
Jennifer Huhn 
English 668 
April 29, 2013 
Book Précis  
 

Hit ‘Dem Senses and Trust the Gush!  
 
Romano, Tom.  2004. Crafting Authentic Voice.  Portsmouth, NE: Heinemann 
 
 Towards the end of his guide to crafting voice—that most elusive of writing 
qualities, according to many—Miami University’s Tom Romano recounts a 
conversation with two English professors at the university.  He’s met with 
“vehement exception” when he states that to him, voice is the most essential 
element in good writing.  Not grammar, not lofty rhetoric and elevated vocabulary, 
but voice. 
 Many English teachers would agree with the grammarian professors who 
responded so dubiously to Romano’s claims.  “You can’t teach voice,” they sigh.  “A 
student either has it or doesn’t.”  Romano disagrees.  He gives credence to the 
dynamic voices of young writers—lively and vivid well before these kids have any 
grasp of spelling or formal grammar—and he disagrees that voice cannot be taught, 
practiced, and if not perfected, certainly improved in a classroom setting.  Hence, 
Crafting Authentic Voice, an aptly named tome dedicated to just that.  As an English 
Education professor with years of teaching teenage “Skoal-dippin’, Hank Williams Jr. 
lovin’” reluctant writers from the Ohio cornfields, as well as bushy-tailed 
undergraduates hoping to inspire next generation’s great writers, Romano knows 
and respects student writers. 
 He divides the book into sections, a menu of sorts, with each kicked off by a 
delicious antipasto, a vignette from his own writing life, a lead to tantalize and set 
the stage for the meaty course to follow.  He shares his philosophy of writing with 
voice, peppered with quotes and anecdotes from both professional and student 
writers; presents personal reflections from his teaching; and provides concrete 
ideas for direct classroom implementation, to both kindle and craft writing.  Along 
with many student samples, he includes short mentor texts from the likes of Anne 
Lamott, Diane Ackerman, and Donald Murray (in fact, much of this book reminded 
me of Murray’s Write to Learn, and I was not surprised to discover he had been a 
teacher and mentor to Romano).  He also includes much of his own writing, allowing 
the reader to dissect and scrutinize his writing process.  A piece of an essay he wrote 
for a high school English class, clumsy in its earnest prose and error-ridden 
structure, gave particular hope to this English teacher.  Like Mike Rose, who wrote 
in his seminal Lives on the Boundary that, “Error marks the place where education 
begins,” Romano uses his halting but ambitious high school prose to show that 
students will err on their way to becoming Writers—and that we needn’t worry too 
much if they become “drunk with language” on their way.  It’ll all sort out for the 
best.  
 Along with the philosophy, personal anecdotes, and writing samples, Romano 
guides readers through strategies for improving rhythm and imagery, composing 



with strong verbiage and evocative metaphors, and using syntax and parallelism 
deliberately.  He does take a cautionary stance toward grammar, warning his 
readers not to be the sort of “grammatically high-strung” writing teachers who 
hinder—or worse, extinguish—the voices of burgeoning writers by focusing on the 
minutiae of spelling mistakes and mechanical errors.   
 Yet do not fear, grammarians; Romano doesn’t discount you altogether.  He 
does agree that correctness allows a writer to get their point across with clarity and 
without alienating readers—unless, of course, the error ads to the meaning and 
purpose of a piece, in which case it’s fair game.  Got a problem with that?  Take it up 
with Salinger…or better yet, Mark Twain.   
 Romano shows little restraint when it comes to the 5-paragraph “you know 
what,” treating it as a Voldemortian thing-that-shall-not-be-named.  Some may take 
issue, but his advice goes much further to promote real writing, which is inarguably 
a more essential skill than composing a formulaic constructed response.  His 
strategies create a far more inclusive classroom atmosphere, where non-traditional 
students with non-traditional stories can shine, where writing “differently” can 
actually be an asset.   
 This book presents a litany of skills and techniques along with a smattering 
of humor and, yes, voice.  Romano’s is clear and friendly, accessible and wise, and 
his book will serve as inspiration for both writers and teachers of writing.  After 
reading this, I find myself wishing for two things.  First, I attended Miami University, 
where Romano teaches, and never had him as a professor.  Reading his wise and 
reassuring voice makes me wish I had (though he’d probably tell me to cut down on 
the adjectives).  Second, this book makes me want to restart the year, so I can use 
this stuff with my students!  I’m already thinking of next fall when, starting day one, 
I’ll have Romano in my corner.  I can’t wait to hear the words gush. 
 
Two quotes that stood out:  
On accepting errors as growth: 
“For students who are intelligent, verbal, and willing to take risks, drunkenness with 
language is a natural stage of development…When students get a little drunk with 
language, it might be time for smiling.  It might be a time for discussion about 
audience, word meaning, and malapropisms.  But it is not a time for cringing or 
embarrassment or frustration on the teacher’s part” (149). 
 
On writing when the words want to come (advice I need to take to heart!): 
“Use writing to tell what you saw and experienced and believe.  Use writing to tell 
what you come to believe.  Don’t be circumspect.  Don’t be mealymouthed.  Drive to 
the heart with detail…when schedules are hectic, both for us and our students, 
heeding passion is a must.  Students need to pay attention to their deep feeling and 
thinking.  They will waste less time if they put aside the tangential, focus on what 
needs to be written, and respect the words tearing through the brain.  They need to 
respond to their emotions.  They need to move on the images flashing in their 
minds.  This means writing immediately, trusting the gush…when language and 
strong feeling are upon them, that is the time to write” (49). 


