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 Adopting an unfamiliar voice or persona
Poems are often written in the voice of the poet, as if the poet in person was telling you, the reader, his or her 
thoughts and ideas about something in the form of a poem. However, just as writers often do when writing 
fi ctional prose, poets can write poems in a voice other than their own.

Writing in another ‘voice’ or persona can be a very effective way to ‘free’ your voice.

Step into someone else’s shoes
Start with the following exercise where you step into someone else’s shoes.

Step 1:  Change gender: 
• if you are male, imagine you are a Year 9 girl
• if you are female, imagine you are a Year 9 boy.

Imagine you are starting your fi rst day at secondary school.

Step 2:  Jot down a bit of back story for your made-up character fi rst. You could answer these questions: 
• How are you feeling on the fi rst day at a new school? 
• Is the new school much bigger than your last school? 
• Do you have any friends here? 
• What did your mother/father/brother or sister talk to you about today?

 OR just begin to write. (Sometimes simply starting to write works better.) 

Step 3: Write 10 lines in this adopted voice (or persona) as follows:
• lines 1–2: place – describe where you are
• lines 3–8: introduce person/people and what’s happening
• lines 9–10: give your opinion/thought/questions about your situation.

Example

This example was written by a Year 12 female student in the ‘voice’ of a Year 9 boy:
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Extension

Choose a much younger OR a much older voice, then choose a personality and a gender to write in.

Use a three-part structure as above, choosing three items from the following list to focus on:
• thoughts
• event
• dialogue
• person
• place
• feelings
• hopes or wishes.
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Extension: adopting a voice – ‘The Peasant Wedding’
This task uses a painting as the starting point for a poem. You could also use a photograph of people to repeat 
this writing exercise.

Step 1:  Carefully study the artwork ‘The Peasant Wedding’ by sixteenth-century Flemish artist Pieter Bruegel the 
Elder.

Consider the following elements and make brief notes about each one:
• Setting, colour (fi nd a full-colour version of the painting online or in the library), shape, textures.

• The story the painting is telling.
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• The relationships between characters – what affections and tensions are developing? 

Step 2:  Consider individuals. Study the ‘details’ of characters in the painting, then choose ONE character to focus 
on and make notes about the following points.

• Invent the character’s past.

• What are his/her feelings about the present?

• Think about the character’s speech: how does he/she speak? Fast, slowly, timidly? What does she/he sound 
like when they speak? Bossy, excited, tired, scared?

• Ask yourself whether the character likes or dislikes anyone else in the room. If the character could talk, what 
would he or she say to that person?

Detail 1

The bride

Detail 2

Pouring wine
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Step 3: Write down your character’s remarks and shape them into a personal poem, written in the fi rst person.

You could use this structure:
• lines 1–4: the character’s past (for example, where she/he was last month, or last year, and what he/she was 

doing)
• lines 5–7: how the character feels right now, where he/she has been depicted by the painter – include a 

simile or metaphor in these lines
• lines 8–12: what the character would like to say – to someone else in the room, to him or herself (advice 

perhaps?).
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 Writing conventions – editing and proofreading prose and poetry
Introduction

What is editing?
When you edit your text, you are making sure that the best words are used in the best order in your writing. It 
also means checking that the order of your sentences and paragraphs is the best it can be to communicate your 
ideas.

What is proofreading?
Proofreading makes sure that the writing conventions of spelling, punctuation and syntax (sentence formation) 
are accurate.

NCEA requirements
The NCEA Level 1 creative writing Achievement Standard requires students to show language choices that are 
‘appropriate for audience and purpose’ for an Achieved grade. ‘Control’ of language is required for a Merit grade. 
This means that as a writer you are making deliberate choices of words and sentence forms to suit your purpose 
in the piece of writing. An Excellence grade requires ‘original and sustained’ use of language. Editing skills will 
help you show ‘control’ and develop the originality of your language.

This Achievement Standard requires you to master writing ‘conventions’. This means you need to be able to 
spell, punctuate and write grammatically accurate sentences ‘without intrusive error patterns’ for Achieved, or 
with ‘only minor errors’ for Merit and Excellence grades. Proofreading skills will help you show that you have 
mastered writing conventions.

Write to communicate clearly
Control of language in writing is always important. An author writes to communicate – and communication is 
more effective when the writing is crafted and controlled. Effective editing and proofreading of your work will 
help with this aspect of presenting your writing.

 Editing and proofreading in more detail

First: edit your writing
Editing comes before proofreading – it’s important to revise your writing’s structure and language before the fi nal 
polishing that proofreading provides. For example, it would be a waste of time to correct the spelling of words or 
the grammar of a sentence that may be deleted during editing.

Editing for clarity and control means:
• choosing the best words in the best order to convey meaning
• punctuating to help make your meaning clear
• choosing the best sentence form to convey meaning
• organising the sentences in paragraphs to express and link ideas into a logical whole.

Editing is carried out after the writing of the fi rst draft, and as the next drafts are developed.

Second: proofread the writing
Proofreading is carried out after editing and before ‘publication’ of a text. 

Proofreading for accurate language conventions includes:
• making sure words are spelled correctly
• checking that sentences follow accepted forms of syntax/grammar
• ensuring that accepted written text conventions of punctuation have been followed.
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Proofread for particular weaknesses you are aware of in your own writing (e.g. ‘a lot’ presented incorrectly as 
‘alot’; missing possessive apostrophes; the spelling of terms such as onomatopoeia).

 A note about ‘rules’
Remember: if you are a writer who wishes to be taken seriously, you must know and apply the rules.

Script writer Gary Henderson says this about rules:

Breaking the rules will not make you fresh and exciting. Every bull in a china shop leaves the same 

old predictable mess. Learn the rules, understand them, then subvert them in a way that’s never been 

done before. This will make you fresh and exciting.

‘Advice to Young Writers’, speech at the New Zealand Young Playwrights Competition

In other words, you have to demonstrate throughout your writing that you know the rules of writing, so that if 
you then deliberately break a rule, the reader will understand that you have done so deliberately to create an 
effect.

 Editing creative writing – prose
Creative writing has many appropriate forms, from descriptions through to narrative stories and poetry. The main 
differences between creative and formal writing are listed below.
• Structure – creative writing has far more variety in how material can be organised.
• Sentences – some of the rules that apply to formal writing can be ‘bent’, depending on the effect the writer is 

aiming for, but be very cautious. As mentioned above, a writer should know how to use the rules of sentence 
grammar before they can be broken. Non-standard sentence forms should be used for a particular effect; 
the reader should understand that they have been chosen deliberately by the writer, and that they have not 
occurred ‘accidentally’.

• Words – choice of words and images is a very important feature of successful creative writing. It is in this 
area that editing can make the biggest difference to the impact of your writing.

 Strategies for effective structure

Planning
Plan well . . . but be adaptable – writers often fi nd that new and better ideas emerge as the process of writing 
and revising continues.

Make every word work hard
Every element in the writing draft should have a reason for being there – a description creates mood and 
atmosphere; dialogue establishes personality; events show character, foreshadow later events or revelations and 
move the story along. Be ruthless in editing out material that does not do a job in your story.

Make something happen
Get straight to the story. Eliminate all writing that deals with irrelevant detail leading up to an important action 
or event.

Beginnings and endings
Consider whether the beginning of the writing has impact. Does it create interest in the reader? When working 
from a draft, try deleting the fi rst couple of sentences. Often the best start is revealed some way into the fi rst 
draft. Similarly, the best ending is also often hidden two or three sentences from the end of the fi rst draft. 
Deleting the last two or three sentences can often improve the impact of the ending.
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A handy trick for hand-written work
When drafting, use this journalist’s trick – write each paragraph or section on a separate piece of paper. Different 
ways of ordering material can be easily considered by shifting the sections around in different combinations 
before a decision on fi nal order is made.

Switch things around
Try beginning your writing with the ending, using fl ashbacks or fl ash-forwards, adding another point of view or 
altering time frames.

Strategies for getting sentences right
 Invaluable advice about good style from an expert
Use your natural voice – otherwise the writing will sound forced and stiff. Ask yourself: ‘Would I say this to my 
friends, or would it make me sound silly?’ If the answer is ‘No, I wouldn’t say it because it would make me sound 
silly’, then you know that it will ‘sound silly’ in your writing, too. 

Here is American short fi ction writer Grace Paley’s opinion about using your own voice:

There’s probably a natural grammar at the tip of your tongue. You may not believe it, but if you say 

what’s on your mind in the language that comes from your parents and your street and your friends 

you’ll probably say something beautiful.

 Varying sentence length
Think about the effect that different kinds of sentences have. Long or complex sentences slow down the pace 
of a story, whereas short sentences speed it up. This is useful to know when writing a tense or action-packed 
passage.

Notice the difference in pace between the following two passages describing the same events.

Passage A Passage B

The approach to the mountain pass was steep. 
John could feel his chest constricting with effort 
and anxiety. The load was heavy and his shoulders 
ached. Would George be there? The path began 
to fl atten, the sky opened out. A movement, the 
clatter of rocks and shingle falling – George’s 
unconscious body thumped to the ground at his 
feet.

As John climbed the approach to the mountain 
pass where he was to meet George he felt 
anxious. His chest constricted with the effort 
of carrying the heavy load and he wondered 
whether George would make it to the rendezvous. 
Suddenly he heard the clatter of rocks and shingle 
as George’s unconscious body fell onto the ground 
at his feet.

Tension is created by the short sentence length.

The writer has used ‘suddenly’ to create some 
tension and surprise – not needed if short 
sentences are used to suggest the suddenness of 
George’s arrival. 

Combining shorter and longer sentences gives interest and variety to writing. 

Example

A short sentence at the end gives a sense of completion to the following passage.

Mary felt a sense of longing as she looked out of the bus windows across the fields. Those green 

acres were where she had spent the endless summer of her happy childhood. In the distance were 

the trees where she and her brothers had hunted for birds’ eggs and played games of ‘search and 

find’ and ‘monster’. All that was over now.
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Be careful with your point of view
A very common mistake is to have a story told in the fi rst person but have the speaker describe herself as if from 
a third-person point of view. For example: ‘I stroke my long blonde hair’, which is a rather odd thing for someone 
to say about herself. It would be better to write, ‘I stroke my hair.’

Strategies for getting words right 
Word choices must be consistent in mood and tone. Because 
words have more than just literal meaning, they can often 
carry messages or connotations the writer does not intend.

It is important to consider the connotations of the words you 
choose. Check that images and comparisons work together 
and not against each other.

Example 1

A student writes a description of a beautiful girl:

Amy had long golden hair and long lean legs. Her eyes sparked with life and fun as she smiled and 

laughed. Her skin was like a barbecued sausage and her even teeth a clean and attractive snowy 

white.

The inappropriate simile comparing Amy’s skin to a barbecued sausage stands out. The writer 
had a reasonable concept – to suggest a smooth, brown tan – but the simile comes badly unstuck 
because ‘barbecued sausage’ suggests eating, fi re, socialising and, perhaps, wrinkly and charred – all 
connotations the writer certainly does not wish to suggest in this context.

Example 2

Annabel walked into the room as if she owned it, her bag swinging vigorously over her shoulder 

like a weapon of mass destruction. Toni ducked for cover as Annabel rounded on her. ‘That’s my 

seat, you cow!’ Annabel’s voice was like a sergeant major’s – earplugs were required equipment 

anywhere near her. Toni scuttled to the other side of the room as Annabel gracefully took her 

desired seat. Her books thumped onto the desk. ‘What are we waiting for?’ she called to the 

teacher, who cowered at his whiteboard. ‘I’m ready. Let’s get this show on the road!’

The use of ‘gracefully’ to describe how Annabel sits is inconsistent with Annabel’s other actions. 
This word choice should be carefully considered in the context of the whole story. Perhaps Annabel 
is a particularly loud, bullying, ballet dancer? In this case, gracefully might be an effective contrast, 
showing the contradictions in her character. Otherwise, a different word choice would improve the 
passage.

 Concrete and abstract words
• Use more concrete nouns (denoting real things – grass, wind, train) than abstract nouns (denoting ideas, 

feelings or concepts – beauty, justice, anger) in writing. Concrete words help the reader clearly visualise 
characters, setting, events, etc.

• Avoid using too many describing words.
• Nouns (objects, people) and verbs (action) are the ‘meat and potatoes’ of writing; adverbs and adjectives 

(describing words) are the ‘optional extras’. Too many describing words slow writing down and can distract 
your reader from the action.

• Keep the number of adverbs and adjectives lower than the number of nouns and verbs.

Connotation – the emotional meaning a 
word or phrase has, separate from its literal 
meaning (denotation).
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Show, don’t tell
Writing is more realistic and compelling if the writer can create a vivid picture of a person, place or event in the 
minds of the readers. Good writers do more ‘showing’ than ‘telling’. 

Consider the following passages. Even though they are just fragments of a story, the difference between them is 
clear.

Passage A Passage B

Simon was an angry young man. He believed the 
world was out to get him. Because of this he made 
many bad decisions on that fatal night. He ended 
up in hospital with broken bones and huge black 
bruises all over his body.

Simon’s face became paler and his fi sts were 
clenched tightly in the pockets of his tight black 
jeans. ‘I’ll show them,’ he said, ‘I’ll show those 
bastards.’ He grabbed the driver’s door and swung 
up into the cab. ‘It’s my turn now,’ he shouted. 
The engine screamed as he shoved the accelerator 
to the fl oor. The powerful vehicle surged forward 
towards the oncoming lights. A red haze fi lled 
Simon’s mind. He didn’t even feel the impact.

The writer tells the reader what to think, crowding 
out the reader’s response to the story. The writer is 
central in this story, interpreting people and events 
for the reader.

The reader can see Simon’s body language, hear 
his voice and witness what happens. Simon 
becomes more vivid and real as a character. The 
events described build up to a climax in a tense 
and exciting passage.

 Avoid over-writing 
Strong words are words with a heavy weight of connotative (emotional) and denotative (literal) meaning. When 
creative writing is full of strong words it becomes weighty and mentally ‘indigestible’. 

John Marsden gives good advice on strong words in Everything I Know About Writing:

Is there such a thing as a bad sentence? How about this? My heart shattered and I wept bitter sobs. 

Yes, it’s a terrible sentence. But why? . . . note the number of strong words in it. There’s at least four: 

shattered, wept, bitter, sobs. Possibly heart as well . . . this is why the sentence fails. It’s groaning with 

the weight of too many strong words.

Many student writers over-write because they want to make an impression. Writers are afraid that a 

sentence like, ‘He wept.’ (rather than ‘My heart shattered and I wept bitter sobs.’) will be too short 

and lack impact. However, the opposite is true: because there is only one strong word, that word has 

maximum power and impact.

More to avoid
• Beware of rainbows, stars, eyes, tears: they lead to sentimentality.
• Avoid easy words: ‘suddenly’; ‘quite’; ‘really’; ‘always’; ‘interesting’. Be precise and ‘show’ instead.
• Avoid clichés (overused words and phrases) and jargon (specialised vocabulary) unless these are used 

deliberately to create a particular effect.

 Dialogue
Make sure it is clear who is saying what. Don’t overuse adverbs when writing dialogue. Tone of voice should 
come mainly through the words said.
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Descriptive writing: creating places and people
 Recognising imagery (page 4)
2. Sight or visual image describing what the kidnapped boy looks like.

3. Sight or visual image describing how the boy is held captive.

4. Touch or tactile image describing how the boy feels when he is 
terrifi ed.

5. Sight, touch and smell image describing the disgusting contents of the 
bucket Michele trips over. 

6. Sound or aural image describing Michele’s terrifi ed screams.

 Figurative language in action (page 13)
1. a.   ‘the pace we operated at – something like an epileptic ant-nest,’

   ‘this (slowed pace) was about as realistic as expecting to fi nd fi sh 
in your fi sh fi ngers,’

   ‘a slice of toast so hard I could have taken a bite out of the plate 
by mistake.’

b. Erle has a lively imagination; he is a bit cynical (doesn’t expect 
things to be as advertised, e.g. fi sh in fi sh fi ngers). Linley is a very 
busy place (‘epileptic ant-nest’ suggests a fast, frenzied pace) and 
the food is not very good (‘a slice of toast so hard’ …) – or at 
least Erle doesn’t like it or fi nds it adequate.

2. a.  Personifi cation: ‘hems and stitches the scalloped edges of the 
land.’

   Metaphor: ‘they (the houses) window the neatened curve of the 
sea.’

  Metaphor: ‘tides of eyes’

b. Personifi cation links the action of the sea forming the coast of 
the bay with sewing, a human activity: hemming and stitching 
to turn an edge into a scalloped shape, suggesting that the sea 
has the human qualities of careful, deliberate crafting in the way 
it shapes the bay. The second metaphor turns the space between 
the houses into a ‘window’ – a place from which the world can 
be viewed, again linking a natural open space with a human 
construction. The third metaphor compares the way the family 
constantly watches the bay, ‘tides of eyes’, with the action of the 
tidal sea, again linking human and natural worlds.

 ANSWERS

Example

Traveller Overdue

A sound like an animal’s hiss

along the chimney’s thin, dark marrow

to the still blood-warm grate.

A flurry of flakes at the window.

A powdering of snow on the driveway cobbles.

White trees protrude bony wrists on the air.

A single night bird turns in the stillness,

cry like a rock that cracks a frozen lake.

The house’s heartbeat has dropped

to a metre like the measure of your footfall in the alps:

slow, deep, each outline pressed more heavily

by the weight of your pack:

shovel,

harness,

food,

ropes,

axe.

Against the polar moonlight 

I try to believe the toe of each boot 

is defined and steady as a pen’s stylus,

and the trails your steps cut

against a paper the winter mills and mills

are the lines of a letter you’re writing home to us

which details the deliriously, miraculously usual:

I’m here, fine, on my way. Soon.

Emma Neale

Telling stories: plot, voice and point of view, 
theme
 Considering how themes might be shown (page 37)
Answers will vary but these are some possibilities:

1. Resilience (when the character overcomes challenges on his journey).

2. The power of forgiveness.

3. The power of peer pressure.

4. The blessing of living in New Zealand.

5. The fragility of life.

6. Resourcefulness.

7. Fear of the unknown.

8. Embracing the unexpected.
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Writing poetry: increasing your language 
awareness
 Developing awareness of words (page 51)
Step 1
The following lists do not cover all words from the table, but are examples of 
appropriate responses.

Connotation:

• Negative: black, claw, cold, crack, drunk

• Neutral: eye, hear, lantern, mist, out, page

• Positive: softly, sweet, dance, glimmer

Imagery:

• Visual (seen): black, body, fi nger (noun), fl aming, milk, mist

• Aural (hearing): breathing, chanting, crack, murmur, rustling

• Tactile (touch): breathing, claw (verb), iced, kiss, softly

• Olfactory (smell): ash, wood, sweet

• Gustatory (taste): ash, sweet, snow, kiss, iced 

Step 2
Note the change of tense from ‘past’ in the prose (‘fl owed’, ‘sat’, ‘hung’) to 
‘present’ in the poem (‘fl ows’, ‘gathers’, hangs’).

Prose:

Metal grey, the river fl owed in ungainly lumps towards the concrete 
bridge and out into the estuary. Yellow foam sat in pools near the edges, 
gathering untidy yellow and brown leaves. It was autumn and the warm 
weather had truly left. Above the pressure waves, a thin mist hung. There 
was no wind. He heard the sound of a seagull in the distance, harsh, yet 
strangely comforting. Birds fl ying inland meant rain, and the memory of 
the sound of it on the tin roof took him back to childhood comfort and 
security. He stood beside the grey river and waited for the fi rst drops.

Poetry:

Rain
The river fl ows

metal grey

towards the concrete bridge,

into the muddy estuary.

Yellow foam

gathers in pools

trapping

dead leaves.

The warm weather has gone. 

Above the pressure waves

a thin mist hangs.

There is no wind.

The cry of a distant seagull,

high up,

harsh,

comforting.

Birds fl ying inland mean rain.

He stands beside the grey river

and waits for the fi rst drops.
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