Personal Narrative Guide
@

As your final assessment for this unit, you will write a personal narrative that tells a true story about
a meaningful experience from your life. Your goal is to engage the reader by...

e developing yourself and other characters,

e organizing events clearly and thoughtfully, using strategies like flashback, foreshadowing,
and other techniques for narrative structure, and

e using narrative techniques like dialogue, sensory details, and intentional word choice to
bring the story to life.

After you complete your narrative, you will write a short expository paragraph explaining the
narrative techniques you used and how they helped you achieve your purpose—what you wanted the
reader to think, feel, or understand.

The narrative and expository paragraph should show thoughtful planning, clear organization, and
careful revision.

Personal Narrative Guide @
Review Learning Goals and Criteria for Success
Step1 | Review the rubricfor the personal narrative and expository paragraph. O
Brainstorm, Develop ldeas, and Draft the Narrative
Step2 | Choose a moment to write about for this narrative. O
Step 3 | Free-write about the moment. O
Step4 | Describe the “who, what, when, where, and how” of the moment. O
Step5 | Create asensory map for the moment. O
Step 6 | Map the moment: outline or create a plot diagram. O
Step7 | Use your brainstorming about the moment to write a first draft of your narrative. O
Craft Moves: Narrative Structure, Sensory Details, and Dialogue
Step 8 | Create astoryboard of your narrative and evaluate your narrative structure. O

Opportunity Education Summative Assessment: Blueprints of Self 1



Pick one panel from the storyboard and “explode the moment,” adding more dialogue,
Step 9 . . . O
sensory details, and/or specific word choice.
Draft, Give and Receive Peer Feedback, and Finalize the Narrative
Step 10 | Write a full draft of your personal narrative. O
Step 11 | Give and receive peer feedback on word choice and tone. O
Step 12 | Revise and edit the final personal narrative. O
Expository Paragraph
Write an expository paragraph explaining your choices and purpose in creating the
Step 13 ; o . . O
narrative. Revisit the expository paragraph part of the rubric.
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Step 1

Review the rubrics for the personal narrative and expository paragraph. Highlight key words and circle any words or phrases you don't
understand. Then answer the rubric reflection questions that follow.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE RUBRIC

Criteria

Exceeds (4)

Meets (3)

Approaching (2)

Below (1)

Narrative Engagement and Point of View

W.9-10.3.a. Engage and orient the reader by
setting out a problem, situation, or observation
and its significance, establishing one or multiple
point(s) of view, and introducing a narrator
and/or characters.

The narrative engages the
reader by clearly establishing
a significant problem or
situation. It presents a
distinctive point of view from
the subject’s perspective,
with a well-developed
narrator and characters.

The narrative engages the
reader by establishing a
clear problem or situation
and point of view. The
narrator and characters
are present and
developed, though some
aspects could be
deepened.

The narrative shows a
basic attempt to engage
the reader, but the
problem/situation and
point of view are not fully
clear. The narrator or
characters may be
underdeveloped.

The narrative lacks a
clear engagement or
orientation. The point
of view, narrator, and
characters are poorly
defined or absent.

Use of Narrative Techniques

W.9-10.3.b. Use narrative techniques, including
dialogue, pacing, description, reflection, and
multiple plot lines, to develop experiences,
events, and/or characters; create a smooth
progression of experiences or events.

W.9-10.3d. Use precise words and phrases,
telling details, and sensory language to convey a
vivid picture of the experiences, events, setting,
and/or characters.

The narrative includes skillful
use of dialogue and vivid
description to develop the
events and characters of the
story. Precise word choice
and sensory language convey
a vivid picture of the
experience.

The narrative includes
dialogue and some details
and sensory language to
develop the events and
characters of the story.

The narrative includes
inconsistent or ineffective
use of dialogue and
minimal details and
sensory language mean
events and characters are
underdeveloped.

The narrative includes
little to no narrative
techniques. The
narrative lacks
engaging dialogue,
descriptive detail, or
sensory language.

Opportunity Education
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Organization, Coherence, and Sequencing

W.9-10.4. Produce clear and coherent writing in
which the development, organization, and style
are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience.

W.9-10.3.c. Use a variety of techniques to
sequence events so that they build on one
another to create a coherent whole (e.g.,
flashback, foreshadowing, and cause and effect).

The narrative is exceptionally
clear, coherent, and
well-organized. Sequencing
techniques (e.g., flashbacks,
foreshadowing, cause and
effect) are seamlessly
integrated to enhance the
progression of events and
overall clarity.

The narrative is clear and
mostly organized with
effective sequencing
techniques that contribute
to a coherent progression
of events. Minor lapses in
sequencing or
organization may be
present.

Organization s
inconsistent and the
narrative may lack a
logical progression of
events. Sequencing
techniques are minimally
or awkwardly applied,
affecting overall clarity.

The narrative is
confusing or
disorganized. The
progression of events
is unclear, making it
hard for the reader to
understand.

Revision Process

W.9-10.5. Develop and strengthen writing as
needed by planning, revising, editing, rewriting,
or trying a new approach, focusing on addressing
what is most significant for a specific purpose and
audience.

The narrative exhibits
extensive revision and
editing, with evidence of
thoughtful planning,
rewriting, and refinement.
Editing results in a high
degree of accuracy in
grammar, vocabulary and

The narrative exhibits
some evidence of
thoughtful planning and
revision, though further
attention to detail in
editing would enhance
clarity and effectiveness.

The narrative exhibits
limited revision and
editing and may be
underdeveloped. Frequent
errorsin grammar,
vocabulary, and sentence
construction impact
clarity.

The narrative shows
little to no evidence
of revision or editing.
The narrative
appears unplanned
and underdeveloped,
negatively impacting
clarity and overall

sentence construction. quality.
EXPOSITORY PARAGRAPH RUBRIC
Explanatory/Informative The paragraph ex?Iains your use ‘ .
of narrative techniques (e.g., The paragraph explains your| The paragraph explains The paragraph does not

Paragraph pacing, structure, flashbacks,

dialogue, sensory details) with
specific, relevant examples. It
clearly explains the purpose of
the narrative—what you want
the reader to think, feel, or
understand—and shows a deep
understanding of how the

W.9-10.a. Introduce a topic;
organize complex ideas, concepts,
and information to make important
connections and distinctions

RL.9-10.5. Analyze how an author’s

use of narrative techniques
with specific examples. It
explains the purpose of the
narrative and shows a clear
understanding of how the
techniques support your
purpose.

some narrative techniques
but uses few or unclear
examples. It mentions the
purpose but shows only a
basic or partial
understanding of how the
techniques support it.

explain narrative techniques
or purpose clearly, uses little
to no examples, and shows
limited or confused
understanding of how the
techniques affect the story or
support the purpose.
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choices concerning how to
structure a text, order events
within it (e.g., parallel plots), and
manipulate time (e.g., pacing,
flashbacks) create such effects as
mystery, tension, or surprise.

techniques support your
purpose.

RUBRIC REFLECTION

1. After reviewing the rubrics, what are two key skills or techniques you think are most important for writing a strong personal

narrative?

2. Which narrative techniques (like dialogue, pacing, reflection, or description) have you used before or do you already feel

confident using?

3. Which narrative technique do you think will be the most challenging for you to use effectively? Why?

Opportunity Education
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Brainstorm, Develop ldeas, and Draft the Narrative

Step2 | Choose a moment to work with for this narrative.

Refer to your responses to this unit's reflection prompts to work through this process.

[J Review your journal responses to this unit’s reflection prompts. As you review them, look
for the most powerful moments you wrote about:

o the moments that elicit strong emotions.
o moments that challenged or changed you
o especially vivid memories or compelling moments
[J Then, highlightor otherwise mark these “golden” moments.

[J Reflect on all the “literary gold” that you found. Discuss these questions with a partner or
write about them in a journal:

o Which moment could you describe most clearly to another person?

o  Which moment would help your reader understand you best (who , b

you are and what drives you, etc.)? <.__//
o Ultimately, which moment do you want to be the subject of your
personal narrative? Why?

[J Pick one moment to work with for the rest of this guide. Briefly describe the moment
below.
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Step 3 | Free-write about the moment.

Set a timer for 10 minutes and free-write about this moment. If you need help getting started, use one
of the sentence starters below to kick off your free-write:

e [I'll never forget the moment when...

e At first, I didn't realize how important it was, but looking back...
e Everything changed when...

e [t all started because...

e If you had been there, you would have seen...

e Ididn't know it then, but that day would teach me...
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Step4 | Describe the “who, what, when, where, and how” of the moment.

Use your free-write and the brainstorming discussions you've had to identify and describe the
essential elements of the moment you are going to write about.

Characters: who was
there? Describe the people
involved (personality,
appearance, feelings, etc.).

Setting: where and when
did this moment take
place? Describe the
environment and location
in detail.

Describe the problem,
situation, and/or conflict:
what happens? How did it
happen?

Dialogue: what was said?
How was it said?

9
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Step5 | Create asensory map for the moment.

Complete the sensory map below to help you zoom in on the moment and brainstorm sensory details
that will show your readers the sounds, smells, tastes, textures, and images of the moment. Check
out this resource for examples of sensory language.

SOUND

people talking
(dialogue), sounds
in the background
of the story, etc.

@,

SMELL/TASTE

C

TOUCH

texture,
temperature, how
things feel

@
SIGHT

people, objects,
setting, actions

O
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Step 6 | Map the moment: outline or create a plot diagram.

Before you write your first draft, create an outline or plot diagram of your narrative as you envision it
right now. It's okay if your story changes later when you revise: this plan will help you organize your
ideas before you start writing.

Choose one to create:

Outline (Best for writers who like lists and step-by-step planning.)

Write a bullet-point list that shows the main events or scenes in the order they happen.
Include a few quick notes about important details, feelings, or dialogue you want to
include.

Plot Diagram (Best for writers who like to see how the story builds up and winds down.)

Use a diagram shaped like a mountain or arc. Mark and label the key parts of your story. ‘#;E'
e beginning: set the scene (where, when, who)

rising action: build the tension or show how the moment developed

climax: show the most important or intense part

falling action: show what happens right after

resolution: end with a reflection or a sense of closure
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Step7 | Write a first draft of the narrative.

Wrrite a first draft of the narrative (handwritten or typed). Use your sensory map and notes from the
previous pages to guide your writing. Try to get as much of the story down on paper as possible and
don't worry about writing it perfectly.
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Craft Moves: Narrative Structure, Sensory Details, and Dialogue

Step 8

Create a storyboard of your narrative and evaluate your narrative structure.

1. A storyboard is a visual representation of a story, typically drawn in a series of panels, where each panel depicts a key moment or
scene from the narrative. These can include snippets of dialogue and drawings or descriptions of the characters, setting, and action.

Review the example storyboard below.

Simple
drawings:
characters,
setting, and
actions

Dialogue
bubbles: text
representing
what characters
say in each
scene

IF YOU FINISH YOUR CARROT, \

:
@OU MAY HAVE ANOTHER __!i
S . _.__._.' E

FINISHEP )

Narration or
description of
events

Garfield losks at a carvot on a plate with
disquet. Jon ic oblivious.

Garfield looks at Jon with disquct and

formulates a plan.

Jon i< irritated. Garfield ic catisfied with
having made his point.

Davis, Jim. Garfield. The Improvisation School, 29 Sept. 2021, https://theimprovisationschool.com/2021/09/29/keiths-comic-panels/. Retrieved 5 Mar. 2025.

Opportunity Education
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II. Use your draft of your narrative to create a storyboard of your narrative. Sketch the major parts of your story in the order they
appear in your draft (stick figures are fine!). Include words or dialogue to describe actions, feelings, or events, and use as many of the
boxes as you need to outline your entire story. Finally, under each box, label its purpose in the story: exposition, rising action, climax,
falling action, and reflection/resolution.
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III. Review the key concepts in the list below. These are craft moves — intentional choices you make
as an author to structure your narrative. Highlight any craft moves you see present in your own
narrative or that describe the way your narrative is structured. (For example, if the events in your
narrative occur in time order, then you would highlight “chronological structure.”)

KEY CONCEPTS

Term

Definition

Purpose

Example

Chronological
Structure

Events told in the order
they happened

Easy to
follow; shows
progression

A story starts with a first day of school
and ends in June

Climactic Structure | Classic story arc: intro — Builds The story builds to a confrontation and
(Plot Arc) conflict — climax — tension and ends with reflection
resolution closure
Nonlinear Events told out of order Adds mystery | Starts with the climax, then explains how
Structure or emotional | it got there
impact
Parallel Structure/ | Two storylines Shows how Preparing for graduation while
Dual Timeline side-by-side (e.g., past and | events are remembering kindergarten
present) connected
Flashback A shift to a past event Adds context | “I hadn’t felt that way since the sixth
or reveals grade... | was sitting at my desk, hoping
backstory no one would speak to me, when he
came over and perched on my desk.”
Flash-forward A shift to a future moment | Builds “One day, years later, | will be in a
anticipation | classroom in Oklahoma telling this story.
or adds And the kids will stare like | made it up.”
insight This flash-forward signals that the
narrator is reflecting from a future
perspective.
In Media Res Starting in the middle of Grabs “I was already halfway down the street
the action attention when | heard the sirens.”
immediately

Frame Narrative /

Beginning and ending with

Creates unity

Opens and closes with the narrator

Bookending the same moment oridea | and sitting on a rooftop

reflection
Concluding The narrator pauses to Adds insight | “Looking back, | realize that moment
Reflection explain meaning and purpose | taught me courage.”

Opportunity Education
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IV. Now, reflect on what you highlighted to identify the craft moves you used and evaluate your
narrative structure.

e Describe the structure of your narrative: is it chronological or non-linear? Does it follow the
classic structure of a plot diagram?

e What craft moves have you already included? (flashback, in media res, etc.)

o What impact do those craft moves have? Are they effective?

e What would you like to change about the structure of your narrative? What craft moves do
you want to add when you revise your draft? Why?
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Step 9 | Pick one panel from the storyboard and “explode the moment,” adding more dialogue, sensory details, and/or specific word choice.

Think of a slow-motion scene in a movie—every detail is magnified, every movement stretched out for impact. That's
what you do when you explode a moment in writing. Instead of saying, “She nervously stepped onto the stage,” you zoom
in on her thoughts, feelings, and actions:

"Her heart pounded against her ribs. She wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans, her breath coming in short gasps. The
stage lights glared in her eyes, making the audience a blur of shadowy faces. One step forward. Another. Her knees
threatened to buckle, but she forced herself to stand tall."

This technique helps readers feel like they are inside the moment, experiencing it along with the character.

Go back to your story board and single panel that you want to “explode.” Zoom in on that moment by creating three panels out
of that single panel. Stretch the moment with more dialogue, sensory details, and/or specific word choice in narration. Remember, you
can use outer dialogue (direct speech), inner dialogue (internal monologue), and indirect dialogue.
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Draft, Give and Receive Peer Feedback, and Finalize the Narrative

Step 10 | Write a full draft of your personal narrative.

Type a full draft of your personal narrative, using the Personal Narrative Rubric you already reviewed to
guide your writing.

Remember that your audience is your teacher, classmates, friends, and family, and that you should focus
on one single emotional experience or moment. Write from a first person point-of-view, (I, me, my).
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Step 11 | Give and receive peer feedback on word choice and tone.

I. Switch papers with a partner, so that your partner is reading your personal narrative and writing
in your peer feedback sheet.

II. Read your partner’s personal narrative (out loud, if possible).

III. After reading their personal narrative closely, highlight or circle words or phrases that have a
strong positive or negative connotation.

IV. Choose five words or phrases to focus on: complete the tables below to analyze the impact of
those words on the tone of the personal narrative. (Remember, your partner is writing on your sheet
and you are writing on your partner’s sheet!).

Word(s) from the text: Sentence from the text that includes the word:
Denotation of this word: Connotation of this word:
Word(s) from the text: Sentence from the text that includes the word:
Denotation of this word: Connotation of this word:
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Word(s) from the text: Sentence from the text that includes the word:

Denotation of this word: Connotation of this word:
Word(s) from the text: Sentence from the text that includes the word:
Denotation of this word: Connotation of this word:
Word(s) from the text: Sentence from the text that includes the word:
Denotation of this word: Connotation of this word:

o>
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V. Now, reflect on the words you selected from your partner’s personal narrative.

1. What patterns do you notice with the connotations of the words or phrases in the narrative?

2. Based on these words, what is the tone of this narrative?

3. How does the tone affect your response to the narrative? (Does it help you empathize with
their situation, understand their feelings better, etc.?)

4. Did the tone shift at all during the narrative? Explain.

5. Mark places in the narrative where they could strengthen their word choices. (Are there
spots in the narrative where the word choice falls flat or doesn’t match the tone they are
trying to set?)

VI. Discuss and share your observations and feedback.
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Step 12 | Revise and edit the final personal narrative.

I. Read your narrative out loud.

Find a quiet space and read your narrative aloud from start to finish. As you read, listen for places
that feel awkward, too long, or unclear. Mark these spots for review.

II. Use the questions below to check your narrative for two common trouble spots, and make notes
on your narrative if necessary.

e Did I maintain a consistent point of view using first person throughout the narrative?
e Have I structured and punctuated dialogue correctly?

If you need a refresher on what any of these mean, check out the “Refresher: Trouble Spots in
Narrative Writing” at the end of this document.

III. Review your partner’s feedback on word choice and tone.

Review your partner’s notes about word choice and tone. Mark any spots where you want to
strengthen word choices to convey the tone you want to establish.

Consider: What changes are you going to make? How will you incorporate their suggestions as well
as your own reflections?

IV. Write a final draft of the narrative. You will share your narrative after the next step, after writing
a paragraph explaining your choices in writing the narrative.
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Expository Paragraph

Write an expository paragraph explaining your choices and purpose in creating the narrative.

Step 13 | pevisit the expository paragraph part of the rubric.

Follow the steps below to write an expository paragraph explaining your craft moves — the choices
you made for sensory details, word choice, dialogue, and narrative structure—and how they shape
your narrative and reveal the theme you were trying to convey.

I. Brainstorm for your paragraph:

1. What motivated you to tell this story? What was your intent as an author?

2. What theme or message about life, identity, growth, or relationships does this story explore?
Remember to write this theme as a statement, not just a topic.

3. How do your choices in creating the narrative help readers understand your experience and
your intent as an author?

o Be specific — refer to your craft moves: the sensory details, word choice, lines of
dialogue, or structural decisions that help communicate this theme.
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II. Read the example paragraph.

EXAMPLE EXPOSITORY PARAGRAPH

What motivated me to tell this story was a moment in my life when | realized how important it is to speak up
for yourself, even when it's uncomfortable. The big idea my narrative explores is that finding your voice is a
crucial part of growing up and building confidence. To help reveal this theme, | used sensory details like the
“burning heat crawling up my neck” and the “sharp hum of silence” in the classroom to show the intense anxiety
| felt before finally standing up for myself. | chose specific words like “swallowed,” “cracked,” and “trembled” to
emphasize the fear that tried to hold me back. Dialogue also played a big role in showing this shift—my
character starts by whispering “It’s fine, really,” but later, | included the line “No, actually, it's not okay,” which
marks a turning point. Structurally, | opened with a flashback to a time | stayed quiet, then shifted to the
present moment to show how | had changed. These craft moves help readers see the emotional weight of the

moment and how it represents my larger journey toward being able to express myself.

III. Now, brainstorm more ideas and details for your own paragraph. What more can you include in

order to meet the success criteria in the rubric?

Explanatory
/Informative Paragraph

W.9-10.a. Introduce a
topic; organize complex
ideas, concepts, and
information to make
important connections
and distinctions

RL.9-10.5. Analyze how an
author’s choices
concerning how to
structure a text, order
events within it (e.g.,
parallel plots), and
manipulate time (e.g.,
pacing, flashbacks) create
such effects as mystery,
tension, or surprise.

The paragraph explains
your use of narrative
techniques (e.g., pacing,
structure, flashbacks,
dialogue, sensory
details) with specific,
relevant examples. It
clearly explains the
purpose of the
narrative—what you
want the reader to think,
feel, or understand—and
shows a deep
understanding of how
the techniques support
your purpose.

What more can you include in your own paragraph to meet the
criteriain this rubric?

Opportunity Education
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III. Write your final expository paragraph and share it with the final draft of your personal narrative.
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REFRESHER: TROUBLE SPOTS IN NARRATIVE WRITING

Maintain a consistent first person point of view:

”

e To maintain first person in a personal narrative, consistently use “I,” “me,
instead of third-person pronouns like “he,” “she,” or “they.”

my'" and “.w,e"

e Stay inside the narrator’s perspective—only describe thoughts, feelings, and experiences
they personally know.

e Example:

I walked into the room, my heart pounding. I knew this moment would change
everything.

X I walked into the room, my heart pounding. She knew this moment would
change everything. (Switches to third person)

Structure and punctuate direct dialogue correctly:

e Punctuating direct dialogue correctly makes it clear who is speaking and helps the story
flow smoothly.

e Use quotation marks around the exact words a character says.

e Place punctuation inside the quotation marks if it belongs to the spoken sentence
(like a comma, period, question mark, or exclamation point).

e Start a new paragraph each time a different character speaks.

e Use commas with dialogue tags (e.g., he said, she asked). If the tag comes before
the quote, use a comma before the opening quotation mark. If the tag comes after,
place a comma inside the quotation marks before closing them.

e Example:
Incorrect:
"Where are we going?" she asked. "To the park" he replied.
Correct:
"Where are we going?" she asked.
"To the park,” he replied.

*Notice that a comma comes before "he replied" instead of a period, and a new
paragraph starts when a new person speaks.
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