
Characteristics 
of Narration 

In a personal narrative, you re-create an 
incident that happened to you over a short 
period of time.  This incident could be an 
uplifting event, a frightening encounter, a 
humorous occurrence, or some other type 
of memorable experience.  Be sure to 
include enough specific details to make 
the incident come alive for your readers.  
Even if you can’t recall everything, fill in 
the gaps with details that seem to fit. 
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What is a 
personal 
narrative? 

Length: 3-4 pages 
Font: Arial, Times New Roman, or 
Courier New 
Font Size: 12-14 point 
Spacing: Double 
Al ignment: 1-inch margins 
Cover Page: Title, Name, Date, Class 

Requirements 

• Tells a story 
• Has a theme rather than a topic 

sentence 
• Written in first person 
• Tends to be factual 
• Includes description 
• Includes dialogue 
• Relies on sensory details for impact 
• Utilizes the techniques of storytelling 

o Plot 
o Setting and characters 
o Climax 
o Ending 

• Follows a chronological organization 

Due Date: 
Final Draft- Friday 
March 6, 2009 

Objectives 
To effectively write a personal narrative with focus 
on: 

• Purpose and audience 
• Supportive and descriptive details 
• Use of dialogue 
• Sentence structure and variety 
• Organization 
• Correctness  
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THINKING CRITICALLY ABOUT THIS 
SELECTION  
1. What does Angelou mean when she states, 

“ON the other side of the bridge the ache 
seemed to lessen as if a white breeze blew 
off the white-folks and cushioned everything 
in their neighborhood-including my jaw” 
(paragraph 6).  How long did Angelou’s pain 
relief last?  Why? 
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________ 

2. What is Angelou’s purpose? (Purpose) 

_____________________________________ 

3. Compare and contrast the content and style 
of the interaction between Momma and the 
dentist that is given in italics with the one 
given at the end of the narrative 
(Comparison and Contrast). 
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________ 
 

4. Angelou tells her story chronologically and 
in the first person.  (Point of View)  What are 
the advantages of first person narration? 
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________ 

 
5. Identify three similes that Angelou uses in 

her narrative (Figure of Speech).  Explain 
how each simile serves her purpose. 
___________________________
___________________________ 
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THINKING CRITICALLY ABOUT THIS SELECTION 
1. In paragraph 43 Brody states, “Although the 

original incentive was gone, I continued 
poring over the encyclopedias, as well as an 
increasing number of other books.”  What 
was Brody’s “original incentive”?  What other 
incentive did Brody have to continue his 
quest to learn? 
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________ 
 

2. How are paragraphs 2 and 3, 3 and 4, 5 and 
6, 31 and 32, and 43 and 44 linked? 
(Transitions) 
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________ 
 

3. Brody uses dialogue to tell his story in 
paragraphs 10-35.  (Dialogue) What does the 
dialogue add to his narrative?  What would 
have been lost had he simply told his readers 
what happened? 
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________ 

 

  
 

4. Brody refers to Coleridge’s “The Ancient 
Mariner” in paragraph 33 and to Agamemnon 
in paragraph 41, and he quotes Alexander 
Pope in paragraph 43.  Use an encyclopedia 
to explain Brody’s allusions. 
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________ 
 

5. Comment on the effectiveness of the 
beginning and ending of Brody’s essay. 
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________ 

NARRATIVE TIME 
The number of words or paragraphs a writer 
devotes to the retelling of an event does not 
usually correspond to the number of minutes or 
hours the event took to happen.  A writer may 
require multiple paragraphs to recount an 
important or complex 10-15 minute encounter, 
but then pass over several hours, days, or even 
years in several sentences.  In narration, length 
has less to do with chronological time than with 
the amount of detail the writer includes, and 
that’s a function of the amount of emphasis the 
writer wants to give to a particular incident.   

Identify several passages in Brody’s essay were 
he uses multiple paragraphs to retell a relatively 
brief encounter and where he uses only a 
paragraph or two to cover a long period of time.  
Why do you suppose Brody chose to tell his story 
in this manner? 
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PURPOSE AND AUDIENCE  

3. How do dialogue, lines from hymns, and 
details of other sounds (paragraphs 3-10) 
help re-create the increasing pressure 
Hughes feels?  What other details contribute 
to this sense of pressure?  
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________ 
 

METHOD AND STRUCTURE 

4. Where in his narrative does Hughes insert 
explanations, compress time by summarizing 
events, or jump ahead in time by omitting 
events?  Where does he expand time by 
drawing moments out?  How does each of 
these insertions and manipulations of time 
relate to Hughes’s main point?  
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________ 
 

5. In paragraph 1 Hughes uses several 
transitions to signal the sequence of events 
and the passage of time: “For weeks,” “Then 
just before,” “For days ahead,” “That night.”  
Where does he use similar signals in the rest 
of the essay? 
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________
_____________________________ 

THINKING CRITICALLY ABOUT THIS SELECTION 
MEANING 

1. What is the main point of Hughes’s 
narrative?  What change occurs in him as a 
result of his experience?  
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________ 
 

2. What finally makes Hughes decide to get up 
and be saved?  How does this decision affect 
him afterward? 
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
____________________________
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THINKING CRITICALLY ABOUT THIS SELECTION 
MEANING 

1. What lesson did Dillard learn from the 
experience of the chase?  Where is her point 
explicitly revealed?  
________________________________________

________________________________________

________________________________________

________________________________________

________________________________________

________________________________________ 

PURPOSE AND AUDIENCE 

2. In her fist paragraph, Dillard deliberately shifts 
from the first-person point of view (using me) to 
the second (using you).  What is the effect of 
this shift, and how does it contribute to Dillard’s 
purpose?  
________________________________________

________________________________________

________________________________________

________________________________________

________________________________________

________________________________________ 

METHOD AND STRUCTURE 

3. In this straightforward narrative, Dillard 
expands some events and summarizes others: 
for instance, she provides much more detail 
about the chase in paragraph 12 than in 
paragraphs 13 and 14.  Why might she first 
provide and then pull back from the detail in 
paragraph 12?  
________________________________________

________________________________________

________________________________________

________________________________________

________________________________________

4. How does the last sentence of paragraph 
2-“I got in trouble throwing snowballs, and 
have seldom been happier since”- serve to 
set up the story Dillard is out to tell?  
____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________
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SELECTING A TOPIC… Think of a specific 
incident in your life that you think is worth 
sharing; probe your own experiences for a 
situation such as an argument involving strong 
emotion, a humorous or embarrassing incident, a 
dramatic scene you witnessed, or a learning 
experience like a job. 
 

Write about something you care about so that 
narration is a means of communicating an 

HOW HAVE YOU CHANGED? 
FAMILY 

• What’s a time with a parent, grandparent, or other 
family member that I’ll never forget?  How did it 
change me? 

• What’s an incident that shows how my family and 
I are changing? 

• What’s something that happened to me in school 
or at home that I will always remember? 

• What’s a time that I made my family and friends 
proud? 

FRIENDS AND SCHOOL 

• What’s an incident that shows how my friends and 
I are changing? 

• What’s an incident that shows what I’m like in 
school and how I’m growing? 

• What’s something that happened to me at school 
or with my friends that I’ll always remember? 

• What’s an incident that changed how I think or 
feel about school? 

• What’s an incident that changed how m friends or 
my teachers think of me? 

• What’s a time I learned to do something I didn’t 
think I could do? 

EMOTIONS 

• What’s a moment that I was perfectly happy? 
• What’s a moment when it felt as if my heart were 

breaking? 
• What’s a time when I was very proud of myself? 
• What’s a time that was difficult to face but I did it? 
• What’s a time that was difficult to face, so I didn’t 

but I wish I had? 

MILESTONES 

• What is the most important event that has 
happened to me in my life so far?  Why was it so 
important? 

• What have I seen that I can never forget? 
• What’s a time when I learned to deal with a 

situation?  How did I learn it? 
• What’s a time when I learned something about 

life, others, or myself? 
• What’s a time that I decided to change something 

about my own behavior? 
• What’s a time when I felt myself grow up? 
• What’s a time when I felt my attitude change 

toward: School, Home, Family, Friends, or Myself. 

BRAINSTORM : List as many events in your 
life as possible.  Determine the best event to 
write about by deciding which event has a 
confl ict and can make a point. 

1. ______________________________________ 

2. ______________________________________ 

3. ______________________________________ 

4. ______________________________________ 

5. ______________________________________ 

6. ______________________________________ 

7. ______________________________________ 

8. ______________________________________ 

9. ______________________________________ 

10. ______________________________________ 
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The one event I  want to write 
about is 
 

 

The most important way that I  
changed during this event 
was 
 
 

 

The minor (events),  details,  
characters, or descriptions I  
need to show the change 
is/are 
 
 

 

How was I  before I  changed? 
 
 
 
 

 

What are some details I  need 
to include to show this? 
 
 
 

 

What happened to make me 
change?  (This wil l  be the 
event, the big story you’re 
tel l ing!!)  
 

 

What are some details I  need 
to include to show what 
happened to the reader? 
 

 

How did I  think/behave 
differently after the event? 
 
 

 

What are some details I  need 
to include to show how I 
changed? 
 

 

 

MY WRITING PLAN 
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ORGANIZING YOUR NARRATIVE  …  Since 
narratives are usually told in chronological  order, 
you can use a time line to organize your details.  
Below is the first part of an example time line.  At the 
top, the writer listed each key action, with the 
corresponding mood in parentheses.  Beneath the 
line, the writer listed details related to the action. 
EXPLORE YOUR SUBJECT BY LISTING ALL THE EVENTS 
IN SEQUENCE AS THEY HAPPENED.  (Who was 
involved?  What happened? When did it happen? 
Where did it happen?  Why did it happen?  How did it 
happen?)   

Decide which events should be developed in great 
detail because they are central to you point; which 
should be brief because the merely contribute 
background or tie the main events together; And 
which should be omitted altogether because they 
add nothing to your point and might clutter your 
narrative.   

ARRANGING YOUR EVENTS… The arrangement of 
events in the body of your essay depends on the 
actual order in which they occurred and the point you 
want to make.   
• A straight chronological sequence is usually the easiest to 

manage because it relates events in the order of their 
actual occurrence.  It is particularly useful for short 
narratives, for those in which the last event is the most 
dramatic, or for those in which the events preceding and 
following the climax contribute to the point being made. 

• The final event, such as a self-revelation, may come first 
and then examined in detail. 

• The entire story may be summarized first and then 
examined in detail. 

• Flashbacks (shifts backward rather than forward in time) 
may recall events whose significance would not have been 
apparent earlier.  Flashbacks are common in movies and 
fiction: a character in the midst of one scene mentally 
replays a different scene.  

Examples:  
• To narrate a trip during which one thing after 

another went wrong, you might find a strict 
chronological  order most effective.   

• To narrate an earthquake that began and ended 
in an instant, you might sort simultaneous events 
into groups-say, what happened to buildings, and 
what happened to people-or you might arrange a 
few people’s experiences in order of 
increasing drama.   

• To narrate your experience of city life, you might 
interweave events in the city with contrasting 
flashbacks to your life in a small town, or you 
might start by relating one especially bad 

EXAMPLE 
Pre-game 
(Anticipation) 

On the field 
(Excitement) 

Start of 
Game 
(Energy) 

Soft rain 
Teammates 
by me 
Jog out to a 
roar 

Harder rain 
Cheering fans 
Game plan 
yelled 

Kickoff 
Run 
toward 
offense 
Find my 
man 

LIST OF EVENTS IN SEQUENTIAL ORDER 

CHECK ONE BOX NEXT TO EACH EVENT LISTED BELOW. 

EVENT 1: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Develop  

 Brief   

 Omit 

EVENT 2: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Develop  

 Brief   

 Omit 

EVENT 3: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Develop  

 Brief   

 Omit 

EVENT 4: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Develop  

 Brief   

 Omit 

EVENT 5: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Develop  

 Brief   

 Omit 

EVENT 6: 
 
 
 
 

 Develop 

 Brief   

 Omit 
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TRANSITIONS…  are words or 
phrases that tie your details together in 
your writing so that they read smoothly. 

Whether you are relating events in strict 
chronological order or manipulating them 
for some effect, try to make their 
sequence in real time and the distance 
between them clear to readers.  Instead 
of signaling sequence with the 
monotonous and then… and then… and 
then or next…. next… next, use 
informative transitions that signal the 
order of events (afterward, earlier), the 
duration of events (for an hour, in that 
time), or the amount of time between 
events (the next morning, a week later). 

 

While    when    
in between the time    After    
during    in the meantime 
Just as    later             
the following day  Later on   
then    some time later  
Next    before    
by 4 o’clock   Quickly   
suddenly   in just a few short minutes 
The next day   that night   
almost as quickly  After that   
at dusk   hours went by 
At dawn   a day later   
when we arrived  Immediately    
an hour later   at first I saw 
Finally    never    
at the same time  As    
afterwards   in the late afternoon 
As soon as   meanwhile   
right away 

POINT OF VIEW…  is the vantage point from 
which the story is told.  In the first person point of view, 
the story is told by one of the characters: “I remember 
the summer I turned sixteen.”  In the third-person point 
of view, the story is told by someone outside the story: 
“The old man shuffled across the street.  He looked 
down at the ground as he walked.”  There are three 
types of third person points of view: 

o Omniscient point of view allows the narrator to 
share the thoughts and feelings of all the 
characters. 

o Limited point of view allows the narrator to 
share the thoughts and feelings of one central 
character. 

o Camera view (objective view) allows the 
storyteller to record the action from his or her 
own point of view, being unaware of any of the 
characters’ thoughts or feelings. 

 

• Pronouns indicate your place in the story: the first-
person I if you are a direct participant; the third-
person he, she, it, and they if you are an observer or 
reporter. 

 

• Verb tense indicates your relation in time to the 
sequence of events: present (is, run) or past (was, 
ran). 
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HOOKING YOUR READER…  Start your narrative right in the action.  Doing so will immediately get 
your reader’s attention. 

BEGIN BY DRAWING THE READER IN WITH ONE OF THE FOLLOWING: 
• Describing one of the more dramatic events in the sequence of your story 
• Setting the scene for your narrative by describing your surroundings 
• Summarize the events leading up to the main event. 

 

BELOW, PRACTICE WRITING YOUR INTRODUCTION USING THE ABOVE METHODS. 

Introduction 1:  

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Introduction 2:  

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

WHERE’S MY POINT?  The 
introduction may lead to a 
statement of your thesis so that 
readers know why you are 
bothering to tell them your story.  
Then again, to intensify the drama 
of your story you may decide to 
withhold your thesis sentence for 
the conclusion or omit it altogether.  
(Remember, though, that the thesis 
must be evident to readers even if 
it isn’t stated: THE NARRATIVE 
NEEDS A POINT) 
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KEEPING THE READER 
INTERESTED…  Let the reader feel as if the 
experience is unfolding right before him or her.  
You can do this by showing the reader the 
experience rather than telling him or her about 
it. 

Use Sensory details .  Sensory details 
allow your reader to see, hear, smell, taste, and 
touch the same things you did.  

Tell ing Showing 
We at a delicious 
Thanksgiving 
dinner. 

The skin of the turkey 
crackled as Uncle Bill 
carved it, and steam rose, 
curling out above mounds 
of sage dressing. 

 

Use specific action .  Describe exactly 
what happens.  Special details help the reader 
visualize the action. 

Tell ing Showing 
Our car went out 
of control and 
went into a ditch. 

Our car hit ice and 
fishtailed.  Dad wrenched 
the wheel toward the skid, 
but it was too late.  The 
sedan slid sideways, tipped, 
and rolled over into the 
ditch. 

 

Use dialogue .  Let the people in your 
narrative speak for themselves.  Use words that 
reveal their unique voices. 

Tell ing Showing 
My friends Jana 
and Ella couldn’t 
agree on what 
kind of pizza to 
order. 

“Anchovies?” Jana said.  
“You gotta be crazy.  Who 
eats anchovies?” 
 
“I do,” Ella replied.  “But I 
could also go for a ham and 
pineapple.” 
 
“Ham and pineapple!” 

 

BE AS SPECIFIC AS POSSIBLE .  Tell what the 
people in your narrative were wearing, what 
expressions their faces held, how they gestured, 
what they said.  Specify the time of day, and 
describe the weather and the surroundings 
(buildings, vegetation, etc.)  All these details may 
be familiar to you, but they won’t be to your 
readers. 

DIALOGUE  can add immediacy and realism as 
long as it advances the narrative and doesn’t 
ramble beyond its usefulness.  In reconstructing 
dialogue from memory, try to recall not only the 
actual words but also the sounds of speakers’ 
voices and the expressions on their faces- 
information that will help you represent each 
speaker distinctly. 
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ENDING YOUR NARRATIVE…  Let the ending of your essay be determined by the effect you 
want to leave with readers.  Consider the following: 

• Describe the last event in your sequence, or one you have saved for last, if it conveys your point 
and provides a strong finish. 

• Summarize the aftermath of the story if it contributes to the point. 
• End with a formal conclusion that states your point (your thesis) explicitly 
 
BELOW, PRACTICE ENDING YOUR CONCLUSION USING THE ABOVE METHODS. 

Conclusion 1:  

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Conclusion 2:  

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

STRATEGIES TO AVOID IN ALL KINDS OF WRITING… 
• Beginning with an unnecessary, overused phrase such as 

"in conclusion," "in summary," or "in closing." Although 
these phrases can work in speeches, they come across 
as wooden and trite in writing. 

• Stating the thesis for the very first time in the conclusion. 
• Introducing a new idea or subtopic in your conclusion. 
• Ending with a rephrased thesis statement without any 

substantive changes. 
• Making sentimental, emotional appeals that are out of 

character with the rest of an analytical paper. 
• Including evidence (quotations, statistics, etc.) that 

should be in the body of the paper. 
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IMPROVING YOUR WRITING…  Read over 
your first draft (silently and aloud) to check for its 
overall effectiveness.  Use the six traits of writing as 
a revising guide. 

• Ideas: Do I focus on a specific event or 
experience?  Do I use details and dialogue to 
show instead of tell?  Does my narrative make 
the reader want to know what happens next? 

• Organization: Do I hook the reader’s attention 
in the beginning?  Does my narrative flow 
smoothly as if I were sharing it with a friend?  
Do I include events in the order that they 
occurred?  Is there a satisfying resolution or 
ending? 

• Voice: Does my narrative have a tone that fits 
the topic?  Does my personality come through in 
my writing? 

• Word Choice: Do I use specific, concrete 
nouns to make a clear image?  Do I use active 
verbs to tell what happens?  Have I used words 
that have the right feeling (connotation)? 

• Sentence Fluency: Do I begin sentences in a 
variety of ways?  Do I use sentences of different 
lengths? 

• Is the point of your narrative clear, and 
does every event you relate contribute 
to it?  Whether or not you state your thesis, it 
should be obvious to readers.  They should be 
able to see why you have lingered over some 
events and compressed others, and they should 
not be distracted by insignificant events and 
details. 

• Is your organization clear?  Be sure that 
your readers will understand any shifts 
backward or forward in time. 

REVISING • Have you used transitions to help 
readers follow the sequence of 
events?  Transitions such as meanwhile 
or soon afterward serve a dual purpose: 
they keep the reader on track, and they link 
sentences and paragraphs so that they 
flow smoothly. 

• I f  you have used dialogue, is it  
purposeful and natural?  Be sure all 
quoted speeches move the action ahead.  
And read all dialogue aloud to check that it 
sounds like something someone would 
actually say. 

EDITING 

CHECKING FOR CONVENTIONS…  Once you 
have finished revising your narrative, make 
sure your work adheres to the rules of English. 

• Conventions: Have I checked for 
punctuations, mechanics, and grammar 
errors?   
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KENTUCKY CORE CONTENT 
PERSONAL EXPRESSIVE WRITING 

CONTENT:  PURPOSE AND AUDIENCE WR-HS-1.1.2 
• Students will communicate the significance of the writer’s life experience by narrating about life events, 

relationships or central ideas. 
• Students will apply the characteristics of the selected form (e.g., personal narrative, personal memoir, 

personal essay). 
• Students will sustain point of view. 
• Students will sustain a suitable tone or appropriate voice. 
CONTENT:  IDEA DEVELOPMENT/SUPPORT WR-HS-1.2.2 
• Students will communicate theme/main idea through use of literary elements appropriate to the genre: 

o Students will develop characters (fictional /non-fictional) through emotions, actions, reactions, 
descriptions, thoughts, or dialogue when appropriate. 

o Students will develop plot/story line appropriate to the form. 
• Students will develop an appropriate setting, mood, scene, image or feeling. 
• Students will incorporate literary or poetic devices (e.g., simile, metaphor, personification) for an 

intentional effect.  
• Students will incorporate reflection, insight and analysis when appropriate. 
STRUCTURE:  ORGANIZATION WR-HS-2.3.2 
• Students will engage the interest of the reader. 
• Students will communicate ideas and details in meaningful order.  
• Students will apply organizational devices (e.g., foreshadowing, flashback) when appropriate. 
• Students will apply a variety of transitions or transitional elements between ideas and details to guide 

the reader.  
• Students will apply effective paragraphing.  
• Students will arrange poetic stanzas in a way that enhances the meaning through the use of white 

space, line breaks and shape. 
• Students will create effective conclusions. 
STRUCTURE:  SENTENCE STRUCTURE/VARIETYWR-HS-2.4.2 
• Students will develop sentences of various structures and lengths for effect. 
• Students will maintain parallel structure. 
• Students will develop complete sentences or apply unconventional structures for an intentional effect 

when appropriate. 
• Students will arrange poetic language in a meaningful order. 
• Students will apply poetic line breaks effectively. 
CONVENTIONS:  LANGUAGE WR-HS-3.5.2 
• Students will adhere to standard guidelines for grammar and usage or apply nonstandard for an 

intentional effect. 
• Students will incorporate language based on economy, precision, richness or impact on the reader. 
• Students will develop ideas through descriptive or figurative language. 
CONVENTIONS:  CORRECTNESS WR-HS-3.6.0 
Students will communicate clearly by 
• Applying correct spelling  
• Applying correct punctuation 
• Applying correct capitalization 
• Incorporating acceptable departure from standard correctness to enhance meaning when appropriate 
••   Incorporating appropriate documentation of ideas and information from outside sources (e.g., citing 

authors or titles within the text, listing sources, documenting sources in text and/or on a Works Cited page)  


