
 
 

Establishing  
a Tone 

Lesson One 

Establishing a Tone:Establishing a Tone:Establishing a Tone:Establishing a Tone:    
The more energy the writer gives, the more voice the reader gets.  Voice creates a romance, of sorts, between the writer 
and the reader.  And, like any true romance, there is an intangible quality to it.  Good writing has style, a specific tone, and 
a clear purposes to and audience.  Good writing is interesting —even fascinating — to the reader.  
It’s more than a happy accident when voice works well in a piece of writing.  Student writers who think about tone,    
drafting passages that make a specific connection to the reader, are more successful than those who don’t.  The voice of 
the piece is the overall effect of the combination of tones throughout the writing.  Writers who use tone effectively figure 
out that establishing the right tone is essential to connecting to readers.   
 
Example:Example:Example:Example:    
Here’s a passage with very little tone to it.  Look at the “Think About” for this lesson as you read the piece.  Try to think 
about how you’d make it better at connecting with readers. 
 

Bailey, my cat, had never been gone overnight.  I was worried.  I went outside and called and called her name.  She was gone.  I 
felt bad.  I didn’t sleep all night.  I tried to find her.  It made me sad that she was gone. 
 

That’s a decent story that most readers can kind of connect with.  However, it’s not very specific.  Read this revised      
version (written by the same student) and make note about where the piece has improved. 
 

11:45 p.m, and I finally crawled into bed after a long day of writing and revising.  As I stretched out between the smooth coolness 
of the sheets, I realized Bailey, my cat, wasn’t in her usual spot.  She’s at least fifteen, and every night since I’ve had her she’s 
slept with me.  I called her name but got no response.  I went downstairs; it was very, very still, the kind of quiet that gives you a 
bad feeling deep inside.  My pace quickened as I checked her usual haunts — the linen closet, under the desk, in her corner of the 
sofa, on the pillow of the guest bed.  No Bailey.   The bad feeling turned into a sickening, gut-wrenching ache; I realized that 
somehow, someway, she had slipped outside.  And I had no idea how long she had been gone or how far she might have       
wandered.  I threw on m bathrobe and went outside, shaking a can of kitty treats — salmon flavored, her favorite — and called 
and called her name.  I could hear my voice echoing up and down the street, “Here, Bailey.  Here, kitty, kitty, kitty.  Come here 
Boo-Boo.”  But nothing.  An occasional dog barked in the distance, and I heard critters rustling in the bushes, but no Bailey.  I 
fought back the tears as I walked the streets of the neighborhood calling and calling until dawn.  Arriving home, alone, I couldn’t 
hold my emotions in check one more minute.  I stared at her food bowl and water dish and sobbed.   
 

If you felt the writer’s emotion.  If there was a little connection, some fear, a bit of sadness—then you understand tone now.  
Tone is how the piece of writing makes you feel.  The first piece probably left you feeling nothing, but the second piece 
may have had some impact.  That’s good writing.  The story does have a happy ending, by the way—Bailey returned home 
a few day later. 
 
What do I do:What do I do:What do I do:What do I do:    
1. List the moment that you felt created emotion in the second piece.   
2. Try to figure out how the author was able to get those emotions. 
3. Take a look at this “rough draft.” 
 

 On September 11, 2001, I woke up unaware that anything bad had happened.  I heard some people in the street outside my house 
talking about a disaster in New York, so I turned on the TV.  I saw the second plane hitting the tower.  I was really worried,    
because my wife was a flight attendant.  She worked “on call,” which means she would just get called in sometimes without any 
warning.  She was not at home, and I didn’t know where she was.  I tried to call her cell phone, but there was no answer.  I didn’t 
know what to do with myself while I waited to hear from her.   

 
4.   Revise that piece to add some voice/tone to it.   


