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What is tone? 

• Tone is defined as the writer’s or speaker’s attitude toward a subject. 

Identifying a writer’s tone is often key to figuring out his or her 

themes.

• A reader’s ability to identify diction, imagery, and details all contribute 

to his or her understanding of the tone.

• Diction (D) / Imagery (I) / Details (D) = DID

• “Tone words” (the words we use to identify an author’s attitude) are 

adjectives.



Diction

• Diction is defined as word choice. What words does the writer use? 

What do those words mean? Most importantly, what is the 

connotation (the “feeling” associated with the word)? 

• For example, compare “The father was angry with his daughter” to 

“The father was furious with his daughter.” Furious carries a 

“heavier” connotation and more accurately conveys the level of 

emotion involved. 
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Diction continued… 

• Consider the school hallways. One person could describe 

the hallways as a bustling community of students. 

• Another person would say that the hallways are 

congested routes of frustration. 

• What tone is implied by each?



Imagery 

• The type of descriptive language appeals to the five senses to paint a vivid “picture” 
in the reader’s mind. That scene usually reveals a lot about the writer’s attitude. 

• “The senior strolled through the hallways in the 400 wing of the building.  As she 
made her way to her English class, she casually watched all of the young freshmen 
boys and girls chatting and giggling by their lockers.  She smiled as she reminisced 
about when she was a freshman.  She couldn’t believe how fast her high school 
career has gone.  

• Conversely, “The senior scowled as she stomped her way through the hallways in the 
400 wing of the building. Trying to get to her English class, she grumbled under her 
breath, muttering to herself that she’d love to rid her path of freshmen by shoving 
each and every one of them out of her way.”

• What tone is implied by each? 



Details 

• Very simply, details are what the writer chooses to include or omit. 

• Imagine two mothers are talking to their teenage daughters about a trip 
the daughter is planning with her friends. They want to go downtown. 
One talks about Millennium Park, Navy Pier, shopping on North 
Michigan Avenue, and the view from the Willis Tower. Another, 
however, describes homeless people begging for money, the foul 
alleys, the confusing public transportation system, and the expense of 
the entire trip. 

• Based on what details each decides to include, what are their different 
tones towards the city?



Practice Examples:

The following statements each express different 

attitudes about a shabby apartment.  Working 

with the people at your tables, write down the 

correct answer for each question.  Then, write 

a brief description of why/how you came to 

that conclusion.  Turn in one paper per group.  



Practice #1:

This apartment may be shabby, but since both of my 

children were born while we lived here, it has a special 

place in my heart.

A) Humorous B) Bitter C) Sentimental



Practice #2:

This isn’t the greatest apartment in the world, but it’s not

really that bad.   

A) Tolerant B) Gloomy C) Happy



Practice #3:

If only there were some decent jobs out there, I 

wouldn’t be reduced to living in this miserable dump.  

A) Humorous B) Bitter C) Sentimental



Practice #4:

This place does need some repairs, but I’m sure the 

landlord will be making improvements sometime soon.  

A) Optimistic B) Angry C) Happy



Practice #5:

When we move away, we’re planning to release three 

hundred cockroaches and two mice, so we can leave the 

place exactly as we found it.  

A) Humorous B) Sympathetic C) Optimistic



Practice #6:

This is the apartment we live in; it provides shelter.  

A) Unbiased B) Bitter C) Sentimental



Read the following passage carefully…

Tony’s Place is crammed into a tiny building next to 

the Fine Arts Theater. The owners offer a menu of Italian 

food. They’ve got the checkered table clothes, dim lights, and 

crusty bread. They also know how to make a hearty red 

sauce. Too bad they use it to drown delicate fish. They also 

seem to lace everything with truckloads of garlic.

The service needs some work, too. Our waiter didn’t 

know what the specials were. Nor did he think to refill our 

water glasses before we asked. With a combination of fake-

friendly chatter and outright nagging, he made us order, finish 

up, and clear out. He seemed to see us only as automatic tip 

machines. The food and low prices bring the customers in the 

door. The service should not push them out. 



7.  The tone of the passage is:

a. sad.

b. plain and factual. 

c. boastful. 

d. critical, or finds fault. 



8.  The writer says, “He seemed to see us 

only as automatic tip machines.” The tone 

of this sentence is:

a. very serious. 

b. sympathetic. 

c. threatening. 

d. sarcastic. 



9.  The writer’s main purpose is to:

a. inform the reader. 

b. flatter the reader. 

c. caution and entertain the reader. 

d. sell something to the reader. 



10.  In which sentence does the author use 

exaggeration to make a point about the food? 

a. The owners offer a menu of Italian food. 

b. They also know how to make a hearty red 

sauce. 

c. They also seem to lace everything with 

truckloads of garlic. 

d. The food and low prices bring the customers 

in the door. 



___11. “Please note in your checkbook how much money you spent using 

your ATM card today.” 

___12. “Hey, lay off, you don’t have to nag me. I was going to do it anyway!” 

___13. “When are you going to take the garbage out? Sometime this year, 

maybe?” 

___14. “I know it’s been hard. And I appreciate all you are going through right 

now. If you will just put the receipts on the counter, I will take care of the 

paperwork for you.”

___15. “I wouldn’t think about doing that, if I were you.”  

A. Irritated B. Sarcastic C. Straightforward

D. Sympathetic E. Threatening 
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