PREVIEW

() How to Write a Letter

Garrison Keillor

Summary

In his informal essay “How to Write

a Letter,” Garrison Kefllor offers amus-
ing but practical advice to letter
writers. He claims that letters are bet-
ter than phone calls because they can
be enjoyed over and over. People
should write, he says, so that news of
their lives will be known. He advises
writers to forget the guilt of not having
written for a long time. He suggests
that they simply plunge into the task

- and not worry about grammar or style.
If no ideas come, he advises writers to
start by describing the present

; moment—where they are and what it's
like. Keillor ends by saying that a
L writer's letters might be reread and
' enjoyed years later, even by the recipi-

SN, ents grandchildren.

F"" Visual Summary
| Don't feel guilty Keep writing stuff Think about person
; for not writing. -in one place. you will write to.
|
Write the salutation Don't think about Don't worry about
. . grammar or style. .
ST and plunge in. \ . mistakes or form.
{ _/’ Don't try to impress.
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PREPARE TO READ

LITERARY ANALYSIS
Informal Essay

O

An informal essay is a brief discussion of a topic. It is writ-
ten in a friendly, conversational style, as if the writer is talking
to you. The informal essay “How to Write a Letter” is also an
instructional essay. The title lets you know that the writer is
going to tell you “how to” do something.

e 4 L e e Eea

Conversational style, Tell us what you're doing a

with contractions and talking to us. Don't think about grammar, don’t think
1 short, direct sentences about ity style, don’t try to write dramaticaily, just
give US your news.

nd tell it like you were

READING STRATEGY

Reading Aloud With Expression

- When you read aloud, use your voice to express the meaning
of the words. You can adjust your reading in the following ways:

» Read at normal speed as the text
builds to a point.

« Slow down for a key point.

» Pause before a fact or short
sentence.

« Raise your voice at the end of a
question.

* « Lower your voice at the end of a
statement.

» Raise your voice for waords that are
set off by quotation marks or italics.

Practice reading sections of “How to Write a Letter” aloud.
Try to read with expression. Be careful not to rush through
the passages. Remember to pause and to vary your tone of O

voice to show the meaning.

B4 Adapted Reader's Companion
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How to Write a Letter
Garrison Keillor

In “How to Write a Letter,” Garrison

Keillor uses humor and examples from his

own experience to describe the value of

letter writing. He believes that letters are

gifts to those who receive them. In addition,

fetters help writers learn more about

themselves. Keillor gives step-by-step

instructions for writing a letter.

Keillor begins by explaining why he
thinks a letter is better than a phone call.
* + L 4
We shy persons need to write a letter now
and then,or else we'll dry up and blow away.
It’s true. And I speak as one who loves to
reach for the phone, dial the number, and
talk. I say, “Big Bopper here—what’s shakin’,
babes?” The telephone is to shyness what
Hawaii is to February, it's a way out of the
_4oods, and yet: a letter is better,
+ + *

Keillor says that a letter is a sweet gift. _f e T Ty
Our words can cheer up a friend who may
have had a rough day. The words just have thswn t;ng |mp G
to be sincere. Qur friend can then read the i pegp]e? ARt TN
letter over and over. ‘

We need to write, says Keillor, so that
people will know who we are. Writing is
especially important for shy people who

aren’t very good at conversation.
+ +

So a shy person sits down and writes a letter.
To be known by another person—to meet and
talk freely on the page—to be close despite dis-
tance. To escape from anonymity and be our

| ¢ Literary Analysis

Vocabulary Development

anonymity (AN uh NiM uh tee) . the condition of being a
| Stranger, not known by name
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own sweet selves and express the music of our

souls.
¢ ¢ *

e T o o The same thing that moves a rock star
a ~ tosing his heart out to thousands of fans
s moves us to write a few lines in a letter. We

want to be known, says Keillor. We want

dear Aunt Eleanor to know that we've fallen
in love or quit our job or that we're moving
to New York.

o 'Underlme the words
. ‘that teli what makes
_:'peop!e want to wrlte a
" -Ietter B

. - The first step in writing letters is to get over
- the guilt of not writing. You don’t “owe” any-

Bead aloud thls bracketed para_— " bo dy a letter. Letters are a gift.

graph. Notice the words. not,

'_whlch is-in italics, and awe, v '_ ¢ ¢+ o
which is set off with quotation - - Keillor says don't apologize for not writ-
marks. Say these two-words B . .

 Jouder than the other wordsto™. ing. The only obligatory letters are thank-you
emphasize. the meanmg ofthe notes and expressions of sympathy. You
sentences.. - oL should also write to answer direct questions.

Keep all of your writing stuff together so
that when you're ready to write, it's at your
fingertips. If a blank eight-by-eleven sheet of
paper stops you from writing, try a smaller
page or use a note card. Use whatever feels

easy, a pen or a computer keyboard.
L 2 * L 2

Sit for a few minutes with the blank sheet in
| " front of you, and meditate on the person you
will write to, let your friend come to mind until
you can almost see her or him in the room
L o enn o with you. Remember the last time you saw
. What wold you tolithat person? .~ ¢ach other and how your friend locked and
SO R what you said and what perhaps was unsaid
between you, and when your friend becomes
real to you, start to write.

Whu wouldyou Ilke to wrlte t07

Vocabulary Development

obligatory (uhb LIG uh TOHR ee) adj. required
meditate on (MED itayt) think about
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Write the salutation—Dear You—and take a
deep breath and plunge in. A simple declara-
tive sentence will do, followed by another and
another and another. Tell us what you're doing
and tell it like you were talking to us. Don’t

think about grammar, don't think about lit'ry K

style, don’t try to write dramatically, just give
us your news. Where did you go, who did you
see, what did they say, what do you think?

If you don’t know where to begin, start with
the present moment: I'm sitting at the kitchen
table on a rainy Saturday morning. Everyone is
gone and the house is quiet. Let your simple
description of the present moment lead to
something else, let the letter drift gently along.

L * L 4

Don’t write to impress, and don‘t worry
about form, says Keillor. You're not writing a
term paper. Just start a new paragraph when
you come to the end of an episode. You can
go from a few lines about football to the
fight with your mother to your fond memo-
ries of Mexico and on to the kitchen sink and
everything in it. The more you write, the eas-
ier it gets.
+ +* +
Don't tear up the page and start over when
you write a bad line—try to write your way
out of it. Make mistakes and plunge on. Let the
letter cook along and let yourself be bold.
Outrage, confusion, love—whatever is in your
mind, let it find a way to the page. Writing is a
means of discovery, always, and when you

0 therary Analysm

"-- as htryhelp create a'

- fnendly conversatlu'

Readmg Check B

- Vocabulary Development

salutation (SAL yoo TAY shun) n. word or phrase of greet-
ing at the beginning of a letter |
declarative (deh KLAR uh tiv) sentence a sentence that

states a fact

) episode (EP uh sohd) n. one in a series of related events
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B ¢ Reading Check
What does Keillor say will prob- -
-~ ably happen to your letter?

/B8 "Adapted Reader’s Companion -

come to the end and write Yours ever or Hugs
and kisses, you'll know something you didn’t

when you wrote Dear Pal.
+ +* +*

Keillor says that your friend will probably
save your letter. Forty years from now, her
grandkids will read it. The letter will give
them a glimpse of the world we knew.

| ¢ o+ @

Your simple lines about where you went, who
you saw, what they said, will speak to those
children and they will feel in their hearts the
humanity of our times.

You can’t pick up a phone and call the future
and tell them about our times. You have to
pick up a piece of paper.
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I _ REVIEWANDASSESS

m 1. What is the reason Keillor gives for the need to write letters?

2. According to Keillor, what are two kinds of letters you are obligated
to write?

1.

2.

3. Literary Analysis: In the chart, write an example of each style from
the essay.

3

Conversational style with
informal language

4. According to Keillor, what is the first step in writing a letter?

(a) Find a pencil.

(b) Get over the guilt of not writing.

(c) Sit and meditate.

(d) Remember when you saw your friend.

5. What does Keillor suggest doing if you make a mistake while writing?

/‘ T
\_
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6. Reading Strategy: Read the following passage aloud with expression. To
prepare, read it to yourself. Underline any words or phrases you want
to emphasize. Put vertical lines where you want to pause or stop. :
When you are ready, read it aloud to your teacher or classmates. Q

Outrage, confusion, love—whatever is in your mind, let it find a way
to the page. Writing is a means of discovery, always, and when you
come to the end and write Yours ever or Hugs and kisses, you'll know
something you didn’t when you wrote Dear Pal.

Writing

Postcard
Writing a postcard is a fun, easy way to send a message. It is simi-
lar in many ways to writing a letter. Use Keillor's suggestions in “How
to Write a Letter.” _
e First, think of something you want to write about. For example,
you might want to send a postcard from a favorite vacation spot.

e Make a list of three things you want to say.

Now, write your postcard on the lines below. Remember to:

* Use short sentences.
* Include specific details that make it personal.

o)
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