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Narrative Essay

Telling a Story or Retelling an Event

Timeframe for Completion:  4-6 weeks
Definition: 

A narrative essay is designed to tell a story or retell an event.  Typically, the story or event is true and often reveals some change or growth in the writer.  Humor is not unusual in narrative essays as a writer shares some foolish behavior that led to growth.  Overcoming fear is another common theme.  

The goal of a narrative essay is for the writer to provide enough detail and information for the reader to be able to “participate” in the story, feeling as if he was actually there.  This requires writing that “shows” but doesn’t “tell”.  For more information about teaching this concept to your student, see Appendix E.

Usually, this essay style is not overly challenging because a student is writing about himself, which does not typically require research.   However, common pitfalls with this essay style include getting off track easily and not including enough details for the reader. It is essential that the student keep the thesis statement in mind throughout the entire process to avoid these errors.
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1. Relax!  This form of writing is not formal and should be enjoyable to write and read.

2. Include anecdotes and if possible, dialogue.  Both of these ingredients make your essay more believable and interesting.

3. Be sure that your essay has a point and that the point is included in the thesis statement.

4. Make your story your own by focusing on using your personal writing style.  Don’t try to imitate how another person writes with this essay type.  It needs to seem personal.

5. Avoid clichés.  When describing a person or situation, use common place ideas, but not overused jargon.
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· This essay should be 5-8 paragraphs long.

· It does not always require research or documentation.

· Typically, narrative essays are written in the first person.  However, it is possible to also write it in the third person with certain topics.

· Sequence is an important aspect of a narrative essay.  If the reader can not follow the sequential order of the events, the meaning will not be clear.
Objectives

Writing:

1. The writing style is smooth and sounds as if the writer is recreating a story for the reader.

Technical:

1. All standard technical rules are followed. See Appendix C, the editing checklist, for technical details.

2. The essay is within the paragraph guidelines.

3. The essay is completed within the agreed upon time frame.

4. All computer technical rules are followed. See page 7 of Teacher’s Notes. 

Format Related:

1. The writer uses dialogue.

2. The essay is written in 1st or 3rd person.

3. The sequence of events is logical, makes sense and includes an obvious beginning, middle and end.

[image: image3.wmf]Writing Warm-up (optional) Have you ever had something funny happen to you or watched it happen to someone else? Briefly describe in 2-3 paragraphs a humorous event that happened to you or that you observed. If it’s difficult to get started, orally tell the event to a family member or friend and then write it down.
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1.  Understand the essay type. Be sure to read the definition for the narrative essay as well as the objectives so that you have a clear understanding of this essay type. Also read one or both of the sample narrative essays provided in the Appendix.  Go over the rubric (see Appendix D) for this paper with your teacher and be sure that you completely understand the expectations.

2.  Brainstorm topics – your goal is to brainstorm at least eight possible topics. Feel free to do more!  Topic ideas can come from childhood or family life, experiences with friends, summer camp, youth mission trips, and more. Try to select a variety of events. Choose topics that evoke different emotions such as humor, sadness, faith, fear, or peace. The story can only be a maximum of eight paragraphs so select a topic that revolves around a single event or short time period. 

3. Narrow down your topics. Out of the eight topics that you brainstormed, select the four that you think are the most interesting. Again, try to select topics that evoke different emotions. Don’t choose four humorous topics or four sad topics. Once you have these topics, write each on top of a piece of paper. On each sheet of paper, write as many details as possible about the topic. Remember that these are notes and don’t need to be in complete sentences.  Note the location, people involved, problem or situation that is the center of the story, and any other pertinent details. Try to get down at least a half of a page of notes for each topic.

4. Evaluate your notes and select one topic. Determine which topic appeals to you most based on your interest, the length of your notes and your ability to keep it within the paragraph limitations.  Also, make sure that you remember the event well enough to tell the story thoroughly and with the important details.

5. Take notes on your topic. If it’s an event that friends or family members participated in, you might want to interview them to see if there are details you’ve forgotten. If it’s a story that has been handed down by family members, and you weren’t actually in attendance, you’ll have to interview others to get the story details. Notes do not have to be in complete sentences but they should be detailed enough so you don’t have difficulty understanding them later, particularly if you’re interviewing other people. As you take notes, consider the following:

· The sequence of the events that you will include.
· Background information that the reader will need to understand the story.
· The point of view in which you will be writing.
· The point or purpose of your paper. This will become your thesis statement later.
· The tone of your paper. Your writing may be very formal or informal, serious or lighthearted, ironic or sincere, etc. Use of vocabulary, sentence structure, and dialogue each affect the tone of your writing.
· The more notes you create, the easier your essay will be to write! 
6. Write your thesis statement. A thesis statement is a single sentence that expresses the main idea of your paper. It is the driving force behind your essay, so it should be clear and concise. With a narrative essay, the thesis statement usually expresses the point of the story that you’re narrating. If you have difficulty writing a thesis statement, ask yourself these questions: What did I learn?  How did I grow?  Why was that so important to me? Why did I remember that?  How did that influence me?

7.  Outline your essay.  There are two common types of outlines used in essay writing:  traditional and web. If you are unfamiliar with creating an outline, see Appendix B for instructions and examples. Your outline should include the introduction and conclusion as well as the main points of your essay.  With a narrative essay, the sequencing of events can be helpful in outlining. Think of your outline as the skeleton of your paper. It’s a tool that you’re creating to help you write the actual essay. 

8. Write your introduction. This paragraph is particularly important in every essay because it’s the first contact that the reader will have with you. As a writer, it is important to begin with something that makes your reader desire to continue reading!  Points to consider as you write your narrative essay introduction include:

· Include your thesis statement in your introduction.

· Use your introductory paragraph to set the scene for your narrative story.

· Consider using an interesting quote or point from your story to grab your reader’s attention.

· Don’t reveal too much of your story; save some suspense for later in the essay.

9. Write the body of your paper. This step should be broken up over 2-3 days depending on the length of your paper. As you connect the introductory paragraph to the first paragraph of the body, be sure to use a transition sentence. The transition sentence can be at the end of the introductory paragraph or at the beginning of the first paragraph of the body. It’s essential that you follow your outline to keep your essay in order. If you find that you’ve left something out of your outline or that it’s not working in the order that you have it, redo the outline before continuing. It’s best to work on writing two well developed paragraphs each day until the body is complete.

10. Write the conclusion of your paper. The last paragraph of your paper is just as essential as the introduction.  It is also the one part of the essay that is often most neglected by students, so be careful. Since the thesis statement is the main idea, it is an important point at which to leave the reader.  Usually, this paragraph also has the thesis statement, but it’s phrased differently than in the introduction.  For example, the following thesis statement might appear in the introductory paragraph:

        Two weeks at a Christian summer camp completely changed my life.

That same thesis statement in the conclusion might be restated in the following way:

Clearly summer camp impacted my life in a serious way.

Another role of the concluding paragraph is to reiterate the most important points from the paper, thus supporting the thesis again.  With a narrative essay, it’s fine to just let the conclusion include the story ending, but don’t overlook reiterating the thesis idea. No matter which essay you are writing, you want the essay to end with strong, confident writing, leaving the reader with a very clear understanding of your point.
11. Edit your first draft. Pull out your handy self-editing checklist to complete today’s assignment.  You can find the editing checklist in Appendix C.  There’s the right way to edit and the wrong way!  The wrong way includes trying to edit while others are making noise or putting yourself in a location where there is a television or music playing, briefly reading your paper to yourself and counting it done, or relying on your computer to find your errors.  The right way to edit includes the following steps:

· Read your paper aloud once to find the obvious errors:  spelling, missing words, and incorrect or missing punctuation.  Some students can leave their essays on the computer and find errors.  Others need to print out their essays in order to locate errors.  Try both ways and see which works best for you.

· Put your paper away for an hour or so and then read it aloud again.  This time focus on how strong your writing seems.  Are your points clear?  Do you assume that the reader knows information that isn’t obvious?  Do you think the reader can create a picture in his head from reading your writing?

· Next, utilize your editing checklist and cover each of the details as noted on the list.  

· If possible, read it aloud to a friend or family member (other than the person who will be grading it) to get advice on clarifying points and description.

Self-editing is typically the weakest area for high school students.  Do not think of your teacher as being your editor...you are your own editor and ultimately responsible for the finished product.  As this is the first draft, you will most likely need to make some improvements, but be pro-active in locating and correcting as many problems as possible yourself.  Once you have completed self-editing, turn in your paper to be evaluated.

Evaluation Tips for the First Draft of the Narrative Essay:
The First Reading
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