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DIRECTIONS FOR TEACHERS
LLIISSTTEENNIINNGG  SSEECCTTIIOONN

CCOOMMPPRREEHHEENNSSIIVVEE  EEXXAAMMIINNAATTIIOONN  IINN  EENNGGLLIISSHH

Wednesday, January 24, 2001—9:15 a.m. to 12:15 p.m., only

BE SURE THAT THE LISTENING SECTION IS ADMINISTERED TO EVERY STUDENT.

1 Before the start of the examination period, say:

2 Distribute one examination booklet and one essay booklet to each student.

3 After each student has received an examination booklet and an essay booklet, say:

4 After the students have filled in all headings on their answer sheets and essay booklets, say:

5 Now read the passage aloud with appropriate expression, but without added comment.

Do not open the examination booklet until you are instructed to do so.

Tear off the answer sheet, which is the last page of the examination
booklet, and fill in its heading. Now circle “Session One” and fill in the
heading on each page of your essay booklet. 

Look at page 2 of your test booklet and follow along while I read the
Overview and The Situation.

Overview:
For this part of the test, you will listen to a speech about writing effec-
tive dialogue, answer some multiple-choice questions, and write a
response based on the situation described below. You will hear the
speech twice. You may take notes on the next page anytime you wish dur-
ing the readings.

The Situation:
As a member of a class on fiction writing, you have been asked by your
teacher to prepare an instructional manual for your classmates on the
reasons and techniques for using dialogue to improve their writing. In
preparation for writing the manual, listen to a speech by published writer
Anne LaMott. Then use relevant information from the speech to write
your instructional manual.

Now I will read the passage aloud to you for the first time.

SSEESSSSIIOONN  OONNEE
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Listening Passage

Good dialogue is such a pleasure to come across while reading, a complete change of
pace from description and exposition and all that writing. Suddenly people are talking,
and we find ourselves clipping along. And we have all the pleasures of voyeurism because
the characters don’t know we are listening. We get to feel privy to their inner workings
without having to spend too much time listening to them think. I don’t want them to think
all the time on paper. I have to think all the time.

On the other hand, nothing can break the mood of a piece of writing like bad dialogue.
My students are miserable when they are reading an otherwise terrific story to the class
and then hit a patch of dialogue that is so purple and expositional that it reads like some-
thing from a childhood play by the Gabor sisters. Suddenly the piece is emotionally tone-
deaf and there’s a total lack of resonance. I can see the surprise on my students’ faces,
because the dialogue looked okay on paper, yet now it sounds as if it were poorly trans-
lated from a foreign language. The problem is that the writer simply put it down word by
word; read out loud, it has no flow, no sense of the character’s rhythm that in real life
would run through the words.

In nonfiction, the hope is that the person actually said the words that you have attrib-
uted to him or her. In fiction, though, anything goes. It is a matter of ear, just as finding
the right physical detail is mostly a matter of eye. You’re not reproducing actual speech—
you’re translating the sound and rhythm of what a character says into words. You’re
putting down on paper your sense of how the characters speak.

There is a real skill to hearing all those words that real people—and your characters—
say and to recording what you have heard—and the latter is or should be more interest-
ing and concise and even more true than what was actually said. Dialogue is more like a
movie than it is like real life, since it should be more dramatic. There’s a greater sense of
action. In the old days, before movies, the dialogue in novels was much more studied,
ornate. Characters talked in ways we can’t really imagine people talking. Later, good dia-
logue became sharp and lean. Now, in the right hands, dialogue can move things along in
a way that will leave you breathless.

There are a number of things that help when you sit down to write dialogue. First of
all, sound your words—read them out loud. If you can’t bring yourself to do this, mouth
your dialogue. This is something you have to practice, doing it over and over and over.
Then when you’re out in the world—that is, not at your desk—and you hear people talk-
ing, you’ll find yourself editing their dialogue, playing with it, seeing in your mind’s eye
what it would look like on the page. You listen to how people really talk, and then learn
little by little to take someone’s five-minute speech and make it one sentence, without los-
ing anything. If you are a writer, or want to be a writer, this is how you spend your days—
listening, observing, storing things away, making your isolation pay off. You take home all
you’ve taken in, all that you’ve overheard, and you turn it into gold. (Or at least you try.)

Second, remember that you should be able to identify each character by what he or she
says. Each one must sound different from the others. And they should not all sound like
you; each one must have a self. If you can get their speech mannerisms right, you will
know what they’re wearing and driving and maybe thinking, and how they were raised,
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and what they feel. You need to trust yourself to hear what they are saying over what you
are saying. At least give each of them a shot at expression: sometimes what they are say-
ing and how they are saying it will finally show you who they are and what is really hap-
pening. Whoa—they’re not going to get married after all! And you had no idea!

Third, you might want to try putting together two people who more than anything else
in the world wish to avoid each other, people who would avoid whole cities just to make
sure they won’t bump into each other. Maybe there is someone like this in your life. Take
a character whom one of your main characters feels this way about and put the two of
them in the same elevator. Then let the elevator get stuck. Nothing like a supercharged
atmosphere to get things going. Now, they both will have a lot to say, but they will also be
afraid that they won’t be able to control what they say. They will be afraid of an explosion.
Maybe there will be one, maybe not. But there’s only one way to find out. In any case,
good dialogue gives us the sense that we are eavesdropping, that the author is not getting
in the way. Thus, good dialogue encompasses both what is said and what is not said. What
is not said will sit patiently outside that stuck elevator door, or it will dart around the char-
acters’ feet inside the elevator, like rats. So let these characters hold back some thoughts,
and at the same time, let them detonate little bombs.

Dialogue is the way to nail character, so you have to work on getting the voice right. You
don’t want to sit there, though, trying to put the right words in their mouths. I don’t think
the right words exist already in your head, any more than the characters do. They exist
somewhere else. What we have in our heads are fragments and thoughts and things we’ve
heard and memorized, and we take our little ragbag and reach into it and throw some stuff
down and then our unconscious kicks in. This is where the creating is done. We start out
with stock characters, and our unconscious provides us with real, flesh-and-blood, believ-
able people.

The better you know the characters, the more you’ll see things from their point of view.
You need to trust that you’ve got it in you to listen to people, watch them, and notice what
they wear and how they move, to capture a sense of how they speak. You want to avoid at
all costs drawing your characters on those that already exist in other works of fiction. You
must learn about people from people, not from what you read. Your reading should 
confirm what you’ve observed in the world.

6 After reading the passage aloud once, say:

7 Read the passage a second time.

8 After the second reading, say:

Now turn to page 4 of your examination booklet, read the directions, and
answer the multiple-choice questions. Be sure to follow all the directions
given in your examination booklet and your essay booklet. You may now
begin.

You may take a few minutes to look over The Situation and your notes.
(Pause) Now I will read the passage aloud a second time.




