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 CharlotteÕs Web  
By E. B. White  

 

Dictation passages 
 
Week One:  
Famous Opening Line (arguably the best one in childrenÕs literature)  

ÒWhereÕs Papa going with that ax?Ó said Fern to her mother as they were setting the 
table for breakfast.  

ÒOut to the h oghouse,Ó replied Mrs. Arable.  ÒSome pigs were born last night.Ó  
ÒI donÕt see why he needs an ax,Ó continued Fern, who was only eight.  
ÒWell,Ó said her mother, Òone of the pigs is a runt. ItÕs very small and weak, and it 

will never amount to anything. So your father has decided to do away with it.Ó  
(Chapter One, page 1)  
 
Why I chose this passage:  
I love this passage. ItÕs also one of the most noted opening lines in childrenÕs literature. We 
call it an Òopening hook.Ó An opening hook is the literary device  that is used to grab the 
readerÕs attention right out of the gate so that weÕll want to keep reading. This opening 
hook works because it involves danger and a father, a question asked by a daughter. We 
are curious to read on because we already love the li ttle runt with Fern and want to save it! 
ThatÕs the skill of this childrenÕs book writer. He knows the conflicting loyalties of children: 
to their parents, to their pets, to their farm animals.  
 
What to note:  
Literary lore has it that White originally wrot e his first draft of CharlotteÕs Web without that 
famous opening line. It is said that he began with Fern waking up early in the quiet morning 
creeping downstairs to a warm breakfast. Ask your kids which idea they prefer as the 
opening of the book. Explain  how the question by Fern leads the reader to want to turn the 
page. We all want an answer to that question.  
 
How to teach the passage:  
Pay attention to the dialog punctuation. The commas and question marks fit inside the 
quotation marks. Each speaker gets  his or her own indentation. Go over dialog punctuation. 
(MNGG -165 -166)  
 
ÒHoghouseÓ is one word. Point it out and remind your kids that itÕs one word when they do 
their dictation. ÒRuntÓ is often a new word for younger kids. ItÕs worth discussing what the 
common animal husbandry practice is when a litter produces a runt. (Usually killed.) Do you 
know why? Can you guess why? What motivation might FernÕs father have to keep a runt? 
What argument does Fern make?  
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9-10 year olds can do half the passage one day  and the other half another for two days of 
dictation. Copywork is often recommended for dialog punctuation until it comes easily for 
your child. Then you can do dialog in dictation practice.  
 
 
Week Two:  
Strong vocabulary  

Wilbur looked everywhere. He searc hed his pen thoroughly. He examined the window 
ledge, stared up at the ceiling. But he saw nothing new. Finally he decided he would have to 
speak up. He hated to break the lovely stillness of dawn by using his voice, but he couldnÕt 
think of any other way to locate the mysterious new friend who was nowhere to be seen. So 
Wilbur cleared his throat.  
 (Chapter 5, third page, third paragraph )  
 
Why I chose this passage:  
This passage contains many words that are both easy to understand but difficult to spell:  

th oroughly  
examined  
ledge  
ceiling  
mysterious  
nowhere   
throat  

 
What to note:  
The second sentence has a comma between ÒledgeÓ and Òstared.Ó Read this sentence like 
this:  
 
He examined the window ledge.  
He stared up at the ceiling.  
 
The comma takes the pla ce of the pronoun ÒheÓ in the second sentence.  
 
ÒcouldnÕtÓ is a contraction. Write it out, strike the ÔoÕ with a line to show how the apostrophe 
replaces the ÔoÕ. 
 
How to teach the passage:  
Be sure to go over the vocab spellings before doing the dictation . The best way to review 
difficult words is to allow your kids to read the word letter by letter to themselves. Then ask 
them to close their eyes and see it. If your child canÕt see the word in his/her mindÕs eye, let 
him/her look at it again. Continue thi s back and forth until your child is certain he/she can 
see the word.  
 
Then ask your child to spell the word orally to you. Then dictate the words and let them 
write them down. Do this practice the day before the dictation. Refresh their memories of 
the sp elling orally on the day of dictation.  
 
Some kids will benefit from having this passage serve as copywork before using it as a 
dictation passage. This is also a good passage to use with French dictation. Type up the 
passage leaving blank those spelling wor ds. Then read the passage aloud as your kids fill in 
only the spelling words. (MNGG -179 -180)  
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Week Three:  
Punctuation  

From the edge of the woods, the white - throated sparrow (which must come all the 
way from Boston) calls, ÒOh, Peabody, Peabody, Peabody!Ó O n an apple bough, the phoebe 
teeters and wags its tail and says, ÒPhoebe, phoe -bee!Ó The song sparrow, who knows how 
brief and lovely life is, says, ÒSweet, sweet, sweet interlude; sweet, sweet, sweet interlude.Ó  
 (Chapter Six , second page, center of middl e paragraph )  
 
Why I chose this passage:  
I love the way E. B. White expresses the songs of the songbirds using real words from our 
language. This is a form of onomatopoeia. Onomatopoeia is the literary element which 
features words that sound identical to th e sounds they represent. What makes this 
particular passage so clever is that the chosen words are from our own language. So they 
function as ÒsoundÓ words but they also convey meanings intended by White to the reader. 
White even spells these out for the r eader because he loves to play with language that 
much and hopes youÕll share in it with him.  
 
What to note:  
This passage is lyrical. Consonants and internal vowel sounds repeat, contrast and create 
fun in your mouth. Read it aloud and see where the conson ants repeat and when you hear 
the same vowel sounds. (Hint: long ÒeÓ sound, initial ÒwÓ and ÒsÓ and Òt,Ó and the blend 
ÒswÓ). Internal consonant repetition is called Òconsonance.Ó Internal vowel sound repetition 
is called Òassonance.Ó  
 
How to teach this pa ssage:  
This passage is rich in punctuation. Be sure to read this passage together and note the 
variety of ways that EB White pauses Ñ he uses parentheses, quotation marks to indicate 
dialog (the bird calls), commas to set off the various descriptions and the  bird calls, and 
even a semi -colon when the bird repeats itself. (NGG -55, 56, 57)  
 
Let your kids copy this passage first. It makes a wonderful one for reverse dictation (see the 
guidelines from the beginning of class) for kids who have studied the passage.  
 
Week Four:  
Closing Line  

Wilbur never forgot Charlotte. Although he loved her children and grandchildren 
dearly, none of the new spiders ever quite took her place in his heart. She was in a class by 
herself. It is not often that someone comes along who is  a true friend and a good writer. 
Charlotte was both.  
 (Last page)  
 
Why I chose this passage:  
I canÕt read the end of this book without getting teary -eyed. E.B. White nails the entire 
story in this last paragraph Ñ which is all about the power of sacrificial  friendship and the 
beauty of being able to make a difference through writing.  
 
What to note:  
E. B. White has a way of conveying emotion without being sentimental. I love the way he 
suggests that Charlotte was a good friend and writer. She had the apt wor d that changed 
the course of her friendÕs life. What else would we want from writing? From friendship?  
 
It helps to know as well that White is recognized as a supreme ÒstylistÓ from the 20 th  
century. What that means is that he is known specifically for his  ability to write concisely 
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with flair, humor and insight. Part of what makes this particular passage poignant is the fact 
that he calls Charlotte a good writer when she is known for writing single words! What 
might a writer known for his precision in writ ing want to convey through this 
commendation?  
 
How to teach this passage:  
Charlotte wrote single words on a web. Wilbur (aka White) is calling her a good writer. The 
truth is that her single words had enough power in them to save his life. E.B. White is 
particularly known for his spare style Ñ the ability to communicate powerfully through a 
minimum of words. In some ways, heÕs delighting himself and his audience by this tacit 
acknowledgement of his own preferences in writing. He may also be giving a back -hand ed 
critique to those who feel that their ample prose are required for ÒimportantÓ writing. Yet in 
this case, writing that saves a life is achieved through single, well - chosen words.  
 
This passage is short enough and uncomplicated enough to be used for all ages. Simply 
shorten to a sentence or two if you have a child who canÕt handle a full paragraph yet. 
Divide it into two parts; use half for copywork and half for dictation or do the whole thing as 
a reverse dictation.  
 
Literary Element of the Month  
 
Allite ration  
 
Alliteration  is the repetition of a consonant sound at the beginning of each word in a title or 
sentence or phrase.  
 
The following examples can be used as copywork. IÕve indicated where the selection comes 
from in case you want to use the complete passage/poem for copywork.  
 
From ÒThe HippopotamusÓ (by Jack Prelutsky) (RAP -29)  

The huge hippopotamus hasnÕt a hair  
On the back of his wrinkly hide;  

 
From ÒThe EagleÓ (by Alfred, Lord Tennyson) (RAP -43)  

He clasps the crag with crooked hands;  
Close to the sun in lonely lands;  

 
From Winnie - the -Pooh (AA Milne, 14)  

ÒÉand then, when the balloon was blown up as big as bigÉÓ  
 
From CharlotteÕs Web (Chapter IX, WilburÕs Boast)  

Lurvy sat under the apple tree and lit his pipe; the animals sniffed the familiar smell 
of strong tobacco. Wilbur heard the trill of the tree toad and the occasional slamming 
of the kitchen door.  

The ÔsÕ and ÔtÕ repeat to create alliteration in this longer passage.  
 

From CharlotteÕs Web (Chapter IX, WilburÕs Boast)  
As Wilbur came out of the c rate, the crowd clapped and cheered. Mr. Zuckerman 
took off his cap and bowed.  

This one repeats the ÔcÕ.  
 
Look for alliterative pairs (two word combinations), titles on billboards and books, phrases 
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in poems and so on to reinforce this idea.  
 
Writing Exerc ise:  
Create your own alliterations. Think of an animal that starts with one of the following 
letters. Then quickwrite in sixty seconds (two minutes for slower writers) a list of words that 
begins with that letter. The words donÕt have to relate to the anim al. Just list any words that 
come to mind that start with that letter. Then using the words in the list, create silly 
sentences of alliteration to go with your animal.  
 
D 
S 
T 
N 
P 
C 
B 
 
LetÕs say I chose T Ñ Turtle  
 
Trip  
Tough  
Topsy - turvy  
Tail  
Ticks  
Talks  
Tape  
Tatter  
Tipsy  
Tickle  
Titter  
Tackle  
Taps  
 
My sentence:  
 
The topsy - turvy turtle talks tough but trips when heÕs tickled.  
 
Not all of the words have to be incorporated. Simply use the list to create and stimulate 
imaginative combinations. And if you think of more words as you write your sentence that 
arenÕt on the list, thatÕs a -okay. Go ahead and use them.  
 
Variation  
This kind of exercise is a perfect one to do as a family. Get out the big white board and 
think of words together. You can start several lists of letters and corresponding words. 
When you get a long enough list with one of the letters, pick an animal (or animals) to go 
with and start writing sentences together.  
 
For the ambitious, these lines can be turned into rhyming poetry. Enjoy!  


