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REVISING TOWARD STRENGTHS
Our goal in the Inklings Book Contest is to provide every applicant with an opportunity 

to learn and grow. Our feedback features at least one strength, and offers a strategy to 

help writers extend that skill. This approach reinforces the fact that all writing can be 

strengthened, and mirrors the professional revision process that authors experience with 

editors. Together, writers and editors make strong writing even better.
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Revision is often a stressful part of the writing process for writers and educators. How can we 

make it a more productive, enjoyable experience all around? Here are some strategies we use at 

Society of Young Inklings as part of our Inklings Book revision mentorships.

HOW WE IDENTIFY STRENGTHS:
When reviewing student writing, we look for one of two things. First, we look for skills that are 

clearly the student’s priority, such as humor. By framing a revision within the context of the 

student’s own priority, we’re able to bypass much of the resistance that might otherwise be 

associated with revision. Second, we look for skills that show up sporadically such as a few 

examples of interesting dialogue, or intriguing word choice, or characterization. We start by 

highlighting why we love these specific lines and help the writer explore how to use this skill 

elsewhere in the piece.

HOW WE DEAL WITH WHAT DOESN’T FIT:
A revision toward a single focus can’t help but overlook problem areas. Sometimes, our mentors 

choose to leave the problem untouched in order to help the writer build confidence in the area 

of focus. Other times, we use the focus area as a lens to work on the additional issue, such as 

adding description of a character’s action as part of new or revised dialogue. When it comes to 

mechanics, we often copy edit as part of publication and track changes so the writer can see 

where we’re changing spelling, punctuation, or word choice. Again, this approach mirrors the 

professional editorial experience, while also offering our youth writers an opportunity to learn 

and grow. 



WHAT’S IN THE INKLINGS BOOK?

MENTOR LETTER:
Each section kicks off with a letter from the mentor about their revision focus. These letters 

illuminate the process of revision, and are rich with strategies and suggestions. 

INKLING INTERVIEW:
Many of the interviews include interesting realizations and insights from our youth authors 

about the purpose, value, and “wins” of revision. 

HIGHLIGHTED PIECES & PRINTABLES

In this guide, we’ve highlighted five stories and poems, pulling 
an excerpt from each piece that shows revision skill in action. In 
addition, we’ve paired each piece with an Inklings printable that 
you can use to further explore each skill in your classroom.

STORIES AND POEMS:
Each story or poem featured in the Inklings Book is a revised version of the winning piece that 

the youth author submitted to our annual contest. The book features writing by third through 

ninth graders.
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The Inklings Book contest is an annual, international writing 

contest held each winter. Youth writers in third-ninth 

grade are invited to submit short stories and poems. 

Winners receive a one-on-one revision mentorship with 

one of our pro writer team and are published in the 

Inklings Book. Finalists receive an editorial letter and 

their finished pieces are published on our website. All 

applicants recieve personalized feedback. Learn more 

about the contest, including how to submit a class set of 

entries, at www.younginklings.org/inklingsbookcontest.

WHAT IS THE INKLINGS BOOK CONTEST ALL ABOUT?



#1
CHARACTER DETAIL:

“Kai and Gerda” by Anna Birman
   PAGE 133

MENTOR ADVICE:
“Take time to imagine your characters. Draw them 

out... Sprinkle details through the action, instead of 

using a whole paragraph to describe a character. 

Use the character’s dialogue and reactions to tell 

the reader even more about the character. Trust 

your vision.”

— PHILOMENA BLOCK

EXCERPT:
 “Are you ... talking?”

 “Why, of course I am!” The crow protested with a hurt look on his face and scrunched up his 

eyebrows.

 She noticed he was constantly licking his wings and smoothing out his black feathers. His 

large eyes seemed to protrude from his head, and he wore a vest in a stunning shade of deep 

blue. The crow’s little dialogue and his appearance left Gerda bewildered and utterly confused. 

Whoever heard of a well-dressed and groomed crow that was quite sufficiently verbose? She 

looked around to ask someone else if they could hear the crow talking, but there was no one 

around except an ant. Gerda did not want to risk her sanity by conversing with an insect.

 The crow cleared its throat. “Pardon me for the impertinent behavior of these, um, birds.” 

Gerda looked up and squeaked in surprise.  Lining four branches right above her head were about 

ten pigeons. “Let me properly introduce myself. I am Sir Krakowsky Petrev Crow. And you are?”

TRY THIS:
1. Use the Draw Your Character printable to brainstorm details about a character. 

2. Draft a short scene that uses action and dialogue to show the character’s 

appearance and personality.
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In the space below, draw a larger-than-life character. Label key details. Think about how the clothes they might wear, 
or the items they might carry will help reveal their personality.

EXTRA DETAILS:
Brainstorm other details about your character that you might show through action and dialogue.

HABITS OPINIONS FAVORITES

Draw Your Character



#2
DIALOGUE:

“Just May” by Jeein Choi
  PAGE 99

MENTOR ADVICE:
“You may only add a few more lines of dialogue 

with a new scene. Letting those changes enliven 

the tension between your characters can enhance 

your story and make it more how you want it to be. 

Like Jeein advises, be willing to revise. You won’t be 

sorry!”

— JENN CASTRO

EXCERPT:
 “Wendy! I thought you would be in ballet!” I say, and Wendy looks at her feet.

 “Come on, there’s nothing interesting here.” Kristen drags Wendy across the line of checkout 

devices.

 “Wait, Wendy!” I interrupt. “Why did you lie to me?”

 “You really expect me to hang out with you every second? Wow, you have very high 

expectations! Can’t I hang out with my other friends for a moment, at least?

 I want to protest. But you hang out with them more than me now! You talk to me like I’m your 

burden, not a friend. But I keep silent.

 For a moment, I size up the situation. Then, I ask something foolish.

 “Are you my friend?”

 “Of course I am!” Wendy defends herself hotly. “What makes you think I’m not?”

 “Friends don’t lie to each other.” I grab my book and run out of the library.
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TRY THIS:
1. Use the Play with Dialogue printable to explore subtext.

2. Draft a short scene in which one character confronts another one. Use Jeein’s 

strategy of having the character think one thing and ultimately say something else.



PLAY WITH CONTRASTS:
Sometimes we say one thing, but are thinking something completely different. Maybe we’re embarrassed to tell 
the truth, or we don’t want to upset a friend, or we don’t want to get into trouble. Create thoughts and action for each of the 
following lines. 

DIALOGUE THOUGHT ACTION

“I’ll wash the dishes tonight.” Seriously. My brother never 
helps. Ever. Do I have to do 

everything around here?

Stomps into the kitchen.

“Can I come with you?”

“I did okay on the test.”

“No, thank you.”

“I bought you a present.”

“May I try again?”

“It’s not my fault.”

“It wasn’t that bad.”

“I didn’t expect to see you 

here.”

Play with Dialogue
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#3
WORD CHOICE:

“The Pleasures of Nature” 
by Shinjini Samanta

  PAGE 199
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TRY THIS:
1. Use the Create a Word-Bank printable to brainstorm a kaleidoscope of words.

2. Draft a short poem that features at least eight of your words.

MENTOR ADVICE:
“Using white space effectively is a super tool for 

poets! You can play with the words and letters on 

your page and use the space to shape your ideas. 

This is about word choice because different words 

and letters give you different opportunities to play 

with the space on the page.”

— TASSLYN MAGNUSSON

EXCERPT:

The shining blue sky hovers

over the sparkling sea like a

blanket and it blends into the 

feeling of life which spreads

a joyful mood around the

entire world.

When the furious ran clouds flee,

and the sun shows up, the amber

rays of it give a feeling

to me.



TOPIC: 
To start, choose a person, feeling, or location to feature in your poem.

MY TOPIC:

 

WORD BRAINSTORM:
Use the space below to brainstorm interesting, descriptive, and fun-to-say words related to your topic. Once you’ve run out of 
words, add a few more of your favorite descriptive words that may not be related to the topic. When you write your poem, chal-

lenge yourself to use interesting AND surprising words to create a picture in your reader’s mind.

Create a Word-Bank
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#4
HEART OF THE STORY:
“Colored” by Ksenia Baatz

  PAGE 183
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TRY THIS:
1. Use the Show a Character Discovery printable to brainstorm sensory objects.

2. Draft a short scene that features at least one of your objects.

MENTOR ADVICE:
“When writers use sensory objects for the main 

character to experience one way at the beginning 

and show how those same objects change by the 

end of the story, it reveals a character’s emotional 

shift and how that character has changed since the 

story’s beginning.”

— JAMIESON HAVERKAMPF

EXCERPTS:
BEGINNING:

 In old texts, I had found where my ancient ancestors wrote about the word “color.” They 

described color as a dynamic blanket that enveloped the world and made people look unique, new 

and elegant. Yes,when I looked at the world, I saw ash leaves, and the silver sheen that glistened 

on all of our lead-colored skin. Was this color? Where was this blanket that was meant to float onto 

all our bodies and kiss us with the elixir of color?

END:

 I listened raptly as I helped Mrs. Periwinkle into her desk chair. When I looked up at her, I 

noticed that shew as not black and white anymore; she looked unique, new, and elegant as if a 

dynamic blanket had covered her. Was this “color” that my ancestors had written about in the old 

texts? It must be. Mrs. Periwinkle laughed at my shock and nodded towards the mirror. I too had 

been wrapped in this wild blanket called color.
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CHARACTER DISCOVERY: 
To start, decide what your character could discover in your short story.

DISCOVERY:

 

SENSORY BRAINSTORM:
What sensory objects could your character see differently at the beginning and end of the story, highlighting their new insight?

BEGINNING END

Show a Character Discovery



#5
IMAGERY:

“Moon” by Adam Collins
  PAGE 123
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TRY THIS:
1. Use the Turn Images into Poems printable to brainstorm poetic lines.

2. Draft a short poem that features at least one of your ideas.

MENTOR ADVICE:
“Part of the revision process was helping Adam to 

visualize each image he created. To do this, Adam 

illustrated each line, to help him see the poem 

in terms of images, not words. The value of this 

exercise is that it helps ensure that his words create 

the same images for the reader that he intended.”

— ERNESTO CISNEROS

EXCERPT:

The sun disappears behind the mountain.

The air turns frigid.

Sound fades away as the moon rises into the sky, coating the world in

a golden glow.

Like one big fire, bringing a soothing light to the otherwise dark

night sky.



IMAGES:
List images in these three categories. Try to come up with as many ideas as you can in three minutes.

SMALL, BEAUTIFUL OBJECTS SURPRISING OR ATTENTION-
CATCHING OBJECTS

MEMORABLE OBJECTS

 

POEM IDEAS:
Some poems help us see places, situations or people in a new light. Don’t worry about making connections to your images just 

yet. Instead, think about topics you might like to write about in poetic form in these three categories.

PLACES SITUATIONS PEOPLE

BUILD POETIC LINES:
Now, look at your two lists. Match images to poetic topics and for each interesting match, create a line for a possible poem. You 
can stick with lines that might all fit into one poem, or create a number of lines for different poems with this exercise.

Turn Images into Poems
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