WRITERS’ DIVISION
NATIONAL FEDERATION OF THE BLIND

Critique of “RAISING AARON: EDUCATING A BLIND CHILD IN AMERICAN SOCIETY”
INTRODUCTION

1.  A memoir can be written for a variety of reasons.  One could write such a document to simpley record events for their personal enjoyment only.  A memoir might be written with the idea of showing it only to a small circle of family and friends.  Or one might write a memoir with the goal of submitting it to a publication as an article, or perhaps an expansive memoir might be written with the hopes of publishing it as a complete book.  
2. One difference between writing a memoir for personal use rather than publication is the amount of attention that should be paid to proper grammar, format, prose style, and attention to such errors as typos.  Writing for yourself or friends or family requires no more attention to those details than one wants to give them.  However, submitting material for publication is just the opposite.  It is expected by a publisher for work submitted to conform to normal prose standards and be as free of errors as possible.  
3. Since “Raising Aaron” was forwarded for critique and review, it is assumed that some consideration has been given to publishing the work in some manner.  The reviewer certanly hopes so.  Based on that, the material was reviewed for format, writing mechanics, and general story quality/interest.  

FORMAT
When submitting your material to  a publisher or to a writing contest, it should be in a format suitable for publication.  Given that, the following comments are offered, based on a general accepted format for publication.  Before sending in material for publication or for a contest, the author should check the exact submission guidelines.  
1. The font style is Calibri, which is a non-standard font for submitted material.  More often than not, publishers will ask for Times New Roman.  You should check the writers’ guidelines carefully for the required font style before submitting material.  If no font style is mentioned, it is recommended you use either Times New Roman or Courier New.  
2. The first lines in paragraphs are not indented.  They should be indented 0.5 inches, which is the normal convention for double spaced material.  Do not try to use extra spacing between paragraphs in lieu of the indenting.  
3. Chapter numbers and chapter titles are not centered.  Centering those is again the normal convention.  

WRITING MECHANICS
When submitting your material to others, it should be done in a style accepted as normal for prose in American English.  That includes sentence structure, paragraphing, punctuation of dialogue, etc.  Also, the material is expected to be free of such basic errors as typos, correct use of capitals, correct spacing between words, etc.  Based on that, the following comments are made about the submitted material.  
1.  The biggest opportunity to improve the material is in paragraphing.  In general, paragraphs are too long, usually including several lines of thought or locations.  For example, the following paragraph, starting on page 2, contains 15 sentences.  
When Aaron was six years old and had just completed his first year of Kindergarten in Virginia, we moved to the state of Maryland.    Kyle had accepted a new job with the Department of Defense at a military base in Maryland.  We were excited about the move.  Kyle loved the rural atmosphere of this part of southern Maryland.  Moreover, I thought the schools would be slightly better in Maryland.    I immediately contacted the office for Special Education in our new school district and set up an appointment.  The first meeting was quite alarming.  In hindsight this was an omen of what was to come.  I met with the vice principal of the elementary school near our new house.  She was extremely unwelcoming.  She only wanted to talk about how the school did not have to provide any services and that we would have to provide proof from a doctor with a special certificate stating that Aaron was legally blind.  Why would any parent pretend that their child was blind?  I was really scared after this meeting and worried about her attitude, thinking that special education might be an even bigger fight in Maryland.  I still couldn’t dream of actually how big a fight it really would be.  Advocating for Aaron’s education was turning into an exhausting, full-time job for me and we dipped down the hill of our educational rollercoaster.
That paragraph was single spaced above to save space in this review.  The reviewer would break that into multiple paragraphs as follows:  

When Aaron was six years old and had just completed his first year of Kindergarten in Virginia, we moved to the state of Maryland.    Kyle had accepted a new job with the Department of Defense at a military base in Maryland.  We were excited about the move.  Kyle loved the rural atmosphere of this part of southern Maryland.  Moreover, I thought the schools would be slightly better in Maryland.    
I immediately contacted the office for Special Education in our new school district and set up an appointment.  The first meeting was quite alarming.  In hindsight this was an omen of what was to come.  
I met with the vice principal of the elementary school near our new house.  She was extremely unwelcoming.  She only wanted to talk about how the school did not have to provide any services and that we would have to provide proof from a doctor with a special certificate stating that Aaron was legally blind.  Why would any parent pretend that their child was blind?  
I was really scared after this meeting and worried about her attitude, thinking that special education might be an even bigger fight in Maryland.  I still couldn’t dream of actually how big a fight it really would be.  Advocating for Aaron’s education was turning into an exhausting, full-time job for me and we dipped down the hill of our educational rollercoaster.

Paragraphing is not an exact science, but notice how the paragraphs above are set up to indicate some kind of jump in the thought process, or in the reporting of events or thoughts.  When the reviewer writes, he tries to have paragraphs with at least 3 sentences.  If a paragraph gets to be 7 or 8 lines long, or 7 or 8 sentences long, he starts looking at the paragraph closely to see if that should maybe be more than one paragraph.  Certainly, a paragraph with 15 sentences needs to be reviewed and probably restructured.  
2.  There should be some further thought given to chapter length.  Chapters start on page 1, 2, 6, 7, then no chapters in the remaining 13 pages.  Although there is no requirement for chapters to be the same length, things seem to flow better when reading if the chapters are not extremely different in length.  Look at your material and see if you could divide it into chapters more evenly.  
3.  There are some technical errors in writing dialogue.  On page 3, there is a sentence:  
Regarding the “décor” of this room, I thought, “Lucky Aaron is blind!”  
You shouldn’t put quote marks around a sentence that is your thought.  That sentence should read:  

Regarding the “décor” of this room, I thought, lucky Aaron is blind!  
On page 4, there is a paragraph with definite structure problems when it comes to dialogue.  That paragraph is given below, again done single spaced to save room in this document.  

Three years later, when Aaron was in third grade, he met up with this same special education teacher for another IQ test.  After completing this test, the teacher informed me that Aaron had, in fact, scored with a high IQ.  I told her I already knew he was intelligent.  She responded:  “Three years ago, when you left the testing meeting after he had been so quiet and uncooperative, we thought he was mentally retarded.  Why didn’t you say something?”  I responded:  “Because I knew you wouldn’t have believed me.”  She said, “You’re right.”  
That paragraph should be rewritten as below, correcting to the normal convention for dialogue.  

Three years later, when Aaron was in third grade, he met up with this same special education teacher for another IQ test.  After completing this test, the teacher informed me that Aaron had, in fact, scored with a high IQ.  I told her I already knew he was intelligent.  
She responded:  “Three years ago, when you left the testing meeting after he had been so quiet and uncooperative, we thought he was mentally retarded.  Why didn’t you say something?”  
I responded:  “Because I knew you wouldn’t have believed me.”  
She said, “You’re right.”  
Note that as a new person starts talking, it becomes a new paragraph.  That is the normal convention for dialogue.  
4.  When quoting from a source and then the page and title of the source are given, a more normal convention would be to make the source reference as a footnote.  That is, as a footnote rather than incorporating that information into the body of the material.  For example, see the quoted material about bird watching on page 8.  

5.  At times, there seems to be a reluctance to use commas after the word “and.”  For example, on page 6:  

I usually trusted my intuition and I was sorry when I didn’t.   I learned that educators have preconceived ideas about children with disabilities and feel strongly that they know best.    
The reviewer would insert commas as follows:  

I usually trusted my intuition, and I was sorry when I didn’t.   I learned that educators have preconceived ideas about children with disabilities, and feel strongly that they know best.    
Again, there is no exact science about those commas.  The reviewer would suggest you read the material out loud, then see if it reads better with a slight pause before the “and.”  If it does, then insert a comma.  
GENERAL STORY QUALITY/INTEREST

Perhaps the most important quality about a piece of writing, in the reviewer’s opinion, is the general interest the material evokes.  An author can have a piece of prose that is structurally perfect, a piece without any mechanical errors of any kind, but if the story doesn’t spark interest, if it doesn’t keep the reader turning pages, then the work needs significant rewriting.  Based on that, the following comments are made.  

1.  All in all, the submitted memoir is well-written.  In general, the material is clear and understandable with few punctuation errors or typos.  Above all, the material starts off with action, is compelling, and keeps the reader moving forward to see what will happen next.  The reviewer, who is totally blind, felt the anger and frustration of the author quite easily.  

2. The reviewer felt a few words at the very beginning would help to clarify the family situation.  Mentioning that Kyle is the husband would orient the reader, and take very few words to say.  

3. Several times toward the beginning, the author of the memoir uses the pronoun “we.”  Remember, the memoir is the author’s personal story, not a group effort.  Stick to “I” throughout the telling of the story.  If something was truly done jointly, perhaps you could say something like, “Together with my husband, I . . .”  
4. The description of what a BrailleNote is, and what the Nemeth code is, is done several times in the 20 pages submitted for review.  Those descriptions need to be done only once in those pages.  If the complete version of the memoir gets to be many more pages, you might then need to refresh the reader later on about those subjects.  

5. In the reviewer’s opinion, the use of dialogue like you used on page 4 should be done more frequently.  Instead of just saying you came home angry and frustrated, you could say:  
When I came home, I said to Kyle, “I’m so angry and frustrated!”  

The use of dialogue brings life and reality to a document like the submitted material.  Also, correctly paragraphed dialogue tends to break up those pages of solid, unbroken text that sometimes look uninviting to a sighted reader.  Don’t forget, you’re not a court reporter, so you don’t have to remember people’s conversations verbatim.  
6. In conclusion, you should be congratulated on what you’ve accomplished in writing this memoir.  The reviewer would suggest you find a publishing outlet for it.  The story you tell happens too frequently, and happens in many states.  Let’s hope eventually the message that disabled children are too often being cheated out of a quality education is recognized by the general public.  

