Writing a Literacy Narrative

Narratives are stories, and we read and tell them for many different pur-
poses. Parents read their children bedtime stories as an evening ritual.
Preachers base their Sunday sermons on Bible stories to teach the impor-
tance of religious faith. Grandparents tell how things used to be (some-
times the same stories year after year). Schoolchildren tell teachers that
their dog ate their homework. College applicants write about significant
moments in their lives. Writing students are often called upon to com-
pose literacy narratives to explore how they learned to read or write. This
chapter provides detailed guidelines for writing a literacy narrative. We'll
begin with three good examples.

Readings

RICK BRAGG
All Over But the Shoutin’

This narrative is from All Over But the Shoutin,” a 1997 autobiography by
Rick Bragg, a former reporter for the New York Times and author of I Am a
Soldier, Too: The Jessica Lynch Story (2003). Bragg grew up in Alabama,
and in this narrative he recalls when, as a teenager, he paid a final visit to his
dying father.
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He was living in a little house in Jacksonville, Alabama, a college and mill
town that was the closest urban center—with its stoplights and a high
school and two supermarkets—to the country roads we roamed in our
raggedy cars. He lived in the mill village, in one of those houses the mills
subsidized for their workers, back when companies still did things like
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that. It was not much of a place, but better than anything we had ever
lived in as a family. | knocked and a voice like an old woman'’s, punctu-
ated with a cough that sounded like it came from deep in the guts, told
me to come on in, it ain’t locked. It was dark inside, but light enough to
see what looked like a bundle of quilts on the corner of a sofa. Deep
inside them was a ghost of a man, his hair and beard long and going
dirty gray, his face pale and cut with deep grooves. | knew | was in the
right house because my daddy’s only real possessions, a velvet-covered
board pinned with medals, sat inside a glass cabinet on a table. But this
couldn’t be him.

He coughed again, spit into a can and struggled to his feet, but
stopped somewhere short of standing straight up, as if a stoop was all
he could manage. “Hey, Cotton Top,” he said, and then | knew. My
daddy, who was supposed to be a still-young man, looked like the walk-
ing dead, not just old but damaged, poisoned, used up, crumpled up
and thrown in a corner to die. | thought that the man | would see
would be the trim, swaggering, high-toned little rooster of a man who
stared back at me from the pages of my mother's photo album, the
young soldier clowning around in Korea, the arrow-straight, good-
looking boy who posed beside my mother back before the fields and
mophandle and the rest of it took her looks. The man | remembered
had always dressed nice even when there was no cornmeal left, whose
black hair always shone with oil, whose chin, even when it wobbled
from the beer, was always angled up, high.

| thought he would greet me with that strong voice that sounded
so fine when he laughed and so evil when, slurred by a quart of corn
likker, he whirled through the house and cried and shrieked, tormented
by things we could not see or even imagine. | thought he would be the
man and monster of my childhood. But that man was as dead as a man
could be, and this was what remained, like when a snake sheds its skin
and leaves a dry and brittle husk of itself hanging in the Johnson grass.

“It's all over but the shoutin’ now, ain‘t it, boy,” he said, and when
he let the quilt slide from his shoulders | saw how he had wasted away,
how the bones seemed to poke out of his clothes, and | could see how
it killed his pride to look this way, unclean, and he looked away from
me for a moment, ashamed.

He made a halfhearted try to shake my hand but had a coughing
fit again that lasted a minute, coughing up his life, his lungs, and after
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that | did not want to touch him. | stared at the tops of my sneakers,
ashamed to look at his face. He had a dark streak in his beard below
his lip, and | wondered why, because he had never liked snuff. Now |
know it was blood.

| remember much of what he had to say that day. When you don‘t
see someone for eight, nine years, when you see that person’s life red
on their lips and know that you will never see them beyond this day,
you listen close, even if what you want most of all is to run away.

“Your momma, she alright?” he said.

| said | reckon so.

“The other boys? They alright?”

1 said | reckon so.

Then he was quiet for a minute, as if trying to find the words to
a question to which he did not really want an answer.

“They ain't never come to see me. How come?”

| remember thinking, fool, why do you think? But I just choked
down my words, and in doing so | gave up the only real chance | would
ever have to accuse him, to attack him with the facts of his own sorry
nature and the price it had cost us all. The opportunity hung perfectly
still in the air in front of my face and fists, and | held my temper and
let it float on by. I could have no more challenged him, berated him,
hurt him, than | could have kicked some three-legged dog. Life had
kicked his ass pretty good.

“How come?”

| just shrugged.

For the next few hours— unless | was mistaken, having never had
one before—he tried to be my father. Between coughing and long
pauses when he fought for air to generate his words, he asked me if
| liked school, if I had ever gotten any better at math, the one thing
that just flat evaded me. He asked me if | ever got even with the boy
who blacked my eye ten years ago, and nodded his head, approvingly,
as | described how | followed him into the boys’ bathroom and knocked
his dick string up to his watch pocket, and would have dunked his head
in the urinal if the aging principal, Mr. Hand, had not had to pee and
caught me dragging him across the concrete floor.

He asked me about basketball-and baseball, said he had heard |
had a good game against Cedar Springs, and | said pretty good, but it
was two years ago, anyway. He asked if | had a girlfriend and | said,
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“One,” and he said, “Just one?” For the slimmest of seconds he almost
grinned and the young, swaggering man peeked through, but disap-
peared again in the disease that cloaked him. He talked and talked
and never said a word, at least not the words | wanted.

He never said he was sorry.

He never said he wished things had turned out different.

He never acted like he did anything wrong. 20

Part of it, | know, was culture. Men did not talk about their feel-
ings in his hard world. | did not expect, even for a second, that he
would bare his soul. All | wanted was a simple acknowledgment that
he was wrong, or at least too drunk to notice that he left his pretty
wife and sons alone again and again, with no food, no money, no way
to get any, short of begging, because when she tried to find work he
yelled, screamed, refused. No, | didn‘t expect much.

After a while he motioned for me to follow him into a back room
where he had my present, and | planned to take it and run. He handed
me a long, thin box, and inside was a brand-new, well-oiled Reming-
ton .22 rifle. He said he had bought it some time back, just kept for-
getting to give it to me. It was a fine gun, and for a moment we were
just like anybody else in the culture of that place, where a father's gift
of a gun to his son is a rite. He said, with absolute seriousness, not to
shoot my brothers.

I thanked him and made to leave, but he stopped me with a hand
on my arm and said wait, that ain't all, that he had some other things
for me. He motioned to three big cardboard egg cartons stacked
against one wall.

Inside was the only treasure I truly have ever known.

I had grown up in a house in which there were only two books, the 25
King James Bible and the spring seed catalog. But here, in these boxes,
were dozens of hardback copies of everything from Mark Twain to Sir
Arthur Conan Doyle. There was a water-damaged Faulkner, and the nearly
complete set of Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan. There was poetry and
trash, Zane Grey's Riders of the Purple Sage, and a paperback with two
naked women on the cover. There was a tiny, old copy of Arabian Nights,
threadbare Hardy Boys, and one Hemingway. He had bought most of
them at a yard sale, by the box or pound, and some at a flea market. He
did not even know what he was giving me, did not recognize most of
the writers. “Your momma said yous still liked to read,” he said.
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There was Shakespeare. My father did not know who he was,
exactly, but he had heard the name. He wanted them because they
were pretty, because they were wrapped in fake leather, because they
looked like rich folks’ books. | do not love Shakespeare, but I still have
those books. | would not trade them for a gold monkey.

“They's maybe some dirty books in there, by mistake, but | know
you ain‘t interested in them, so just throw ‘em away,” he said. “Or at
least, throw ‘em away before your momma sees ‘em.” And then | swear
to God he winked.

1 guess my heart should have broken then, and maybe it did, a lit-
tle. | guess | should have done something, anything, besides mumble
“Thank you, Daddy.” | guess that would have been fine, would not
have betrayed in some way my mother, my brothers, myself. But |
just stood there, trapped somewhere between my long-standing, com-
fortable hatred, and what might have been forgiveness. | am trapped
there still.

Bragg’s narrative illustrates all the features that make a narrative good: how
the son and father react to each other creates the kind of suspense that keeps
us reading; vivid details and rich dialogue bring the scene to life. His later reflec-
tions make the significance of that final meeting very clear —and the carton of
books reveals the story’s complex connection to Bragg'’s literacy.

RICHARD BULLOCK
How I Learned about the Power of Writing

I wrote this literacy narrative, about my own experience learning to read, as a
model for my students in a first-year writing course.

When | was little, my grandmother and grandfather lived with us in a
big house on a busy street in Willoughby, Ohio. My grandmother spent
a lot of time reading to me. She mostly read the standards, like The
Little Engine That Could, over and over and over again. She also let me
help her plant African violets (I stood on a chair in her kitchen, care-




fully placing fuzzy violet leaves into small pots of soil) and taught me

to tell time (again in her kitchen, where | watched the minute hand

move slowly around the dial and tried in vain to see the hour hand
move). All that attention and time spent studying the pages as

Grandma read them again and again led me to start reading when |

was around three years old.

My family was blue-collar, working-class, and—my grandmother
excepted —not very interested in books or reading. But my parents
took pride in my achievement and told stories about my precocious lit-

e ‘ eracy, such as the time at a restaurant when the waitress bent over as

L 1 sat in my booster chair and asked, “What would you like, little boy?”
: I'm told | gave her a withering look and said, “I'd like to see a menu.”
There was a more serious aspect to reading so young, however.

At that time the murder trial of Dr. Sam Sheppard, a physician whose

wife had been bludgeoned to death in their house, was the focus of

2 lurid coverage in the Cleveland newspapers. Daily news stories
g " recounted the grisly details of both the murder and the trial testimony,
( in which Sheppard maintained his innocence. (The story would serve
— as the inspiration for both The Fugitive TV series and the Harrison Ford

; movie of the same name.) Apparently | would get up early in the morn-
ing, climb over the side of my crib, go downstairs and fetch the paper,
take it back upstairs to my crib, and be found reading about the trial
when my parents got up. They learned that they had to beat me to
the paper in the morning and remove the offending sections before

i my youthful eyes could see them.

< The story of the Sheppard murder had a profound effect on me:
i it demonstrated the power of writing, for if my parents were so con-
cerned that | not see certain things in print, those things must have
had great importance. At the same time, adults’ amazement that |
could read was itself an inducement to continue: like any three-year-
old, | liked attention, and if reading menus and the Plain Dealer would
do it, well then, I'd keep reading.

3 As 1 got older, | also came to realize the great gift my grandmother s
had given me. While part of her motivation for spending so much time
with me was undoubtedly to keep me entertained in a house isolated
from other children at a time when | was too young for nursery school,
another part of her motivation was a desire to shape me in a certain
way. As the middle child in a large family in.rural West Virginia, my
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grandmother had received a formal education only through the eighth
grade, after which she had come alone to Cleveland to make a life for
herself, working as a seamstress while reading the ancient Greeks and
Etruscans on her own. She had had hopes that her daughter (my
mother) would continue her education as she herself hadn’t been able
to, but Mom chose instead to marry Dad shortly after graduating from
high school, and Dad hadn’t even gotten that far—he had dropped
out of school three days before graduation. So Grandma decided that
| was going to be different, and she took over much of my preschool
life to promote the love of learning that she herself had always had.
It worked, and at ninety she got to see me graduate from college, the
first in our family to do so.

In my literacy narrative, the disconnect between my age and my ability to read
provides a frame for several anecdotes. The narrative’s significance comes
through in the final paragraph, in which I explore the effects of my grand-
mother’s motivation for teaching me.

SHANNON NICHOLS
“Proficiency”

In the following literacy narrative, Shannon Nichols, a student at Wright State
University, describes her experience taking the standardized writing proficiency
test that high school students in Ohio must pass to graduate. She wrote this
essay for a college writing course, where her audience included her classmates
and instructor.

The first time | took the ninth-grade proficiency test was in March of
eighth grade. The test ultimately determines whether students may
receive a high school diploma. After months of preparation and anxi-
ety, the pressure was on. Throughout my elementary and middie school
years, | was a strong student, always on the honor roll. | never had a
GPA below 3.0. I was smart, and | knew it. That is, until | got the results
of the proficiency test.
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Although the test was challenging, covering reading, writing,
math, and citizenship, | was sure | had passed every part. To my sur-
prise, 1 did pass every part — except writing. “Writing! Yeah right! How
did | manage to fail writing, and by half a point, no less?” | thought
to myself in disbelief. Seeing my test results brought tears to my eyes.
| honestly could not believe it. To make matters worse, most of my
classmates, including some who were barely passing eighth-grade Eng-
lish, passed that part. '

Until that time, | loved writing just as much as | loved math. It was
one of my strengths. | was good at it, and | enjoyed it. If anything, |
thought | might fail citizenship. How could | have screwed up writing?
| surely spelled every word correctly, used good grammar, and even
used big words in the proper context. How could | have failed?

Finally | got over it and decided it was no big deal. Surely | would
pass the next time. In my honors English class | worked diligently, pass-
ing with an A. By October I'd be ready to conquer that writing test.
Well, guess what? | failed the test again, again with only 4.5 of the 5
points needed to pass. That time | did cry, and even went to my Eng-
lish teacher, Mrs. Brown, and asked, “How can | get A’s in all my Eng-
lish classes but fail the writing part of the proficiency test twice?” She
couldn’t answer my question. Even my friends and classmates were con-
fused. | felt like a failure. | had disappointed my family and seriously
let myself down. Worst of all, I still couldn’t figure out what | was doing
wrong.

| decided to quit trying so hard. Apparently —1 told myself —the
people grading the tests didn’t have the slightest clue about what con-
stituted good writing. | continued to excel in class and passed the test
on the third try. But | never again felt the same love of reading and
writing.

This experience showed me just how differently my writing could
be judged by various readers. Obviously all my English teachers and
many others enjoyed or at least appreciated my writing. A poem | wrote
was put on television once. | must have been a pretty good writer.
Unfortunately the graders of the ninth-grade proficiency test didn‘t
feel the same, and when students. fail the test, the state of Ohio
doesn’t offer any explanation. )

After | failed the test the first time, | began to hate writing, and
| started to doubt myself. | doubted my ability and the ideas | wrote
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about. Failing the second time made things worse, so perhaps to pro-
tect myself from my doubts, | stopped taking English seriously. Perhaps
because of that lack of seriousness, | earned a 2 on the Advanced Place-
ment English Exam, barely passed the twelfth-grade proficiency test,
and was placed in developmental writing in college. | wish | knew why
| failed that test, because then | might have written what was expected
on the second try, maintained my enthusiasm for writing, and contin-
ued to do well.

Nichols’s narrative focuses on her emotional reaction to failing a test that she
should have passed easily. The contrast between her demonstrated writing abil-
ity and her repeated failures creates a tension that captures readers’ attention.
We want to know what will happen to her.

Key Features / Literacy Narratives

A well-told story. As with most narratives, those about literacy often
set up some sort of situation that needs to be resolved. That need for res-
olution makes readers want to keep reading. We want to know whether
Nichols ultimately will pass the proficiency test. Some literacy narratives
simply explore the role that reading or writing played at some time in
someone’s life—assuming, perhaps, that learning to read or write is a
challenge to be met.

Vivid detail. Details can bring a narrative to life for readers by giving
them vivid mental images of the sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and tex-
tures of the world in which your story takes place. The details you use
when describing something can help readers picture places, people, and
events; dialogue can help them hear what is being said. We get a picture
of the only treasure Bragg has ever known through the details he provides:
“a water-damaged Faulkner,” “a paperback with two naked women on the
cover,” books “wrapped in fake leather.” Similarly, we hear a three-year-
old’s exasperation through his own words: “I'd like to see a menu.” Dia-
logue can help bring a narrative to life.
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Some indication of the narrative’s significance. _By definition, a liter-
acy narrative tells something the writer remembers about learning to read
or write. In addition, the writer needs to make clear why the incident mat-
ters to him or her. You may reveal its significance in various ways. Nichols
does it when she says she no longer loves to read or write. Bragg is more
direct when he tells us he would not trade the books for a gold monkey.
The trick is to avoid tacking onto the end a statement about your narra-
tive’s significance as if it were a kind of moral of the story. Bragg’s nar-
rative would have far less power if he’d said, “Thus did my father teach
me to value books of all kinds.”

A GUIDE TO WRITING A LITERACY NARRATIVE
Choosing a Topic

In general, it’s a good idea to focus on a single event that took place dur-
ing a relatively brief period of time. For example:
e any early memory about writing or reading that you recall vividly
e someone who taught you to read or write
e abook or other text that has been significant for you in some way
e an event at school that was interesting, humorous, or embarrassing
¢ a writing or reading task that you found (or still find) difficult or chal-
lenging

¢ a memento that represents an important moment in your literacy
development (perhaps the start of aij 3.

¢ the origins of your current attitudes about wntmg or reading

¢ perhaps more recent challenges: learning to write instant messages,
learning to write email appropriately, learning to construct a Web page

Make a list of possible topics, and then choose one that you think will
be interesting to you and to others—and that you're willing to share with
others. If several seem promising, try them out on a friend or classmate.
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Or just choose one and see where it leads; you can switch to another
if need be. If you have trouble coming up with a topic, try} 7

e

; or§

Considering the Rhetorical Situation

B PURPOSE

E AUDIENCE

B STANCE

E MEDIA /DESIGN

Why do you want to tell this story? To share a mem-
ory with others? To fulfill an assignment? To teach a
lesson? To explore your past learning? Think about the
reasons for your choice and how they will shape what
you write.

Are your readers likely to have had similar experiences?
Would they tell similar stories? How much explaining
will you have to do to help them understand your nar-
rative? Can you assume that they will share your atti-
tudes toward your story, or will you have to work at
making them see your perspective? How much about
your life are you willing to share with this audience?

What attitude do you want to project? Affectionate?
Neutral? Critical? Do you wish to be sincere? serious?
humorously detached? self-critical? self-effacing? some-
thing else? How do you want your readers to see you?

Will your narrative be in print? presented orally? on a
Web site? Will photos or other illustrations help you
present your subject? Is there a typeface that conveys
the right tone?

Generating Ideas and Text

Good literacy narratives share certain elements that make them interest-
ing and compelling for readers. Remember that your goals are to tell the
story as clearly and vividly as you can and to convey the meaning the inci-
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dent has for you today. Start by writing out what you remember about the
setting and those involved erha s trying out some of the methods in the
chapter o {You may also want to
a teacher or parent who figures in your narrative.

Describe the setting. Where does your narrative take place? List the
places where your story unfolds. For each place, write informally for a few
what you remember:

¢ What do you see? If you're inside, what color are the walls? What'’s hang-
ing on them? What can you see out any windows? What else do you
see? Books? Lined paper? Red ink? Are there people? Places to sit?

¢ What do you hear? A radiator hissing? Air conditioners? Leaves
rustling? The wind howling? Rain? Someone reading aloud? Shouts?
Cheers? Children playing? Music? The zing of an instant message
arriving?

¢ What do you smell? Sweat? White paste? Perfume? Incense? Food
cooking?

¢ How and what do you feel? Nervous? Happy? Cold? Hot? A scratchy
wool sweater? Tight shoes? Rough wood on a bench?

¢  What do you taste? Gum? Mints? Graham crackers? Juice? Coffee?

Think about the key people. Narratives include people whose actions
play an important role in the story. In your literacy narrative, you are prob-
ably one of those people. A good way to develop your understandmg of
the people in your narrative is to write about them:

e Describe each person in a paragraph or so. What do the people look like?
How do they dress? How do they speak? Quickly? Slowly? With an
accent? Do they speak clearly, or do they mumble? Do they use any
distinctive words or phrases? You might begin by : their
movements, their posture, their bearing, their facial expressmns Do
they have a distinctive scent?

* Recall (or imagine) some characteristic dialogue. A good way to bring peo-
ple to life and move a story along is with 'to let readers hear
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them rather than just hearing about them. Try writing six to ten lines
of dialogue between two people in your narrative. If you can’t remem-
ber an actual conversation, make up one that could have happened.
(After all, you are telling the story, and you get to decide how it is to
be told.) If you don’t recall a conversation, try to remember (and write
down) some of the characteristic words or phrases that the people in
your narrative used.

Write about “what happened.” At the heart of every good narrative is
the answer to the question “What happened?” The action in a literacy
s AVE may be as dramatic as winning a spelling bee or as subtle as a
conversanon between two friends; both contain action, movement, or
change that the narrative tries to capture for readers. A good story dram-
atizes the action. Try [Sii# ! the action in your narrative in a para-
graph—try to capture what happened. Use active and specific verbs
(pondered, shouted, laughed) to describe the action as vividly as possible.

Consider the significance of the narrative. You need to make clear the
ways in which any event you are writing about is significant for you now.
Write a page or so about the meaning it has for you. How did it change or
otherwise affect you? What aspects of your life now can you trace to that
event? How might your life have been different if this event had not hap-
pened or had turned out differently? Why does this story matter to you?

Ways of Organizing a Literacy Narrative

NG the main events in your narrative. Then think about
how you want to tell the story. Don’t assume that the only way to tell your
story is just as it happened. That’s one way—starting at the beginning
of the action and continuing to the end. But you could also start in the
middle—or even at the end. Shannon Nichols, for example, could have
begun her narrative by telling how she finally passed the proficiency test
and then gone back to tell about the times she tried to pass it, even as
she was an A student in an honors English class. Several ways of organ-
izing a narrative follow.
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[Chronologically, from beginning to end]

know what
was happenmg. ]

[Beginning at the end]

ends up, then introduce

CEa Gobacktothe A
Start at the end of the - begmmng uf the story, ’
story: tell-how the story - telling what happens

‘chronologically and

the subject." descrtbmg the semng

and people.

Writing Out a Draft

Once you have generated ideas and thought about how you want to organ-
ize your narrative, it’s time to beginj Do this quickly —try to write
a complete draft in one sitting, concentrating on getting the story on paper
or screen and on putting in as much detail as you can. Some writers find
it helpful to work on the beginning or ending first.
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Draft a beginning. A good narrative grabs readers’ attention right from
the start. Here are some ways of beginning; you can find more advice in
the chapter on

e Jump right in. Sometimes you may want to get to the main action as
quickly as possible. Nichols, for example, begins as she takes the
ninth-grade proficiency test for the first time.

¢ Describe the context. You may want to provide any background infor-
mation at the start of your narrative, as I decided to do, beginning by
explaining how my grandmother taught me to read.

e Describe the setting, especially if it’s important to the narrative. Bragg
begins by describing the small Alabama town where his father lived.

Draft an ending. Think about what you want your readers to read last.
An effective ending helps them understand the meaning of your narra-

¢ End where your story ends. It's up to you to decide where a narrative ends.
Bragg’s story ends with him standing in front of a pile of books; mine
ends several years after it begins, with my graduation from college.

¢ Say something about the significance of your narrative. Nichols observes

that she no longer loves to read or write, for example. The trick is to

- touch upon the narrative’s significance without stating it too directly,
like the moral of a fable.

® Refer back to the beginning. My narrative ends with my grandmother
watching me graduate from college; Nichols ends by contemplating
the negative effects of failing the proficiency test.

e End on a surprising note. Bragg catches our attention when his father
gives him the boxes of books—and leaves us with a complicated
image to ponder. :

Come up with a title. A good title indicates something about the sub-
ject of your narrative —and makes readers want to take a look. Nichols’s
title states her subject, “Proficiency,” but she also puts the word in quotes,
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calling it into question in a way that might make readers wonder—and
read on. I focus on the significance of my narrative: “How I Learned about
the Power of Writing.” Bragg takes his title from something memorable
his father said: “It’s all over but the shoutin.”” See the chapter on Giib:

ER for more advice on titles.

Considering Matters of Design

You’'ll probably write your narrative in paragraph form, but think about
the information you’re presenting and how you can design it to enhance
your story and appeal to your audience.

e What would be an appropriate iCEZ Something serious, like Times
Roman? Something whimsical, like Comic Sans? Something else?

e Would it help your readers if you added {HEADINGS in order to divide
your narrative into shorter sections?

describe them with words alone? If you're writing about learning to
read, for example, you might scan in an image of one of the first books
you read in order to help readers picture it. Or if your topic is learn-
ing to write, you could include something you wrote.

Getting Response and Revising

The followmg questions can help you study your draft with a critical eye.

sk from others is always good, and these questions can
guide thelr readmg, too. Make sure they know your purpose and audience.

e Do the title and first few sentences make readers want to read on? If
not, how else might you begin?

e Does the narrative move from beginning to end clearly? Does it flow,
and are there effective transitions? Does the narrative get sidetracked
at any point?
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e Is anything confusing?

e Is there enough detail, and is it interesting? Is there enough infor-
mation about the setting and the people? Can readers picture the char-
acters and sense what they’re like as people? Would it help to add
some dialogue, so that readers can “hear” them? Will they be able to
imagine the setting?

* Have you made the situation meaningful enough to make readers
wonder and care about what will happen?

¢ Do you narrate any actions clearly? vividly? Does the action keep read-
ers engaged?
* Is the significance of the narrative clear?

* Does the narrative end in a satisfying way? What are readers left
thinking?

The preceding questions should 1denufy aspects of your narrative you
need to work on. When it's time to ¥ . make sure your text appeals
to your audience and achieves your purpose as successfully as possible.

Editing and Proofreading

Readers equate correctness with competence Once you've revised your
draft, follow these guidelines for EEDIFING a narrative:

ATh L BN |

e Make sure events are § n a clear order and include appro-
priate time markers, 5 : -and summary phrases to link the
parts and show the passmg of time.

e Be careful that verb tenses are consistent throughout. If you write
your narrative in the past tense (“he taught me how to use a com-
puter”), be careful not to switch to the present (“So I look at him and
say ... ") along the way.

* Check to see that verb tenses correctly indicate when an action took
place. If one action took place before another action in the past, you
should use the past perfect tense: “I forgot to dot my i’s, a mistake I

- had made many times.”
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Punctuate ! correctly. Whenever someone speaks, surround
the speech with quotation marks (“No way,” I said.). Periods and com-
mas go inside quotation marks; exclamation points and question
marks go inside if they're part of the quotation, outside if they’re part
of the whole sentence:

Inside: Opening the door, Ms. Cordell announced, “Pop quiz!“
Outside: It wasn’t my intention to announce, “I hate to read”!

EAD your finished narrative carefully before turning it in.

S e

Taking Stock of Your Work

How well do you think you told the story?

What did you do especially well?

What could still be improved?

How did youl go about coming up with ideas and generating text?
How did you go about drafting your narrative?

Did you use photographs or any other graphics? What did they add?
Can you think of graphics you might have used?

How did others’ responses influence your writing?

What would you do differently next time?

See Chapter 27 if you are required to submit your literacy narrative as part
of a writing [PORTFOLIO.

tSi(Chapter 15), a kind of narrative
that focuses more generally on a significant event
from your past, and iR (Chapter 18), a
kind of essay for thinking about a topic in writing.

situations
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