feelings welling up inside of her, 
just as you all do now, feelings that sometimes felt too pure and deep for words. But she remembered 
that little girl who suggested that suggested she put her prairie dirt in a glass bowl in her window so 
that when she wrote, she could look at that bowl and remember what she knew first. Patti borrowed 
just a part of that memory, giving her memoir the title, "What You Know First." And the final page of the 
memoir, tells about a girl bracing herself for leaving her home on the prairie. She considers staying, 
letting the family go on without her:

Mama says the baby would miss me
if I stay
My Mama says how will he know about the way the
Cottonwood leaves rattle when it's dry
If I don't tell him.
And how will he know Uncle Bly's songs
If I don't sing them.
What you know first stays with you, my Papa says.
But just in case I forget
I will take a twig of the cottonwood tree
I will take a little bag of prairie dirt
I cannot take the sky

In this example, the author created a metaphor to say something too big for words. She found 
one very specific object and one line of dialogue and used those two things to represent the 
huge longings for home that well up inside of her.

Or remember "Four Skinny Trees" where Esperanza compared herself to these--wanting to 
break free and overcome the challenges of being held back and not being able to pursue her 
dreams?
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ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT: The art of writing narratives that represent something big about our lives, 
we are each making metaphor. Today let's try to bring out the "metaphoric"-symbolic aspects of our 
writing more. Let's see if we can bring out the metaphor that is right beneath the surface.

Let's see what we would do to help a boy named Justin bring out the metaphor in his story. How 
might this story represent something huge about Justin and his life. He opens up by telling about a 
time in second grade when another classmate, a struggling student read aloud. Justin wrote about 
this one turning point moment. His story starts, "Hearing him read was the funniest thing in the world 
to me." He proceeds to tell the story of how after the boy named Daniel stuttered his way through the 
text, other boys sat around at snack time, impersonating Daniel. "I...want....ttto...tto..." After snack the 
children reconvened and this time a girl named Natalie read aloud beautifully, Justin wrote, "I felt as if 
I was in the ocean and all the waves were rocking me to sleep." But soon, it was Justin's turn to read 
and suddenly he was gripped by fear. He wrote,

At the nod the story, Justin wanted his readers to know that he and Danny started to become 
friends. So what do you think Justin could have himself do or have Danny do at the end of the 
story? What could one of them do or say that would show that they became friends? TURN AND 
TALK. 
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Perhaps, Justin could pull some foold out of his locker and offer it to Danny or that he could look at 
something Danny owns--his coat maybe and say, "Nice." Or that Justin could say, "You want to come 
over later?" These are all good ideas. And each of you in a similar fashion may find that you can bring 
objects or actions into your story that carry the deeper meanings you want to convey. You can do this 
with memoir--and you can do this anytime that you want to write a really significant text. Utlimately, 
Justin chose this:

Turn and talk to your partner about how you may incorporate a metaphor--an object, action or 
symbol or even an extended metaphor into your memoir to help create a strong message and 
meaning? THEN GET TO WORK AND CONTINUE REVISING YOUR PIECES TO HELP 
CREATE AN EVEN MORE POWERFUL MESSAGE THAN YOU BEGAN WITH--TRY AND 
ENHANCE WITH A METAPHOR OR SYMBOL.
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REMINDER: As you continue revising continue to do the following:

· Re-write parts that are confusing in the margin or on separate paper
· Adding on to sections by using an asterisk (*) in places where we want to add more and writing the 

new parts on separate paper or in our notebooks.
· Taking away parts that  are unnecessary, confusing or don't match the message.
· Placing carats in places we want to add a word or where there is a word missing.
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MID WORKSHOP INTERRUPTION: USING REFRAINS.
Writers, can I stop you? As I've walked around, I've noticed that you are focused on crafting 
powerful lines as you compose--lines that hold enormous meaning. Writers often search their 
writing for lines such as these--looking for ways to highlight them, because highlighting a 
particularly strong line can also highlight a particularly strong idea. One way to make a powerful 
line stand out is by repeating it here and then across a piece of writing. You've seen it in stories 
like "When I was Young in the Mountains" and "My Mama Had a Dancing Heart." In "Eleven," 
Sandra Cisneros repeats the line, "Mama is making a cake for me tonight and when Papa 
comes home everybody will sing, Happy birthday, happy birthday to you. Each time I read that 
line, I get goosebumps because I understand there is enormous idea behind it. One idea that 
the author may be trying to show through this line is that birthdays are supposed to be 
wonderful occasions that celebrate the beauty of growing up. She repeats the line acvross her 
writing somewhere near the beginning and then again towards the ending. She wants us to pay 
attention to this idea across the entire piece so she repeats it to help us say, "Yes, yes. I see 
what you're trying to say." So righ tnow writers, can you take a moment to reread your writing for 
lines that could be highlighted. When you find one, think about where else you might try writing 
it so that it helps your ideas really stand out.
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SHARE: Who would like to share with us what they tried to do as a writer today?
Who was able to create a significant ending, incorporate a metaphor, symbol or repeated line into their 
writing to enhance their overall message-meaning?

HOMEWORK: Describe your writing process. As you continue to revise your pieces, you will reflect back 
on the process with your in-depth self-assessment that will be due with your final drafts. Think about 
what you learned about the writing process. You've been shifting between writing, rewriting, planning 
and writing some more. Think about how the process has gone for you. As you revise, answer the 
following questions:
· Are you able to create movies in your mind--remembering and envisioning and reexperiencing?
· How are you ensuring that all moments can be "played out" in your readers' minds?
· What was necessary to go back and revise--and why?
· How were you able to deepen meaning with metaphor, repeated refrains and other important 

strategies?
· How are your strategies of writing different at the start vs. the end of a process?
· How has that changed during this unit?
· How are you growing as a writer?
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TEACHER PAGE:

IF YOUR STUDENTS FEEL LIKE THEY'RE FINISHED REVISING...have them meet with a 
partner to discuss their revision decisions they've made. They can reread their drafts, and mark 
the crafting techniques they've used in their writing. They can discuss how each technique helped 
deepen their message. They can lean on each other to make further revision plans. They may 
ask each other questions like, "What work has my partner tried that I might try" Or "What have we 
learned that I've yet to apply in my writing." Remember that writers try to reimagine their writing 
and sometimes the revision work they do pays off and sometimes it doesn't. What's important to 
remember is that stretching one's way of thinking will lead to new discoveries.

IF YOUR STUDENTS SPRINKLE FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE ON THEIR WRITING BUT IT 
DOESN'T REINFORCE THEIR IDEAS...you could teach them to identify places where they might 
have used similes, metaphors or another form of figurative language and ask themselves, "How 
does this writing help to show my idea?" Make sure the use of figurative language is purposeful in 
furthering your message and not interfering by taking the reader off track.


