
TEACHING STUDENTS TO WRITE A NARRATIVE
The Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts
Sections W.6.3, W.7.3, W.8.3, W.9-10.3 and W.11-12.3
Handouts accompanying this lesson plan:  



Witnessing a Plane Crash Narrative – Boring vs. Juiced Up;

Exercise in a Showing Rather Than Telling; and


Anecdotal Autobiography Assignment.
The word narrate comes from the Latin gnoscere, to know. A narration lets us know something.  It tells us what happened.  It tells us a story.

Our students love to hear narrations. They strain to hear the latest news among their friends about what happened over the weekend and they rush to see the latest films that promise a good story. Once they graduate, they’ll watch soap operas clustered around big screen televisions in dorm lounges of even the most prestigious universities. They are held by a good story in the same way that our ancestors, hundreds of years ago, gathered around a fire and listened to a tale woven from words.

As teachers we can use this interest to help students learn to write and, at the same time, meet most of the curriculum standards associated with writing skills. The key is student interest. When their heads are into it, young people can write far better than when they are simply doing an assignment. Narratives, perforce, put their heads into the task.  

A Preliminary Exercise: Pick an episode that is a story in itself from a movie that your students will enjoy. After showing the episode, ask the kids to describe what happened. Tell them to give details about the setting, the characters, the event, and the outcome. Tell them to pretend that their reader has never seen the episode. In completing this assignment, students will automatically write narratives. They will enjoy retelling the episode just as they enjoy telling a friend what happened last weekend.  From The Sandlot:  “Well, this boy climbs over a really tall fence to retrieve a baseball and there in the yard sits the biggest, meanest, dirtiest dog, saliva dripping from his mouth, crouching over the ball…” 

Suggestions for episodes from movies that are suitable for creating a narrative are:

Stand By Me – Chapters 16, 17 and 18 on the DVD.  The scene begins when Teddy stands guard and ends when dawn comes.

A Christmas Story --  Chapter 7 on the DVD (entitled Tongue Tied) to the end of the classroom scene when the teacher gives the theme assignment.

The Sandlot – Chapters 18, 19, 20 and 21 on the DVD which show the boys attempting to retrieve the ball that has gone over the fence.  These efforts can be narrated as one experience. 
The War of the Buttons – It starts approximately forty-four minutes into the film as the boys are in the HQ figuring out how to earn money.  It ends when Mary sprinkles buttons on the boys below her in the HQ.  The segment is about eight minutes altogether.

This exercise need not be graded. Have students share their work with another student.  Kids enjoy recalling scenes from films they like and they don’t easily grow bored.  Move around the room, listen to their conversations, and comment.  This is your formative assessment.

Direct Instruction on Elements and Rules of a Narrative:  Students need to know the following information.  It can be delivered by whatever means the teacher finds effective.   

The elements necessary for a narrative are:

· Characters: people or creatures about whom your reader will care;
· Setting: a place that is familiar, even in a fantasy;

· Action: something interesting that happens.
The three rules for writing a narrative are as follows:
Rule One:  Know your audience. In story telling, your listener or your reader is your foremost consideration. Your story would shift dramatically were you writing a narrative for an uptight English teacher who will give you a grade, for a group of young children in a summer camp setting, or for your classmates held captive by the bell schedule. Vary word choice, images and action in a manner appropriate for your audience. 
Rule Two:  Have a story in mind. This means you have a character in a setting with a problem and a resolution.  Sometimes narratives can be fragments of stories; glimpses of experience. Still these bits of life must compel your listener to listen. They inform and enlighten when they show a life being lived. The best of them leave your readers with something for themselves: a lesson, an idea, or an image. 

Rule Three: Describe. You must show rather than tell the story. Use words to create sensory images of the experience you are relating so that your reader can hear the scrape at the window, feel the hammer on the thumb, smell the locker room, taste the fried termites, see the just-born bird. Which has more impact: “Ralph is mean” or “Ralph likes to stomp little kittens to death with his size 14-D steel-toed boots?"  Details are everything.  They provoke the empathic reaction.

A Second Exercise:  This exercise will get students to show rather than tell a story. 

Exercise in “Showing Rather than Telling” When Writing a Narrative

Read the following narration about getting to school in the morning.

I got up at 6 a.m.

I got annoyed with the alarm and got hurt when I hit the clock too hard.

I got into the shower.

I got chilled because my sister had used up all of the hot water.

I got dressed.

I got into the kitchen after all the eggs and toast were gone.

I got myself a breakfast of cereal and juice.

I got a stain on my shirt.

I got a different shirt.

I got my stuff together and got it all in my backpack.

I got yelled at by my mother for lagging.. 

I got irritated by the way the morning was going.

I got in trouble for keeping my carpool waiting.

I got in the backseat of the car with two other people.

We got a ticket for speeding on the way to school.

We got to school late.

I got detention for being late.

I got behind in the assignment given in my first period class.

I got a bad grade on my assignment.

This is a narration no one wants to read. Rewrite it:
· Do not use got at all.

· Vary your sentence length and style.  

· Add copious amounts of detail. Show what happened in that car when the policeman flashed his lights in the rear window.  Let your reader hear the driver’s response.  What was said?  Dialogue always helps a story come alive. What did the mom or the sister say? The teacher? You might want to add an interior monologue; what does the narrator say to him or herself?  At what point in the story do we know the narrator’s gender?  At what point is the voice of the narrator important and when does it emerge and become a significant force in the story?  This brief tale is a first person narration.  Consider shifting your narrative to the third person and giving your character a name.  If you think that would improve the narrative, then write it in the third person.

Have students pair-share their rewrites with another member of the class.  Instruct them to listen to the other student’s narrative and comment on what they liked about it.  

More Formative Assessment:  Move around the room, listen to the conversations and comment. Look for improvement from the first exercise. This is an additional formative assessment.

Modeling a Personal Narrative:  Inform the class that personal narratives enable us to tell our stories and, in the process, teach a lesson both to ourselves and our readers. Before the students write their own personal narratives, the following two accounts of an event in the life of one individual should be read aloud in the classroom. 

Narrative Telling What Happened:

 When I was in the eighth grade, in 1957, an airplane crashed on the gym field of my school, Pacoima Junior High. This happened because of a mid-air collision between two airplanes. One plane went down in the hills; the other at my school. 

Eight people died. Five of the people were in the airplanes. Three were students. Around 75 students were injured. One boy lost his leg. Many were badly burned.  It was report card day and one injured boy said that he didn’t think he would be in trouble for his bad grades because his mother would be happy he had survived.

 I thought about the kids who did not survive and what their parents would feel. I decided I would never separate from people I cared about without some good words of goodbye. 
Here it is again, juiced:

Narrative Showing What Happened
One bright but chilly January morning in 1957, I ambled across the campus at Pacoima Junior High, killing time, stalling on my way back from the restroom to class. It was report card day and I, like most eighth graders, felt relieved that the fall semester had come to a close and something new would get under way; new teachers, new kids to meet, new assignments to ignore. My classroom was near the gym in a row of low-slung, drably painted buildings that were symptomatic of 1950’s public architecture. I rounded a corner, giving me a direct view of the gym field, where, since no one had to dress for P.E. classes that day, only a few people were out playing. I saw no girls on the field at all, just boys playing kick ball, soft ball and generally hanging out. 

Suddenly a high pitched scream, a whine of deep intensity came out of the sunny sky. I looked up, confused, and heard a blistering boom, an explosion so loud that the fence in front of the field began to wave, to undulate. I stopped.  The sky filled with dark smoke and bits of pink and green fragments of insulation one might find in walls or in packaging. I thought, “Oh, confetti!” The silence that followed lasted for a few timeless moments. Unreal. The moment was shattered by the passing bell and kids began to stream out of classes. Emergency bells began to sound and kids went back into classes for the drop-drill routine that made me wonder why the Russians would bomb an obscure junior high in the north of the San Fernando Valley. 

Next, an all-clear bell rang. Then things changed quickly. Injured kids came off the field, dazed, hurt and seeking help. Mothers who lived nearby raced between the buildings and across the quad, shouting and crying in a crazed effort to find their kids. Small airplanes buzzed overhead. Cops flooded the campus. Fire trucks and ambulances circled the school seeking close entry to the destruction on the field. I recall being herded into the school library, relieved to find a space where an orderly mood prevailed even as parents met up with their children and students waited for instructions about what to do. One boy came in with oil and blood splattered on his clothing. He seemed unhurt. He smiled and said, “Well, I won’t get any punishment for this report card. My mom will be so happy I’m alive.” 

Eight people died that day. Three of them were students. Another seventy or so kids were injured. One kid on the field survived because a P.E. teacher grabbed a towel from the gym shower room and staunched the blood pouring out from his severed leg. Two boys died on the field; one died two days later in the hospital.  I sat at a table in the library and remembered having breakfast with my family that morning. Did any of those dead kids have hard words with their families that morning?  Did any parent fail to kiss a kid goodbye?  I vowed, in that library on January 26, 1957, that I would never leave a loved one with words that, were they my last words, I would forever regret.

For a copy of the two examples set out above, see Witnessing a Plane Crash Narrative – Boring vs. Juiced Up.

Assignment on Writing a Personal Narrative:  After the reading of the plane crash narrative, instruct students to think about a personal experience of their own that matters to them.  It doesn’t need to be especially dramatic or important; it simply needs to be significant.  The readers will want to get something for themselves from the writing and for this reason students should think about a story that will be valuable to readers. Length is not an issue. Students should just write.  This assignment should be checked to ensure that the language shows rather than tells.  It should be returned to the student for rewriting if necessary.
Anecdotal Biography Assignment:  Often students are asked to write autobiographies. The following assignment taps into that standard and allows them to exercise their narrative writing skills on their own. 
Anecdotal Biography Assignment

When you compile scenes from your life, you have the makings of an anecdotal autobiography, infinitely more interesting than the standard biography which lays out facts and gives names, dates and generalities about specific events. “And then we ran to get the airplane” doesn’t come close to bringing out the significance of the moment.  “Running to catch the airplane to Vegas, still holding the tuna sandwich we were sharing in the airport lounge, we laughed as we…” is better. The truth comes out in the details. Insight and discovery will be the by-products of writing life stories. 


Parameters of an Anecdotal Autobiography

· Select at least ten scenes ranging from your earliest memories, even a fragment, to something worth remembering that occurred this year.

· Be sure to choose stories that matter, events from which you learned a lesson or that somehow helped shape the person you have become. Give each a title.

· Organize these narratives chronologically.

· Project ten years into the future and create a narrative showing where you are, who is with you, what you are doing.

· Write a letter to your parents, saying whatever you want.

· Have your parents, or any significant other, write a letter to you.

· Create a cover page with an image that symbolically says something about you.  This may be a photograph, a picture you have drawn or cut from a magazine.

· Compose a table of contents that tells the title and approximate year of each scene.

· Write a one-paragraph conclusion that will serve as the last page and carry your thoughts about your life as seen in the narratives.

· Present the whole of your work in a report folder. After it has been graded and returned to you, keep it. Let your children read it one day when you are in a good mood.

Remember: Narration must show rather than tell the story. Description and careful choice of sensory details, makes the narrative come alive.

When grading this assignment, be careful not to evaluate or judge the students’ experiences. Simply measure the degree to which the writing shows rather than tells the story.  Apply your usual rubric for written assignments and apply the appropriate.
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