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W-11 Personal Narratives

i\l;tr?glr\;eoss easreP:ltl:’orles, and we reat{l and tell them for many differ-
one Pupo Ser.mo :SHZZ r;-:-eaﬁigit(l)qjslrstt::l@retn bedtime stories. Preachers
: ries to teach lessons abo
‘l;,en}'iaev;c};z 1?traslrildpizti\irents tell how t}.lings used to be. College apl;tlir:aor:?;
s coout & ngitlo C((:)amnt moments in their lives. Writing students are
ences e tocor é)ose narratives to explore their personal expe-
onces. | hap : escrlbe.s.the key elements of personal narra-
provides tips for writing one.
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' Narrative

M

S WhiChl\iost narratives set up a situation that needs
, €eps your audience readi i i
© ing. You might w
ne‘o)Vult a challenge you've overcome, for example, such as IegarninrIte
anguage or dealing with some kind of discrimination i

Details can bring a narrati i
e rrative to life by givi
u : ' y giving read-
te}s(tvmd r;lental Images of the sights, sounds, smells gtastegs ai;id
. ‘ ' ) ) )

v urse;s oh the world in which your story takes place. The details
o ;vden DESCRIBING something can help readers picture places

» and events; DIALOGUE can help th ,

: ; em hear what is bej i
To give readers a pi dt e it
. picture of your childhood h i i
might describe the mouthwateri o the stres s
atering aromas from th
on your block and the sound ool s
ny s of a nearby pick-up b
Similarly, dialogue that 1 b fathacs s s £2me.
g ets readers hear your father’ i
after you forgot to lock i ¢ G undlerstand Eo B
your bike can help th

o . / P them understand how you
Wanizttthe t1n}e. Depending on your topic and your MEepium you nﬁa

0 provide some of the details in audio or visual forr;l d

. - Narratives usu-
ter}; toave a point; you need to make clear why the incident mat-
you or how it supports a larger argument. You may reveal its

Tips for Writing a Personal Narrative =~ W-11b

significance in various ways, but try not to state it outright, as if it
were a kind of moral of the story.

Narrative

W-11b Tips for Writing a Pe
In general, it’s a good idea to focus on a single
event that took place during a relatively brief period of time:

e an event that was interesting, humorous, or embarrassing
o something you found (or find) especially difficult or challenging
o the origins of an attitude or belief you hold

 a memory from your childhood that remains vivid

Make a list of possible topics, and choose one that will be interesting
to you and to others—and that you're willing to share.

Start by writing out what you remem-
ber about the setting and the people involved, perhaps BRAIN-
STORMING, LOOPING, OI QUESTIONING to help you generate ideas.

Describe the setting. List the places where your story unfolds. For
each place, write informally for a few minutes, DESCRIBING what you
remember seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, and feeling.

Think about the key people. Narratives include people whose actions
play an important role in the story. To develop your understand-
ing of the people in your narrative, you might begin by describing
them —their movements, their posture, their facial expressions. Try
writing several lines of DIALOGUE between two people in your narra-
tive, including distinctive words or phrases they used.

Write about what happened. At the heart of every good narrative is
the answer to the question “What happened?” The action may be as
dramatic as winning a championship or as subtle as a conversation
between friends; both contain movement or change that the narrative
dramatizes. Try narrating the action using active and specific VERBS
(pondered, shouted) to capture what happened.
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Consid?r the significance. You need to make cl

are writing about matters. How did it chan o
yo.u? What aspects of your life now can you t1rge )
might your life have been different if this eve?lcte

r otherwise affect
to that event? How
had not happened?

Don’t assume that
ppened. That’s one
o the end. You might

\t:e only way to tell your story is just as it ha
1ay——staur.tlng at the beginning and continuing t
also start in the middle—or even at the end

[Chronologically, from beginning to end]

Describe j r _
thesettingl .Tellabout

and what

Say how Say
the conflict something

was

Introduce

the story.

el | happened. about the
— |_res_olvi_| significance.,
[Beginning in the middie]
Start in the T = |
middle of the Fill in details: Make clear ‘ s |
ay something |

action; briefly setting, people, [~/ Ao =3
summarize specific actions. I ST l a'bouft oy
significance.

what happened. I resolved. |

J =

[Beginning at the end]

Start by telling how
the story ends; then
introduce the subject, ‘

Jump to the beginning,
telling what happens Conclude by saying
and describing the something about the
‘ setting and people. story’s significance. |
SEE W-1 i

for help analyzing your writing context. See W-4 for

videli . -
guidelines on drafting, revising, editing, and proofreading. To read

add tional ex tives go to dlgltal.VVVVIIOI ton.com
ampies of narrativ
/llttleseagul|4. '

why the event you
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W-11¢c Sample Per
MOHAMMED MASOOM SHAH
One Last Ride

A nominee for the Norton Writer’s Prize, this personal narrative was
written by Mohammed Masoom Shah while he was a student at St.
John's University.

College Point, Queens. They called it “Garbage Point.” | didn’'t agree
with that for a while because it was home, but when | turned six-
teen, | looked at College Point differently. Sure, it wasn't Compton
or Chicago, but as in any city, it was easy to slip up if you hung out
in the wrong places. | was still sixteen when a family member I'll
call “T* shot up heroin right in front of me. He was driving, and |
was unlucky enough to be in the passenger seat beside him; | was
in for a rough ride.

It was ten o’clock on a summer night. We were double-parked
on 14th Avenue, right by College Point Boulevard. T went across
the street to grab some “snacks” from Walgreens, leaving me alone
in the car. Just seconds after he left, | heard a blaring truck horn
behind me, the driver growing increasingly impatient by the sec-
ond. “Move the f—ing car!” he shouted. I still didn’t have my permit
at the time, so | just sat there listening to the cacophonous mix of
deafening horns and explicit language, wondering what was taking
T so long. Eventually, he came out holding a bag and exchanged
a few colorful words with the truck driver. Then we were on our
way home—or so | thought.

T pulled in to a quiet alleyway on 13th Avenue and pulled his
keys from the ignition. The hum of the engine was the only noise
within a mile radius, so when it stopped, all I could hear was the
eerie whistling of the wind. There was a broken pause between
the moment he shut off the car and the moment he reached for
what was in the bag. At this point, | knew there weren‘t any snacks
in there. His hands were trembling, and | tried reading his face,
searching for what was troubling him. He avoided making eye con-
tact, as if he was ashamed of what he was about to do, but it had
to be done regardless. He reached into the plastic bag and pulled
out a needle, a syringe, and a latex glove.

Sets up a

- situation to

be resolved.
What will
happen next?

Vivid detail
brings the
story to life:

.. the hum of

the engine,
the whistling
of the wind,
T's trembling
hands.




