
 

Author’s Stylebook: Description 

Learning Targets 
● Identify and evaluate the use of sensory details and 

figurative language. 
● Use clauses to add variety to writing as well as 

convey meaning. 

Learning Strategies 
Think-Pair-Share, Marking the Text, Rereading 

Independent Reading Link: Read and Research 

Examine the texts you have read independently to analyze how they present particular aspects of 
different cultures. What recurring themes and issues do you notice? How does an author’s use of 
sensory details and other descriptive language convey elements and reflections of the author’s 
culture? 

Preview 
In this activity, you will read an essay and evaluate the 
author’s use of sensory details and figurative language. 

Setting a Purpose for Reading 
● In the following excerpt from “If You Are What You 

Eat, Then What Am I?” author Geeta Kothari 
creates an image of a can of tuna with vivid 
language and telling details. As you read the 
passage for sensory details, highlight the 
descriptions that speak to your senses. 
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● Circle unknown words and phrases. Try to 
determine the meaning of the words by using 
context clues, word parts, or a dictionary. 

Grammar & Usage: Colons 

You can use a colon after an independent clause when it is followed by a list, a quotation, an 
appositive, or another idea directly related to the independent clause. In this sentence, the colon helps 
to introduce a list: “I want to eat what the kids at school eat: bologna, hot dogs, salami—foods my 
parents find repugnant because they contain pork and meat by-products, crushed bone and hair glued 
together by chemicals and fat.” 

As you read this essay, find another colon, and identify its use in the sentence. 

Essay 

from If You Are What You 

Eat, Then What Am I? 

by Geeta Kothar 

1“To belong is to understand the tacit codes of the people 

you live with.”—Michael Ignatieff 
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2The first time my mother and I open a can of tuna, I am 

nine years old. We stand in the doorway of the kitchen, in 

semi-darkness, the can tilted toward daylight. I want to eat 

what the kids at school eat: bologna, hot dogs, salami—foods 

my parents find repugnant because they contain pork and 

meat by-products, crushed bone and hair glued together by 

chemicals and fat. Although she has never been able to 

tolerate the smell of fish, my mother buys the tuna, hoping to 

satisfy my longing for American food. 

3Indians, of course, do not eat such things. 

4The tuna smells fishy, which surprises me because I can’t 

remember anyone’s tuna sandwich actually smelling like fish. 

And the tuna in those sandwiches doesn’t look like this, pink 

and shiny, like an internal organ. In fact, this looks similar to 

the bad foods my mother doesn’t want me to eat. She is 

silent, holding her face away from the can while peering into 

it like a half-blind bird. 

5“What’s wrong with it?” I ask. 

6She has no idea. My mother does not know that the tuna 

everyone else’s mothers made for them was tuna salad. 



7“Do you think it’s botulism1?” 

8I have never seen botulism, but I have read about it, just as I 

have read about but never eaten steak and kidney pie. 

9There is so much my parents don’t know. They are not like 

other parents, and they disappoint me and my sister. They 

are supposed to help us negotiate the world outside, teach us 

the signs, the clues to proper behavior: what to eat and how 

to eat it. 

10We have expectations, and my parents fail to meet them, 

especially my mother, who works full time. I don’t 

understand what it means, to have a mother who works 

outside and inside the home; I notice only the ways in which 

she disappoints me. She doesn’t show up for school plays. 

She doesn’t make chocolate-frosted cupcakes for my class. At 

night, if I want her attention, I have to sit in the kitchen and 

talk to her while she cooks the evening meal, attentive to 

every third or fourth word I say. 

11We throw the tuna away. This time my mother is 

disappointed. I go to school with tuna eaters. I see their 

sandwiches, yet cannot explain the discrepancy between 
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them and the stinking, oily fish in my mother’s hand. We do 

not understand so many things, my mother and I. 

Second Read 



● Reread the essay to answer these text-dependent 
questions. 

● Write any additional questions you have about the 
text in your Reader/Writer Notebook. 

1. 

Key Ideas and Details: Use evidence from the 
essay to explain why Kothari says her mother 
disappoints her. 

2. 

Craft and Structure: What senses does Kothari 
appeal to in her descriptions of the can of tuna? 
Give examples for each. Then explain how these 
descriptions help to support Kothari’s conclusion,  

Show Student Response Options 

Add rich text hereAdd a linkAttach a fileAttach a 
drawing. Note: Drawing tool is not keyboard accessible. 

Working from the Text 
3. 

How does this writer share elements of her culture 
through her descriptive details? Give examples. 

 

 

4. 



Use the table below to record and evaluate the 
writer’s use of sensory details. Write at least four 
examples of sensory details in the table. Then 
analyze each example to understand the effect the 
writer is trying to create. Finally, evaluate each 
detail’s effectiveness in conveying the writer’s 
experience. 
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