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Sentence by Sentence 
Making it count. 
	
By Mark Fitzgerald 
 
 

At a poetry conference over winter break, Stephen Corey, the editor of the Georgia 
Review, delivered a presentation entitled, “Putting Each Line on the Line: Making 
Everything Count.” The takeaway was to question each line in a working poem and see if 
it could be strengthened in some way. For instance, does line three do as much work as 
line one? Does it need to?  Is it a safe line or could it risk a bit more? Is it too grand? Too 
abstract?  
 
Later I thought about how this kind of inquiry and self-critique could be applied to other 
writing genres, namely nonfiction—perhaps a personal essay. What if I asked my 
students to risk something early on in an essay that could serve as a hook for the reader? 
Experiential examples, anecdotes, case studies, and vivid descriptions are just some of 
the ways they could convey pathos and maybe even discover a fresher syntax through a 
new territory of expression.  
 
After a class discussion on the topic, I realized that asking students to think about how 
and why every sentence they write counts is perhaps overly ambitious for an entire essay 
and probably not that helpful in the early draft stage when they are just trying to get their 
ideas down on the page. But during a peer review activity that emphasized a sentence-by-
sentence approach, I found that many students appeared to engage fully in the editing 
process. Some even enjoyed tinkering with a different syntax and rearranging whole 
paragraphs in their nearly finished drafts. 
 
Perhaps at first it’s more constructive to think about how close reading and editing on the 
sentence level could work in an opening paragraph. Students tend to struggle with 
beginnings. Often they try to do too much too soon. Rather than giving the lead a chance 
to breath by developing it with one or two more sentences (or even paragraphs), they 



frequently force their main claim without thinking about how it closes off possibilities for 
discovery. The tone may be distant, even abrupt, and the transitions awkward. 
 
Take for instance the following opening: “Volunteering in a community service project 
can be a rewarding experience.” This may be the main idea of the essay, but it’s hardly an 
engaging first sentence. The sentence is flat and the claim overly apparent. In an 
argumentative essay, engaging and hooking your audience from the start is a great way to 
establish common ground and bolster ethos. 
 
Of course, it helps if students can bring some ownership to their writing and establish a 
personal stake in the issue. Consider: “Last semester I took part in a food service project 
that opened my eyes to hunger and what can be done about it.” The sentence is more 
specific and draws on an experience that can be developed to introduce the main claim. 
This kind of opening also allows for hard-won insights and fosters credibility. The 
audience is inclined to believe the writer because the writer was there and can talk about 
the impact the project had on the community. 
 
I like what William Blundell, a former writer for The Wall Street Journal, said about 
openings. Blundell, who wrote The Art and Craft of Feature Writing, believed that a good 
lead should tease us, playing on our curiosity and encouraging us to read on to figure out 
what the writer is up to. Take Annie Dillard’s opening in her essay, “Seeing”: “When I 
was six or seven years old, growing up in Pittsburgh, I used to take a precious penny of 
my own and hide it for someone else to find.” 
 
In describing a memory at the outset, Dillard invites the reader into a child’s world that 
resonates later with larger significance. The sentence draws you into the next sentence 
and the sentence after that (and why not the whole essay?) because you want to see where 
the author is going and what she is after. Most students at the undergraduate level have a 
hard time writing narrative leads that build up to a main idea over 2 or 3 paragraphs. 
They are eager to get into their reasoning and the research that supports it. But through 
the accretion of indirection and suggestion, these openings can be a pleasure to read and 
prime the reader for the central point that follows. 
 
I find the best essays are not purely driven by logos and extrinsic support. The best ones 
are an integration of pathos and logos, and what sets them apart is a sense that the author 
discovered something intrinsically through the writing itself. The A papers are usually the 
ones that went through several drafts. Not much is unnecessary or predictable. The 
sentences work well together because the writer tested them and others that didn’t make it 
to the final draft. Maybe the writer even risked something—sentence by sentence—along 
the way. 


