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LETTER 1 
 My grandparents lived in a big house next 

to a forest, and we used to visit them.                             
I remember the smells of that lake and the feel 
of the air, especially in the summer.   My brother 
and I used to catch insects--grasshoppers and 

lightning bugs--and study them inside jars with 
holes in the top.  Of course, I remember the 

mosquito bites, too--and the chiggers.  Did they 
itch!   But after a cold bath, my grandmother 
would put lotion on the bites.  I still didn’t feel 

very comfortable, but her homemade chocolate 
chip cookies always cheered me up.  

LETTER 2 
I was born in Vermont. One of my favorite 
childhood activities was going to the forest when 
the sap was running. As soon as my father had 
tapped a tree, I held a bucket under it and 
watched it fill up with sap. I loved tasting the sap 
and getting real maple syrup. Even today, I can’t 
eat pancakes or waffles without the real thing. 

Blueberries were another favorite. We children 
used to pick them on our own. Then Mother  
made blueberry pies and blueberry pancakes. . .  

These sample letters for practice in the past tenses are adapted paraphrases based on authentic 
material from 1980s issues of Reminisce: the magazine that brings back the good times.    

P eople studying a second or 
foreign language for the first 
time tend to use the same 

grammatical structures over and over.   
They may repeat basic grammar 
patterns and follow only rules that 
they originally learned as beginners.   

Students are likely to expand their 
grammar repertoire, however, when 
they start learning to “paraphrase”— 
that is, how to restate the same ideas              
in a variety of ways.   

GRAMMAR 
PARAPHRASES 

If you can’t find enough  different reading selections that are appropriate for this 
activity—or if the class is very large, you can have participants work in pairs or small 
groups on the same material—either one (enlarged) page or several duplicated copies.  
Cooperative learning of this type seems to help both less and more proficient students; 
the former may feel less apprehensive because they are getting help, while the latter 
might be able to clarify and expand their thinking by “learning through teaching.”     

F. GRAMMAR PARAPHRASES 

SPECIFIC TOPIC OF IDEA F:  The (simple, continuous, and perfect) past tenses, 
including used to + VERB and would + VERB; nostalgia and memories 

MATERIALS:  At least ten different letters, paragraphs, or “news-clip” type articles                  
of approximately the same length that lend themselves to PARAPHRASES containing              
the relevant, targeted grammar—pasted up on index cards; writing paper 
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ABOVE: These images from fotosearch.com correspond to info/ideas in the letters on the previous page.  
If the reading material you find includes illustrations—photos or drawings—paste them up, too!                    
It will be more fun to paraphrase the content of the selections with visuals to look at and show.                          

I NSTRUCTIONS 
1. Review the targeted grammar if necessary--in this case ways to express past              

activity (the simple past, past continuous, past perfect + past perfect continuous;    
use(d) to + VERB; would + VERB).  Use one of the selections as a model: read it                
with the class and help students restate the main ideas and interesting details,              
using relevant sentence structures when natural.  When possible, have them   
suggest and compare more than one way to express the same idea. You might               
want to write--or have someone else write—a sample paraphrase on the board.  

2. Each individual receives a selection. Allow time for participants to write their own 
paraphrases of the material.  If more than one person is restating the same                    
information and ideas, they compare their writing.  Did they both (or all three) 
express approximately the same content? If not, why not? Are all their sentences 
"correct"?  If so, which differences in phrasing and grammar use sound better? 

3. Re-writers form pairs or small groups, each with a different selection to tell about.                
In turn, they orally summarize the content of their selections for their partner or 
group, using the relevant grammar as much as possible. To retell what they 
understood, listeners paraphrase what they heard in similar or different words.  

4. If desired for additional practice, students can write a summary of one or more                   
of their classmates' selections, comparing what they wrote with both the        
paraphrases and the original selections. You may want to collect some or all                           
of the writings for comment, correction, a grade, and/or further productive use. 

5. If you are using this activity in a writing course (and the content lends itself to 
student writing), have students write their own sentences, paragraphs, letters, 
stories, or compositions like the models. Follow up with usual writing-as-a-                
process activities and/or with tasks/assignments similar to those described above.  

LETTER 1 LETTER 2 
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1. Simple Past: When I was a child, I lived  with my family in Vermont.     
2. Past Continuous: When the sap was running, we often went to the forest. 
3. Used to + VERB: We used to help our parents tap trees. 
4. Would + VERB: The children would carry the buckets. 
5. PAST PERFECT: After we had filled a bucket, . . . .   

O THER AREAS OF APPLICATION: To practice modal verbs and other expressions of advice, 
paragraphs of a "how-to" article, such as "How to Improve Your Study Habits" or "How to 

Advance at Work”; to practice adverb clauses (beginning with when, before, after, if, etc.), 
sequenced instructions, such as "How to Play Checkers," or recipes; to practice other kinds of 
grammar, many other kinds of selections, all at an appropriate level of difficulty.  

LEVELS = INTERMEDIATE TO ADVANCED 
 SUGGESTIONS FOR ADAPTATION 

For lower-levels, simplify the authentic material before pasting it up on cards.                 
Add visuals if possible. Provide "paragraph frames" for writing and/or a model on 
the board that students can change to fit the information in their own selections. 

If the class does not include composition writing, you can have students write               
lists of sentences rather than whole paragraphs--one or more for each of the 
patterns being practiced. These do not have to fit together well in sequence as              
they would if they were part of a well-constructed paragraph. Examples: 

Advanced students will profit more from this activity if they write their paraphases 
without looking at the original selection, later checking what they have written. 
Alternatively, you can read or tell a story aloud and then have listeners rewrite what                
they understood or remember, using the relevant grammar as often as appropriate.  

POSSIBLE VARIATIONS 
If the selections are informational, especially if you are using this activity in a 

reading or oral skills class, you may want to follow up with the WHOLE-CLASS EXPERT 
GAME (IDEA W).  Participants in turn tell the class the content of their subject matter, 
making good use of the targeted grammar, while class members take notes.                     
Then listeners take a brief oral or written quiz on the information conveyed—                   
and discuss its main points. Alternatively, if the selections are personal or               
fictional, use them for retelling,  summarizing, and/or other follow-up activities. 

RELATED Authors & Editors  MATERIALS:  The Activity & Idea Book entitled ParaPhrasing Language                           
[ISBN 978-1-891077-10-4] may serve as a resource manual for both educators and language students interested                    

in learning how to adapt (organize, simplify, and otherwise paraphrase) text material to specific purposes.                            
For more information and/or related suggestions,  go to the 2learn-english.com Online Catalog.  

F. GRAMMAR PARAPHRASES 
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