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Today’s agenda

• Introduction

•Part 1: teaching students to analyze personal writing

•Part 2: teaching students to produce personal writing

•Q&A



Four Questions

•What do you like best about teaching personal writing?

•What essays or memoirs do you use in the classroom?

•What do your students like best about reading and analyzing personal 
writing?

•What do your students like best about writing personal essays?



Key elements of personal writing

•NARRATOR: who is speaking

•CHARACTER: who we are reading about

•PLOT: sequence of events

•VOICE: language and style used by the narrator

•CONTEXT: historical, geographical, cultural, and any other factors 
that link the story to events outside of itself



James Baldwin, “Notes of a Native Son” (1954)

•Who is the narrator? Where is the narrator?

•What is the main concern of this paragraph?

•How are the sentences structured?



Baldwin, “Notes” (paragraph 2)

•Who is the narrator? What do we learn about his character?

•What themes do we see prefigured here? What will the narrator learn? 
How will this essay deal with his relationship with his father?



Joan Didion, “Goodbye to All That” (1967)

•Who is the narrator?

•What are the narrator’s concerns 
and interests?

•How does the sentence structure 
convey these concerns and 
interests?



Character

•Both: the people they used to be

•Baldwin: I was consumed by 
rage, the way he was. I am 
now…?

•Didion: I was overwhelmed by 
the experience of New York. I am 
now…?



Plot

•Baldwin: I hated my father’s rage 
and I hated him because of it. 
When I entered the world I 
began to understand and then 
develop that rage. I saw what it 
could make me do and what it 
would make others do. Because 
of this, I came to realize that one 
cannot allow that rage to take 
over.

•Didion: Coming to New York was 
like coming to a magic place, 
where anything was possible and 
one could live without 
consequences and nothing was 
“irrevocable.” I then realized that 
one can live in this netherworld 
too long, that when one 
becomes an adult what once 
seemed magical comes to feel 
oppressive.



Plot 🡪 Context

• In many personal essays, “plot” 
boils down to “here is how a 
sequence of events caused me 
to change my mind/feelings 
about this thing that is 
important to me.”

•This type of plot must be 
interesting for at least one of 
two reasons:

1. The personal 
development/change is one 
that many people share and 
can relate to

2. The personal 
development/change takes 
place in a context people are 
interested in (civil-rights 
movement and experience of 
racism; being young in New 
York)



Context

•Baldwin: The civil-rights 
movement. The psychological 
effects of racism. The roots of 
violence in deprivation. Coming 
to terms with a parent



Context: Didion

•Didion: The experience of youth 
and freedom. The provincial 
moves to the city and becomes 
sophisticated. New York City as 
an abstraction become reality



Voice and Rhythm: Baldwin
• The centerpiece of the essay is the 

funeral scene

• The first sentence of the essay 
points to it; the last sentence 
obliquely alludes to it

• The actual scene (paragraph pg 
598-600) rises and swells, like 
oratory. 

• It reflects the sound of a funeral 
oration and becomes the eulogy 
that he did not want to give his 
father

• The speaker’s anger has shut out 
the possibility of refuge in God but 
the funeral forces that possibility in



“Metalanguage”

•Talking about what you are 
saying—takes the reader out of 
the moment, makes the reader 
realize they are reading 
something constructed

•Metalanguage makes us think of 
the writer as a writer, building 
this essay. This is fitting because 
the essay is about Didion 
becoming a professional writer



The personal essay as social media

•How is a personal essay like a 
social-media post?

•Provides information the author 
wants you to know 

• “curates” a self for the author

• Suggests a way for the reader to 
understand the events 
presented

• Shows a mastery of the genre

•How is a good personal essay 
NOT like a social-media post?

•Unintentionally revealing

•Opens up ambiguity

• Struggles with the conventions 
of the genre

•Aspires for permanence, not 
ephemerality



X and Y
• I want to tell a story about X, and it is interesting because Y

Jessica Abel, Out On The Wire (2015)









X and Y

•Baldwin: My experience with the rage that comes from being 
subjected to racism taught me that one cannot, like my father did, 
live in rage. One must accept and understand things as they are, 
without the blindness of rage, without being complacent, in order to 
create change.

•Didion: Like many others, as a young woman I came from the 
provinces to the great metropolis and it was magical, like I was told. 
But the magic ends as I became an adult and had to live in the adult 
world. One can live too long in a magic world, and when you do it 
curdles.



Using this for student writing
• First: begin with “X and Y.” 

• Students want to say X, and they think it is sufficient

•Teachers’ (readers’) job is to help students go from inside their own 
heads to communicating with an audience: how can you make X 
interesting to others? What is your Y?

• “The best summer I ever had” – X. “Here is how the best summer I 
ever had taught me that work can actually be a fun thing” – Y. 

•Doing this in groups or with a partner is crucial! Students need to ask 
“is my Y actually interesting to you?” 

•Partners need to say “your Y doesn’t work. HERE is why your X might 
interest me.”

•We can use this exercise to help students connect their own lives not 
just to the larger world, but to other people’s experiences



The Focus Sentence

•Once you have your X and Y (topic and why it is interesting), move on 
to the “focus sentence” as a way to further plan the essay.

• Focus sentence: “I did A because B but C.”

•A = the action, the plot

•B = the character, motivations, beliefs

•C = complications, conflicts, obstacles that give the action meaning 
and arc



The classic personal essay

•  “Here is my experience, and here is how I changed because of it”

E.B. White, “Once More To the Lake”



Description/analysis of a subculture
• “Music Is My Bag,” Meghan Daum

“I am part of a group with its own practices and assumptions and 
language and I am going to explain them to you.”



Thick description

• Larry Woiwode, “Ode to an 
Orange”

• “I will use words to capture 
sensory experience in a way 
that will allow you to have that 
experience in the way I did”



Personal relationship with language
• Gloria Anzaldúa, “How To Tame A Wild Tongue”

• “I use language in ways that are unique and at times opposed to ‘Standard 
English’”



Literacy narrative
• Sherman Alexie, “Superman and Me”

• “Here is how I learned to read and what reading meant to me”



Questions?
•All stories referred to available on the course site, as well as sample 

assignment prompts



Small group activity

1. Come up with an idea for a personal essay in the 
“X and Y” format:

I want to write about X that happened to me/that I 
have been thinking about, and it is interesting to 
others because Y.
2. Write that down for yourself. Then each person 
reads theirs to the group.
3. Group members: comment on what could make it 
more interesting or relevant to others. Formulate your 
response with “what I might find really interesting 
about X is Y.” 

4. After you have heard the rest of the group’s 
responses, revise your “X and Y” sentence 
accordingly.

BREAK AND RECONVENE AS A PLENARY 
GROUP

5. Take your revised “X and Y” sentence and add to it 
a focus sentence. “I did/do A, because B, but C.” A is 
the action, B tells us about your ideas and motivations, 
and C is the complication or conflict that give the 
action interest and an arc. 

6. Read your X and Y and focus sentence to the rest of 
the group and ask them for feedback about how (for 
example) B and C might be related to each other. 
Revise your focus sentence accordingly.


