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A Review Class Transcript: From I Was Nervous to Showing

Nervousness

Below is a cleaned up transcript of one real review class. Projected on the board
was a student sentence: Before getting in the water, I was very nervous, my heart
pounding. I asked the class to rate the sentence, with a rule: no simple good or bad,

they had to say whether a reader could see the nervousness inside it.

The first student said: heart pounding counts as writing it. I pressed further:
besides the heartbeat, what else goes wrong in your body when you are nervous? He
could not answer. I narrowed the question: standing at the pool edge, where are your
hands? What do your palms feel like? A student in the back row jumped in: hands
gripping the railing, palms all sweaty. I asked him to attach that clause to the
original sentence, and it became: Before getting in the water, I was very nervous, my

heart pounding, hands gripping the poolside railing, palms all sweaty.

Then we handled the cause of the nervousness. [ asked: what exactly are you
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afraid of? He thought for a long time and said: water going up my nose. [ asked him
to turn that fear into a thought happening in the moment, and he wrote: I pinched my
nose shut, one thought in my head, do not let go. The class compared the two
versions; most preferred the new one, because the old sentence only reported an

emotion while the new one made readers worry whether his hand would slip.

After the transcript segment came two minutes of in class revision. Each student
could change only one place: replace the emptiest feeling sentence in their essay.
When I collected the papers, twenty nine of thirty seven had produced a sentence with
a body reaction or a concrete thought. Of the remaining eight, five had swapped in
similes like my heart beat like a drum. Similes are fine, but five students in one
class reaching for the same simile showed they still had not returned to their own

experience.

My review questions follow a fixed four steps: what can a reader see in this
sentence? Where in the body does nervousness show? What exactly was in your head at
that moment? How would you say it using only your own experience from that day? After
the four steps most students can revise on their own. Next class I will print this
transcript and post it in the room, because seeing a classmate sentence improve step

by step works better than lecturing about method.
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