
 
 

Establishing  
a Tone 

Lesson two 

Perfect Tones:Perfect Tones:Perfect Tones:Perfect Tones:    
The tone of a piece of writing can build.  It can begin quietly, setting the scene and providing baseline information, break 
out boisterously for maximum impact, and end quietly, bringing the piece full circle.  In this lesson, we learn that good  
writing often contains more than one tone, by studying a finely crafted passage from Gary Paulsen’s autobiography My 
Life in Dog Years. 
 
What do I do:What do I do:What do I do:What do I do:    
1. Read the passage below from Gary Paulsen’s (author of Hatchet) autobiography.   
2. Pay attention to the tone of the piece (the voice the author uses, or how he/she makes you feel when you’re reading).  

Notice that Paulsen goes from informational to personal to insightful in this passage. 
 

From From From From My Life in Dog YearsMy Life in Dog YearsMy Life in Dog YearsMy Life in Dog Years    
By Gary Paulsen 

 
  It seemed like there’d always been an Ike in my life and then one morning he wasn’t there and I never saw him again.  
I tried to find him.  I would wait for him in the morning by the bridge, but he never showed again.  I though the might have 
gotten hit by a car or his owners moved away.  I mourned him and missed him.  But I did not learn what happened to him for 
thirty years. 

  I grew and went into the crazy parts of my life, army and those other mistakes a young man could make.  I grew older 
and go back into dogs, this time sled dogs, and ran the Iditarod race across Alaska.  After my first run I cam back to Minnesota 
with slides of the race to show to all the people who had supported me.  A sporting goods store had been one of my sponsors 
and I gave a public slide show of the race one evening. 

  There was an older man sitting in a wheelchair and I saw that when I told a story of how Cookie, my lead dog, had 
saved my life his eyes teared up and he nodded quietly.   

  When the event was over he wheeled up to me and shook my hands. 
  “I had a dog like your Cookie — a dog that saved my life.” 
  “Oh — did you run a sled?” 
  He shook his head.  “No.  Not like that.  I lived up in Twin Forks when I was young and was drafted to serve in the  
Korean War.  I had a Labrador that I raised and hunted with, and left him when I went away.  I was gone just under a year; I got 
wounded and lost the use of my legs.  When I came back from the hospital he was waiting there and he spent the rest of his life 
by my side.  I would have gone crazy without him.  I’d sit for hours and talk to him and he would listen quietly… it was so sad.  
He loved to hunt and I never hunted again.”  He faded off and his eyes were moist again.  “I still miss him…” 

  I looked at him, then out the window of the sporting goods store.  It was spring and the snow was melting outside but 
I was seeing fall and a boy and a Lab sitting in a duck blind.  Twin forks, he’d said — and the Korean War.  The time was right, 
and the place, and the dog. 

  “Your dog,” I said, “Was he named Ike?” 
  He smiled and nodded.  “Why, yes — but how… did you know him?” 
  There was a soft spring rain starting and the window misted with it.  That was why Ike had not come back.  He had 
another job.   

  “Yes,” I said, turning to him.  “He was my friend…”   
 
4.   Here’s a list of “Perfect Tones” that authors often use.  Find specific spots in the passage where Paulsen uses these 
  tones (no, he didn’t use all of them).   
  Silly  Sincere  Nostalgic Friendly  Carefree Poignant 
  Passionate Sarcastic Funny  Deliberate Anxious  Wise  
  Resigned Determined Frustrated Curious  Calm  Frightened 
 
5.   Now find another autobiography to read.  There are some on the shelf in the classroom and tons in the LRC.  Read a 

chapter or two and make a list of what different tones the author used to tell their story.  Give specific examples.  If you 
need to add more tones to this list, then that’s awesome, you probably found a very good book.   


