English 105D

Prof. Howe

Workshopping Guidelines: Personal Narrative
This first essay asks you to explore the concrete and the specific by showing your readers how a moment in your life played out. As you read your peers’ work, keep in mind my general grading standards (listed on the syllabus/BB) as well as my particular requirements for this essay: concrete, specific, deliberate word choice and effective techniques of showing that all tend toward a point. To that end, I’ve prepared a guide for you to use as you comment on your peers’ work. 

1. Read through the essay once. What is the essay’s point? Is it interesting, unexpected, and relatively complex, or is it something simple and clichéd? (“I realized I was just as good as everybody else” is clichéd, by the way!) How might the essay be “about” something more complex? For instance, the author of the hypothetical cliché-paper might turn the essay towards that moment of conflict or inner struggle before “realizing.” A personal narrative should be evocative, not “here’s my struggle and here’s what I learned from it.” That’s for college applications!   
2. Point out places you feel are too heavy handed or explicit. That generally means the author has used too much telling and not enough showing.

3. Look at the language used throughout the essay. Where can the author insert more details? How might the tone of the essay tend toward its “point” by using different words?

4. Is the language expected or unexpected? Where can the author use more unexpected language? Or use language in more unexpected ways?

5. Look at the sentence structure. Is it varied, complex? Does it fit with the overall tone of the essay?

6. Look at the opening and the closing sentences of the essay. Do they capture the reader’s imagination? Do they show? Or do they tell? A good personal narrative guides the reader; it doesn’t drag the reader. 

7. Now, go back through your comments and offer some suggestions. If this phrase is awkward or too diegetic, how might it become more mimetic?

8. When you’ve finished these seven steps, insert a final comment at the end of the essay. In it, summarize your main thoughts about the draft. What are its strengths? What are its weaknesses? What key suggestions do you have, or what key things might the author want to think about?
