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How to Correct Your Student’s  

Writing Assignments 

 

 

 

Guidelines 
 

These guidelines are intended for use with writing assignments produced by children of 
all ages; however, the age of the child will dictate how much you involve the student in 
the editing process. 

 

 For younger students, focus on one area at a time: There was, There were, etc. 

 For older students, focus on the areas that your students have covered in their 
writing assignments. 

 
For all ages, it is best to edit with your student if at all possible. When students are 
comfortable with the process, you may have them attempt to self-edit their writing 
assignments on their own.  

Remember: It is a process! 
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WORD EDITING 

 

 

When communicating via the written word, all words are important; however, weak 

verbs tend to stand out the most. 

To really help your student’s writing, eliminate weak verbs and help your student to 

choose strong verbs that amplify. 

In everyday speech, we use weak common verbs because we are able to amplify the 

meaning of what we’re saying with body language and tone. We don’t have that option when we 

write. So to communicate effectively, we must use verbs that convey the correct shade of 

meaning (connotation) and verbs that convey the correct tone.  

We can passively amplify a sentence by using strong verb synonyms that show more 

than the common verbs we use every day. A synonym is a word that means the same or 

almost the same as another word. The words below are synonyms. 

ask --> beg    look --> gaze   walk --> stroll 

By using verbs that have a stronger meaning than the common verbs, you can amplify 

the meaning of the verb and help your reader to see more clearly what is happening in the 

sentence. 

The cat drank the milk.    The cat sipped the milk. 

The dog lay down in the dirt.   The dog plopped down in the dirt. 

The sunlight came through the window.   The sunlight beamed through the window. 

 

To find synonyms for common verbs, you may use the synonym table located in the 

appendix on page 11. If the common verb you want to replace isn’t in the table, refer to a 

thesaurus.  

   



6 
 

Word Editing 

Eliminate 

There was, There were 

Began to, started to 

“was + ing verb” 
(Keep “was + ing verb” if you want the focus of your sentence 

to be on the person that had something done to him or her. 

“And” “Then” “And then” “But” as sentence openers 
 

These can be used, but only sparingly. Best to eliminate. 

Add 
Verb 

Synonyms 
Descriptive 
Adjectives 

Check every word. 
Did you say what you 

meant to say? 
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SENTENCE EDITING 

 

 

Both an independent and a dependent clause have a subject and a verb; however, 

the independent clause can stand alone which makes it a sentence. The dependent clause 

is a fragment. 

Karen went to the store.     Independent Clause (A Sentence) 

When Karen went to the store.   Dependent Clause    (Not a Sentence) 

Using only simple sentences makes paragraphs sound juvenile and unsophisticated. 

Writing with only compound sentences or sentences that are all approximately the 

same length can make writing sound monotonous.  

 Help your student to recognize if her writing contains too many simple sentences.  

 Help your student to edit their writing by including simple, compound, and 

complex sentences. 

DEFINITIONS 

 Clauses = subject + verb  

(some are sentences and some aren’t) can be independent or dependent 

I went to the store.   Independent 

When I went to the store Dependent (Not a Sentence) 

 Simple sentence = subject and a verb= independent clause 
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 Compound sentence = (subject and a verb)         +       (subject and a verb)  

      1 independent clause         +        1 independent clause 

        I went to the store,        and       I bought all of the candy.  

        (2 Independent Clauses) 

 Complex sentence = (subject and a verb) + (subordinate conj +subject and a verb) 

      1 independent          + (1 dependent clause) 

       I bought all of the candy when I went to the store.  

      (1 Independent Clause + 1 Dependent Clause)  

More seasoned writers mentally engage in some process similar to this. Knowing 

how to create a variety of sentence openers will give students tools to write with skill 

and style. 

More often than not, young writers begin sentences with the subject and then follow 

with the verb. This is normal when we speak, but when writing, we must vary the way 

we write sentences to add force and style.  

On the page that follows, you will find a table that demonstrates seven ways in 

which a sentence may be varied. To help your student add variety to their sentences, 

guide her through the process of eliminating dangling participles, adding 2 or 3 

different types of sentences openers to each paragraph, and adding a variety of sentence 

types—simple, compound, and complex. 
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Sentence Editing 

Eliminate Dangling Participles 

Add 

Variety of Sentence Openers 

Simple Sentences 
Compound Sentences 
Complex Sentences 
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Types of Sentence Openers 

Adverb 
Silently, the man stood. A word that modifies a verb, an adjective, or 

another adverb. 

Adjective 

Sad, the man stood in silence.  
A word that modifies a noun or pronoun. 

Prepositional Phrase 

With a heavy heart, the man stood in 
silence. A phrase that contains a preposition and its 

object. 

Participial Phrase Waiting for an answer to fall from 
the heavens, he stood in silence.         
(Present Participle) 
 
Saddened, the man stood in silence.       
(Past Participle) 

A phrase composed of a participle and the rest 
of the phrase. 

Dependent Clause 

Because he was devastated, the man 
stood in silence. A clause that contains a subject and a verb, but 

cannot stand alone as a sentence. 

Infinitive Phrase 

To avoid crying, the man stood in 
silence. A phrase that begins with an infinitive (to + a 

verb), followed by the remainder of the phrase. 

Short Sentence 

He stood. 
 

Simple sentence composed of five or fewer 
words. 

(More important than the number of words is 
the number of syllables. Short sentences are 
more effective with smaller words.) 
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COMMONLY USED VERBS (HELPFUL SYNONYMS)  

 

Verb Synonym 

ask 
beg, demand, grill, implore, inquire, invite, plead, pray, 

question, quiz, request, seek 

come 
advance, appear, approach, arrive, join, occur, materialize, 

reach,  

give 
administer, assign, deliver, donate, enter, furnish, hand, move, 

present, provide, pass, transfer 

get achieved, acquire, attain, catch, contract, earn, experience, 
gain, hold, obtain, receive, suffer, take, win, understand, find  

have  
accept, acquired, attained, contracted, experience, gain, hold, 

keep, obtain, own, possess, receive, retain, take 

look 
behold, eye, face, gaze, glance, inspect, observe, peer, 

scrutinize, stare, study, survey, view, watch 

run 
bolt, chase, dart, dash, fly, hasten, hurry, jog, race. rush, 

scamper, sprint  

see behold, discern, envision, detect, glimpse, notice, perceive, 
sight, spot, survey, watch 

walk  
creeps, hike, marched, parade, roam, slog, step, stride, tiptoe, 

traipse, trek, trod, trolled, wandered, 

to be 
 

avoid overuse of be, is, are, was, and were when possible 
 

is = seems, appears, radiated, exudes, became 
be = happen, transpire, occur, exist, linger 

was = attended, survived, attended, remained, stayed, lasted   

was + ing verb 
 

eliminate the was and change the verb to the past tense 
 

was running   = ran                    was thinking = thought 
was coughing = coughed            was laughing = laughed 

started to + verb 
 

remove “started to” and make the verb past tense,  
 if possible use a synonym 

 

started to sing = sang => (screeched)  
started to walk = walked => (sauntered) 

began to + verb 

remove the began to and change the verb to the past tense 
 

began to dream = dreamed => (fantasized) 
began to fall = fell =>(plummeted)    
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PARAGRAPH EDITING 

 
 

To edit a paragraph, one must look for unity of content. Is the entire paragraph 

focused on one topic? 

In non-fiction writing, students often add unnecessary information and stray from 

the topic. Help them identify when this happens. 

In fiction writing, the lack of unity is often caused by improper placement of 

paragraph breaks—paragraphing. 

 
 
 

PARAGRAPHING 
 
 
 

When writing fiction, paragraph breaks help the reader to follow the story more 

easily. When there is a paragraph break, the reader knows that a change of topic is 

occurring.  

When you are writing fiction a good paragraphing rule is the following:  

Each time the who, what, when, where, why, or how of the story changes, begin a 

new paragraph.   

Read the short fable on the following page. Study the paragraph breaks. Can you 

identify why the breaks were placed where they are? 
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An explanation of the paragraph breaks is on the following page. 

  

 

The Penny-Wise Monkey 
Retold by Ellen C. Babbitt 

 

Once upon a time the king of a large and rich country gathered together his army to 
take a faraway little country. The king and his soldiers marched all morning long and 
then went into camp in the forest.  

When they fed the horses, they gave them some peas to eat. One of the Monkeys 
living in the forest saw the peas and jumped down to get some of them. He filled his 
mouth and hands with them, and up into the tree he went again, and sat down to eat the 
peas. 

As he sat there eating the peas, one pea fell from his hand to the ground. At once, 
the greedy Monkey dropped all the peas he had in his hands and ran down to hunt for 
the lost pea. But he could not find that one pea. He climbed up into his tree again and sat 
still looking very glum. “To get more, I threw away what I had,” he said to himself. 

The king had watched the Monkey, and he said to himself, “I will not be like this 
foolish Monkey, who lost much to gain a little. I will go back to my own country and 
enjoy what I now have.” 

So he and his men marched back home. 
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Paragraph 1: King and his men march until they camp  focus on the king 

        (There is a change in the who.) 

Paragraph 2: Monkey steals peas from the horses   focus on how monkey 

steals peas  

        (There is a change in the what.) 

Paragraph 3: Monkey loses all of the peas   . focus on  monkey losing 

peas 

        (There is a change in the who.) 

Paragraph 4: King learned from watching monkey   focus on king watching 

monkey 

        (There is a change in the what.) 

Paragraph 5: King returns home     focus on king marches 

home  

 

To help your student create paragraphs correctly, guide her through the process of 

checking her paragraphs for breaks at the proper location. Also ensure that each 

paragraph is focused on one topic. 

 

Paragraph Editing 

Add 

Paragraph breaks after changing: 
who, what, when, where, why, how 

A paragraph break after a different character speaks 

Check Ensure that each paragraph is focused on a single topic. 
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OVERALL EDITING 

 

To finish editing a paper, one must also check for proper spelling, punctuation, 

verb tense, and content. 

When this is done, the student should read her paper out loud again. She should 

also read her paper from the bottom up, reading from the last sentence to the first. 

Finally, the student should put the paper aside for a day or more before reviewing 

the paper one final time. This will give her fresh eyes with which to evaluate her 

writing. 

 

Overall Paper 

Check  
spelling 

Check  
Punctuation 

(commas, 
period, 

quotations) 

If necessary, change 
verbs ending  
with “s” and  

“is + ing”  
to the past tense 

(*Note) 

Read your paper out 
loud. 

Read bottom up. Read 
from last sentence to the 

top. 

 

*Note: Literature papers are written in the present tense.  
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EDITING CHECKLIST 

 

Word Editing 

Eliminate 

There was, There were 

Began to, started to 

“was + ing verb” 
(Keep “was + ing verb” if you want the focus of your sentence 

to be on the person that had something done to him or her. 

“And” “Then” “And then” “But” as sentence openers 
 

These can be used, but only sparingly. Best to eliminate. 

Add 
Verb 

Synonyms 
Descriptive Adjectives 

Check every 
word. 

Did you say what 
you meant to 

say? 

Sentence Editing 

Eliminate Dangling Participles 

Add 

Variety of Sentence Openers 

Simple Sentences 
Compound Sentences 
Complex Sentences 

Paragraph Editing 

Add 

Paragraph breaks after changing: 
who, what, when, where, why, how 

A paragraph break after a different character speaks 

Overall Paper 

Check spelling 
Check 

Punctuation 

Change verbs ending  
with “s” and  

“is + ing”  
to the past tense 

Read your paper 
out loud. 

 


