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Learning Context: After reading an expository article, entering into a lively discussion and recording ‘key’ information, students are writing Literature Responses in single paragraph form.  Several of the students are paralyzed by the sight of the blank and clearly have no idea where to begin and how to end.  A number of the students plod right in, moving through the writing process in a very rote manner, constructing formulaic beginning and closing sentences that read “The ________ was very fun,” and “That is what I learned about the _________.”  

Learning About:  After a discussion about the Iditarod, I present five literary models for different ways to begin and end a paragraph in order to seize the reader’s attention and send them off with a new perspective on the topic.

· Ask a question   ????

· Make a startling declaration  !!!!

· A statement about why something is important.

· A thought provoking quotation.

· An imaginative story

Learning to do: After the discussion, I give the students a short expository passage on a topic of interest (Eg. The Pony Express or The English Chunnel).   Students are asked to: 1. Brainstorm interesting/memorable details, 2. Generate 3 different ‘beginnings,’ and share them with their writing circle for feedback.  Feedback would be centered around clarity, ‘punch,’ and use of precise, vivid language,  3.  Students would make revisions and the group would choose 1 ‘beginning’ from each student to be posted on a class bulletin board, 4.  As a whole group, the class would vote on the 3 most compelling ‘beginnings,’ and consider if they would also work as ‘endings.’

Cool Facts about The Iditarod

· The Iditarod is called “The Last Great Race on Earth”

· It is a 1,200 mile long dogsled race that leads through the Alaskan wilderness from Nome to the larger city of Anchorage.

· The Iditarod Trail was initially established in 1920 to provide a way for such isolated villages as Nome to receive mail, food and supplies in the winter when air or river traffic were prohibitive.

· Additionally this trail saved many children’s lives in 1925 when diphtheria broke out in Nome ,and a series of courageous single dog and musher teams delivered serum.

· Every March men, women of all sizes and ages compete in this brutal race if they meet the training requirements.

· The race can last between 2 and 4 weeks in which mushers must take one 24 hour rest and two 8 hour rest periods. These courageous competitors brave blizzards, dangerous terrain, bitter cold temperatures and darkness.

· Each team has no more than 16 dogs who are hooked together on a central rope that can stretch to about 80 feet.

· A dyslexic woman named Susan Butcher, who grew up in Massachusetts, has been a four-time winner.

Beginning--The Grab 
Closing--The Clincher
A beginning should grab a reader’s attention and make them want to read more!  A closing should clinch the paragraph and leave the reader with a “wow that was interesting!” feeling.

Here are some examples of different ways to construct beginnings that might GRAB the reader:

1. Ask a question:

Why would a person risk death to race in a 1,200 mile dog sled race through the Alaskan Wilderness?

2. Make a startling declaration:

“One wrong move can send a musher and their team of dogs stumbling to their death in a rock-filled gorge.”

3. A statement of why something is important
Competing in the Iditarod, a brutal 1,200 mile dog sled race through the Alaskan Wilderness, is a testament to Human Courage.

4. A thought provoking quotation:
“There was this person born in me that absolutely should have been born in Alaska one hundred years before.”





Susan Butcher, champion dog musher

5. An imaginative ‘story:’

Paulsen was way out on the trail when the blizzard hit blowing 70 to 80 miles per hour. He hunkered down in his sleeping bag and his dogs curled up into tight little balls until they could dig themselves out of the snow hours later.

