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Empathising with a sentence: how to write a long sentence 

Teacher’s Guide 

 

Purpose 

 

The main purpose of this unit of work is to help students explore the impact of using a 

long sentence in writing.  

 

This exploration uses the poem Elk River Falls by Billy Collins and is intended as an 

engaging, alternative approach to appreciating the necessary movements [clauses] 

within an extended sentence. Therefore, there is an aural element to engaging the 

students’ understanding rather than applying a grammatical analysis and instruction. 

 

A secondary purpose is, however, to also explore how such a complex sentence needs 

to and can be punctuated, as well as made workable through the use of 

connectives/conjunctions. 

 

Elements of copying a style are encouraged to provide support for students in their 

own writing. 

 

The exploration is targeted at GCSE students, though it could be used in year 9. It does 

assume prior work on use of sentence variety in writing as well as experience of 

sustained writing, including use of complex sentences. 
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Activity 1 

 

There are four ways to begin this work: the first and second are beginning as the work 

sheet starts by reading the poem aloud either as suggested by one student in a pair or 

small group, or the teacher could project the poem onto a screen and read aloud as a 

focus for the whole class. 

 

A third approach, and linked to a reading aloud, would be to adopt an idea from Rex 

Gibson on how to pace out the rhythmic shifts in Shakespeare’s poetic lines, especially 

the iambic pentameter. You will need plenty of space for this, but it is active!  

 

After a first reading: for a second reading, students pace about an open space and at 

every punctuation mark in the poem [or line ending, if preferred] they shift direction, 

and continue this process each time there is the agreed shift. This physical 

appreciation aligns to and supports the aural sense of understanding rhythm and 

movement in a long sentence as well as when and where there is a need to punctuate 

for this. 

 

The fourth is to use the sequencing exercise prior to reading the completed [and 

‘correct’] poem aloud. This is a challenging exercise because the poem and its single 

sentence is so long! However, there are some clear clues in the chronology of the 

sequence to aid students:  

 

 fall from a considerable height 

 through the air 

 goes sliding around the massive rocks 

 flattens out and slips around a bend 

 continues 

 joins 

 find the sea [obvious place to end] 

 sting of salt [detail having arrived at destination] 

 the full stop after salt.! 

 

More important, whatever order the students complete does not have to be ‘accurate’ 

– and that is part of the exploration and fun of this activity. Whilst brilliant – and 

impressive – if it is finalised as the original, as long as the sequence students arrive at 

makes sense, then that is fine.  

 

If it does make sense in its meaning, it is likely that it also, necessarily, makes 

grammatical sense – and this can be explored further. 
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Activity 2 

 

1. Students should find this easy enough to answer: the long sentence mirrors the 

continuous flow and fall of the river, eventually out to sea. It does not stop on 

its journey so there are no full stops. 

2. Examples will be varied, but hopefully students will pick up on the pattern of 

making shifts to next lines as the movement of the river’s fall shifts. Informed 

responses will also pick up on the verb usage at these shifts, for example, 

 turning pale 

 before it is 

 and plummets 

 into the 

 so calm 

 of falling 

 before it picks 

 goes sliding 

 then flattens 

 and continues 

 then joins 

 mistakes the monster 

 sings its name 

 then feels 

It would be interesting if any students pick up on the sudden personification of 

those last three examples where the poem becomes metaphoric rather than 

strictly descriptive in the literal if vivid sense. 

3. This is the most complex, but crucial question to be answered. Students may 

need considerable support/guidance here in appreciating that the ‘hearing’ is 

not, as some might expect if familiar with studying poetry, in the writer’s use of 

devices like alliteration and onomatopoeia. It is ‘hearing’ the shifting rhythms 

of the shifts in description. Naming these as clauses would not be as helpful as 

in encouraging students to ‘hear’ the rhythms of their movement from one 

description/clause to the next. In developing this aural sense in their own 

writing, it will help them to appreciate where punctuation should be used to 

signal those movements and rhythms. 

 

Activity 3 

 

The act of writing the poem out into prose, as a single paragraph, should have an 

impact on the learning process. As the punctuation is added, students will be ‘hearing’ 

[*] the shifts in the detail [sentence clauses] as they too, in a sense, pause to place the 

commas.  

 



© MF Copycatter 2020 

 

[*] This may be why the teacher has decided to begin this whole unit by reading the 

poem aloud, to accentuate those pauses and thus create the silences within the 

following noise/sound of the language, and thus the overall to and fro of the rhythm in 

the writing, both as poem and prose. 

 

In answering the question about how it has helped to write the poem out as prose, it is 

hoped that students will have picked up on the aural appreciation of how the pauses 

in moving from one detail to the next signal the need for punctuation – commas – as 

well as how at times connectives/conjunctions can link those movements and shifts. 

 

Activity 4 

 

This isn’t a ‘now write a poem’ activity, though this could in some cases be a successful 

outcome because students do have a model to copy! 

 

The point of using Collins’ poem as a model and framework is to support, in the first 

instance, a visual way of building detail within a long sentence as well as in then 

hearing where there needs to be separating punctuation or linking connections. 

 

It is important that students take the time to think about, research and make notes on 

their chosen topic. If this is organised into a logical sequence that will help them to 

create the flow of their sentence. 

 

As with any good writing like this – especially as an exercise rather than being 

spontaneous – students need to spend time re-reading and editing where necessary. 

 

Activity 5 

 

By writing their poem as prose, students are reinforcing the learning experience begun 

in transforming Collins’ writing. 

 

The teacher can differentiate by setting goals for individual students: whether to write 

one, or two or three sentences – with one obviously long, complex sentence. 

Extending the option much farther beyond this would compromise the purpose, but 

that is a judgement to be made for individual students. 

 

The two resource sheets that separately highlight the punctuation and then 

connectives/conjunctions in Collins’ writing may be helpful to illustrate this usage.  


