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36: The Craft of Word Choice in 
Fiction  
Using cloze procedure to develop 
understanding of the authorial craft 
of word choice 

 

Summary 

This cloze procedure activity prompts students to explore authorial craft in word choice in fiction. It 
helps students to appreciate authorial craft in general and to prepare for AO2 (language and 
structure) in GCSE Literature. It also helps them to consider reasons for selecting words in their 
own narrative and descriptive writing. 

 

What’s the point?  

Students may take for granted that a writer’s word choices are automatic rather than the result of 
selection from a wide pool of possibility. They may also assume that word choices are made to 
seem impressive or literary by exploiting a repertoire of familiar devices, rather than crafted to suit 
very particular purposes, tones or styles. 

 

In the classroom 

1 Students read an extract of a novel with blanks where words have been omitted. They fill in the 
blanks with words which fit grammatically and are semantically plausible. They may also include 
choices for stylistic effects. They discuss or write about why their words are appropriate to the 
passage. They compare the words they have chosen with words chosen by other students and 
compile a definitive list of the most appropriate ten words to display on the board/screen/page. 

 

Lord of the Flies 

As they watched, a flash of fire appeared at the root of one wisp, and then the smoke thickened. 
Small flames ______ at the trunk of a tree and _______ away through leaves and brushwood, 
dividing and increasing. One patch _______ a tree trunk and ______ up like a bright squirrel. 
The smoke increased, sifted, rolled outwards. The squirrel ______ on the wings of the wind and 
_______ to another standing tree, ______ downwards. Beneath the dark canopy of leaves and 
smoke the fire laid hold on the forest and began to ______.  …  The flames, as though they were 
a kind of wild life, crept as a jaguar creeps on its belly toward a line of birch-like saplings that 
fledged an outcrop of the pink rock. They ______ at the first of the trees, and the branches grew 
a brief foliage of fire. The heart of flame ______ nimbly across the gap between the trees and 
then went _______ and flaring along the whole row of them.  
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2 Students read the following version of the passage with words inserted in the blanks. They 
discuss the appropriateness of the words in comparison with their own and comment on 
grammatical fit, semantic plausibility and stylistic effects. 

 

As they watched, a flash of fire appeared at the root of one wisp, and then the smoke thickened. 
Small flames flickered at the trunk of a tree and spread away through leaves and brushwood, 
dividing and increasing. One patch ignited a tree trunk and ran up like a bright squirrel. The 
smoke increased, sifted, rolled outwards. The squirrel stretched on the wings of the wind and 
swerved to another standing tree, scurrying downwards. Beneath the dark canopy of leaves and 
smoke the fire  laid hold on the forest and began to destroy. … The flames, as though they were a 
kind of wild life, crept as a jaguar creeps on its belly toward a line of birch-like saplings that fledged 
an outcrop of the pink rock. They pounced at the first of the trees, and the branches grew a brief 
foliage of fire. The heart of flame jumped nimbly across the gap between the trees and then went 
scorching and flaring along the whole row of them.  

 

3 Students now read the passage as written by Golding. They discuss/write about his choice of 
words compared with those already discussed, focusing on meaning and stylistic effects. 

 

As they watched, a flash of fire appeared at the root of one wisp, and then the smoke thickened. 
Small flames stirred at the trunk of a tree and crawled away through leaves and brushwood, 
dividing and increasing. One patch touched a tree trunk and scrambled up like a bright squirrel. 
The smoke increased, sifted, rolled outwards. The squirrel leapt on the wings of the wind and 
clung to another standing tree, eating downwards. Beneath the dark canopy of leaves and smoke 
the fire laid hold on the forest and began to gnaw. … The flames, as though they were a kind of 
wild life, crept as a jaguar creeps on its belly toward a line of birch-like saplings that fledged an 
outcrop of the pink rock. They flapped at the first of the trees, and the branches grew a brief 
foliage of fire. The heart of flame leapt nimbly across the gap between the trees and then went 
swinging and flaring along the whole row of them.  

 

Tips and techniques 

The method can be applied to most prose fiction, and is a resource easily prepared by teachers. It 
can be a paper-based activity for individual/pair use or a digital resource for class use.  

A variant is to get students to choose their own passage, photocopy it and black out selected 
words for others to supply. 

Another variant is to reinforce the power of verbs rather than adjectives in descriptive writing by 
omitting the adjectives from one version and the verbs from another. 

 


