
Narrative Essays 

Strategies 



You would learn… 

• Meaning and uses of Narrative Essays 

• Various strategies of writing Narrative Essays 

 



Meaning  

• Narrating – Act of telling a story or giving an 

account of something 

• Gnarus – Latin root means knowing 

•  Narrating helps in: 

            reflecting – what has happened, 

            explaining what is happening  

            imagining what could happen 

 



Uses of Narrative Essay 

• Report events 

• Present information 

• Illustrate abstract ideas 

• Support arguments 

• explain procedures 

• entertain with stories 

 



Narrative strategies 

• The strategies give dynamic quality to the narration   

      sense of events unfolding in time. 

      help readers track the order in which the events occurred 

      understand how they are related to one another 

1. Visual Description 

2. Calendar and Clock time 

3. Temporal transitions 

4. Verb tense 

5. Specific narrative action 

6. dialogue 



Visual Descriptions  

Naming :   

•    Identifies the notable features of the subject being described. 

•    Helps in visualizing the image of the subject being described.     

E.g : I was seven; the boys were eight, nine, and ten. 

The oldest two Fahey boys were there--Mikey and 

Peter—polite blond boys who lived near me on Lloyd 

Street. Chickie McBride was there, a tough kid, and 

Billy Paul and Mackie Kean too, from across Reynolds, 

where the boys grew up dark and furious, skinny and 

skilled.  

 



Visual Descriptions 

Detailing: Makes the features of the subject being described 

specific or particularized. 

E.g : Uncle Willie used to sit, like a giant 

black Z(he had been crippled as a 

child)…His face pulled down on the left 

side, as if a pulley had been attached 

to his lower teeth, and his left hand was 

only a mite bigger than Bailey‘s…his big 

overgrown right hand would catch one 

of us behind the collar….   



Visual Descriptions 

Comparing: Makes description more vivid for readers.    

Eg: He was ten inches long, thin as a  

curve, like a muscled ribbon, brown as 

fruitwood. His face was fierce, small 

and pointed as a lizard‘s. 



Calendar and Clock Time 

Need to present the essay in a clear sequence of action. 

 

How do you do this? 

Place events on a timeline with years or precise dates 

and times clearly marked. 

 

 

Examples:   

 

In 1979, J Robin Warren, a pathologist at the Royal Perth 

Hospital in Australia, made a puzzling observation. 

 

At 9:05 a.m. an ambulance backs into the receiving bay, 

its red and yellow lights flashing in and out of the lobby.  

A split second later….. 



Activity 

i)  Read remembered-event essay, ‗100  Miles 

per Hour, Upside Down and Sideways‘ by Rick 

Bragg in Chapter 2 and underline the 

references to calendar time in paragraphs 2,6 

and 8. 

 

ii)  Read through ‗The Edison Café‘ by Trevor B 

Hall in Chapter 4 and underline any references 

to clock time that you find. 



Temporal Transitions 

Temporal means time.  Temporal transitions create a clear 

sequence of actions in time.  The transitions (linkers) often 

used are when, at that moment, before and while) 

 

Temporal transactions can be used as: 

i) one time narrations – show readers how events relate to 

one another – which came first, which followed, etc.  

      E.g.: Back at the flight line, when I’d cut the ignition, he 

              climbed out and tramped back toward the ready  

              room while I waited to sign the plane in. 

 

i) recurring events – show events recurring over the year. 

       E.g.: First I typed on pink, green, blue, … then sorted and 

…. 



Point-of-View 

Keep your point-of-view and verb-tense consistent 

First Person 

• If you are the narrator use first- person point of view.   

                 I saw  a mighty elephant walk on the road 

• Allows you to express ordinarily private thoughts and re-

create event as you actually experienced it. 

• No scope to depict the inner thoughts of other people 

involved in the event. 

Third Person 

• You observed the event /heard from others and want to 

narrate it to others – use third - person point of view 

                   Sunil saw a mighty elephant walk on the road 

• Very useful in providing insight into the thoughts of all 

involved in an event. 



Specific Narrative Action 

• It is used to represent intense, fast-moving, 

physical actions of sports events. 

• Use active verbs instead of ‘to be’ and ‘linking 

verbs’ 

• Over-reliance on ‘to be’ verbs tends to stretch 

sentences, making them flat and wordy. 

• Motionless linking verb like appear, become, 

sound, feel, look, and seem don’t communicate 

any action.  More words are required to complete 

their meaning and explain what is happening. 



Specific Narrative Action 

• ‗To be‘ verbs combined with present participle 

(is laughing, are running) are weak verbs.   

Instead frame sentences with action verbs 

(laughs, run).   

 

• Linking verbs combined with adjectives 

(becomes shiny, seemed offensive) aren‘t as 

vigorous as action verbs(shines, offended) 

 



Example 

• The waves were so high that the boat was nearly tipping 

on the end.  The wind felt rough against our faces, and 

the salt spray became so strong that we felt our breath 

would be cut off.  Suddenly in the air was the sound I 

had dreaded most – the snap of the rigging.  I felt 

panicky. 

• The waves towered until the boat nearly tipped 

on end.  The wind lashed our faces, while the 

salt spray clogged our throats and cut off our 

breath.  Suddenly, the sound I had dreaded 

most splintered the air- the snap of the rigging.  

Panic gripped me. 



Home Assignment 

• Watch a televised segment of a fast-moving 

sports competition such as a soccer or 

basketball game.  As you watch the action, 

take a detailed notes of what you see.  Based 

on your notes, write a paragraph using specific 

narrative actions to describe the action you 

witnessed first hand. 



Pre-writing checklist 

Focus on the conflict in the event 

• What is the source of tension in the event: one person‘s internal 

dilemma, a conflict between characters, or a struggle 

between a character and a social institution or natural 

phenomenon? 

• Will the conflict create enough tension to ‗hook‘ readers and 

keep them interested? 

• What point does the conflict and its resolution convey to the 

readers? 

• What tone is appropriate for recounting the conflict? 

 



Pre-writing checklist 

Use pre-writing to generate specifics about the conflict 

• Would the questioning technique (why did the 

argument occur?), brainstorming, free-writing, 

mapping or interviewing help you generate details 

about the conflict?  

• Does your journal suggest ways to explore aspects of 

the conflict?(when my friends participated in the 

violence at the concert, why didn‘t I try to stop them?) 



More Strategies for Using Narration 
Identify the point of the narrative conflict 

Narratives centre around a conflict.  While relating a story, its 

up to you to convey the significance or meaning of the event‘s 

conflict.  

E.g.: The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn – Mark Twain ―Persons 

attempting to find a motive in this narrative will be prosecuted; 

persons attempting to find a moral in it will be banished…‖ -----

Twain was ironic because the richness of his novel lies in its 

‗motives‘ and ‗moral‘) 

When recounting your narrative, be sure to begin with a clear 

sense of your ‗narrative point‘ or ‗thesis‘.  State the point 

directly or select details and a tone that imply the point you 

want readers to take from your story. 



Thesis Statements 

Thesis statement is a cue to the readers informing the most important 

general idea or the subject of the essay. 

 

E.g.:  O.K. Let’s cut out all this nonsense about romantic love.  Let’s 
bring some scientific precision to the party.  Let’s put love under a 
microscope. 
 
When rigorous people with Ph.D.s after their names do that, what 
they see is not some silly, senseless thing.  No, their probe reveals 
that love rests firmly on the foundations of evolution, biology and 
chemistry  
                                                               Anastasia Toufexis 

 

…. I could not shake the idea that sooner or later I would get the rifle 

out again.  All my images of myself as I wished to be were images of 

myself armed.  Because I did not know who I was, any image of myself, 

no matter how grotesque, had power over me.  This much I understand 

now.  But the man can give no help to the boy, not in this matter nor in 

those that follow.  The boy moves always out of reach. 

                                                                                                Tobias Wolff 



Thesis statements 

• Can be expressed in a single sentence or two or more 

sentences 

• It can explicitly state the point of remembered event (Woolfe) 

or may imply the thesis (most autobiographical essays) 

• It is the focus for the many diverse details and ideas that are 

encountered as the essay is read 

 

Where do you place the thesis statement? 
1. Beginning ( If the subject is new and difficult)– enables readers 

to anticipate the content and helps to understand the 

relationships among its various ideas and details. 

 

2.  Conclusion (short, informal essays and some autobiographical 

and argumentative essays) This brings together various strands of 

information or supporting details and clarifies the essay‘s main 

idea) 



Writing an Effective Thesis 

Thesis statement has two parts 

1. Limited subject 

2. Point of view or attitude about the subject 

 

General Subject Limited Subject Thesis Statement 

Education Computers in 

elementary school 

arithmetic classes 

Computer programs in arithmetic 

can individualize instruction more 

effectively than the average 

elementary school teacher can 

Transportation A metropolitan transit 

system 

Although the city‘s transit system still 

has problems, it has become safer 

and more efficient in the last two 

years. 

work College internships The college internship program has 

had positive consequences for 

students 



Tone and Point of View 

Establish a tone and point of view suitable for a given purpose 

and audience. 

 

Example: 

Parents, school boards, principals: ditch the boob tube and 

the cutesy interactive computer and put the bucks where it 

counts – in teachers‖ 

 

Education won‘t be improved by purchasing more electronic 

teaching tools but by allocating more money to hire and 

develop good teachers 



Don’ts  

1. Don‘t write highly opinionated thesis 

 

• With characteristic clumsiness, campus officials bumbled 

their way through the recent budget crisis. 

• Campus officials had trouble managing the recent 

budget crisis effectively 

 

2. Don‘t make an announcement 

 

•  My essay will discuss whether a student pub should 

                    exist on campus. 

• This college should not allow a student pub on campus 

 



Don’ts  

3. Don‘t make a factual statement – focus on the issue capable of being 

developed 

• Movies nowadays are often violent / America’s population is 

growing older 

• Movie violence provides a healthy outlet for aggression / The 

ageing of the American population will eventually create a 

crisis in the delivery of health-care services 

 

4.  Don‘t make a broad statement – avoid vague, general or sweeping 

terms 

•  Newspapers cater to the taste of the American public 

• The success of USA Today indicates that people want 

newspapers that are easy to read and entertaining 



Activity 

For the following limited subject, four possible thesis 

statements are given.  Indicate whether each thesis is  

• an announcement(A) 

• a factual statement(FS) 

• too broad a statement(TB)  

• an acceptable thesis (OK).   

Revise the flawed statements.  Then for each effective 

thesis statement, identify a possible purpose, audience, 

tone and point of view. 



Activity 

Limited Subject  : The ethics of treating several disabled infants 

• Some babies born with severe disabilities have been allowed 

to die 

• There are many serious issues involved in the treatment of 

newborns with disabilities 

• The government should pass legislation requiring medical 

treatment for newborns with disabilities 

• This essay will analyze the controversy surrounding the 

treatment of severely disabled babies who would die 

without medical care 

 



More Narrative Strategies 

• Develop only those details that advance the narrative point 

(Sidetracking and dragging out a story with nonessential details 

make your narrative boring) 

• Maintain an effective narrative pace by focusing on your point 

and eliminating any details that don‘t support it.  A good 

narrative depends not only on what is included, but also on what 

has been left out! 

• How do you determine which specifics to omit, which to treat 

briefly and which to emphasize? ---- have a clear sense of your 

narrative point and know your audience –these are crucial 



What to include and what to omit? 

You are writing a narrative about a disastrous get-acquainted 

dance sponsored by your college the first week of the 

academic year.  In addition to telling what happened, you also 

want to make a point; perhaps you want to emphasize that, 

despite college‘s good intentions, such ‗official‘ events actually 

make it difficult to meet people.  With this purpose in mind, you 

could write about – 

• how stiff and unnatural students seemed, all dressed up in 

their best clothes 

• narrate snatches of strained conversation you over heard 

• Describe the way males gathered on one side of the room, 

females on the other 

 

These would support your narrative point 

 

Leave out 

• About top-notch band 

• Appetizing refreshments 



Organizing Narrative Sequence 

Flash back -  Standing behind the wooden counter, Greg wielded his 

knife expertly as he shucked clams---one every ten seconds ---with 

practiced ease.  The scene contrasted sharply with his first day on the 

job, when his hands broke out in blisters and when splitting each shell 

was like prying open a safe. 

Flash forward – Rushing to move my car from the no-parking zone, I 

waved a quick good-bye to Karen as she climbed the steps to the bus.  

I didn‘t know then that by the time I picked her up at the bus station 

later that day, she had made a decision that would affect both our 

lives. 

 

Whether or not to include flashback/flashforward in an essay, limit the 

time span covered by the narrative. Otherwise you‘ll have trouble 

generating details needed to give depth and meaning to the story.  

Regardless of the time sequence you select, organise the tale so it 

drives toward a strong finish or it will trail off into minor, anti-climax 

details. 



Dialogue as a Narrative Strategy 

• Dialogue helps to reconstruct bits of conversation 

• It does not present accurate and complete record 

• Used in narratives that dramatize events(show people 

interacting) 

• It gives insight into the relationship between characters  

 

E.g.:  ―Hello?‖ he answered in his deep scratchy voice. 

―Oh, umm, hi Dad.  Is Mom home?‖ 

―What can I do for you?‖ he asked, sounding a bit too 

cheerful 

 



Types of dialogue 

Quoted dialogue – resembles give and take of actual conversation. 

(normally quoted or separated from the paragraph) 

ME: How am I ever going to face her?  Mom and Dad might possibly 

understand or at least get over it, but Grandma?  This is gonna kill her. 

SUE:  Don’t worry about that right now.  Here comes the detective.  Now try to 

look like ‘sorry.  Try to cry. 

 

Summarized dialogue- gives gist of what was said.  Leaves out 

information that the writer decides readers do not need. 

(Not quoted, but there is embedded signal phrase) 

Without looking at me she told me how she had done field work in 

Texas and Michigan as a child……I played with my grape knife, 

stabbing it into the ground, but stopped when Mother reminded me 

that I had better not lose it. 

 



Process Narration 

Process narratives  explain how something was done, or how 

it should be done.  It should convey every action(step) and 

the order in which the actions occur. 

 

Two types: 

1. Explanatory Process Narrative: Relates a particular 

experience or explains how an organisation or a machine 

follows a particular process. 

             (Read the excerpt in page 636) 

 

2. Instructional Process Narrative: They include all information 

a reader needs to perform the procedure presented.  

Normally this type of narrative is accompanied by the 

graphical sketch. 

         (normally you find this type of process narrative being 

used in the do-it-yourself kits 


