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Step 5: Tell Your Story
+ Start with an anecdote (not the whole essay —
just the first piece!)
« Write in the first person
= Use “I” and “me” and “us”. Do not shift into “you”
« Stick with past tense
+ Ditch the 5-paragraph format
= Use the “show and tell” format (to be explained)
+ Write like you talk
- Don't try to make it perfect
= You will go backand edit later
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Tips on writingan anecdote

- Visualize the incident, exchange or moment
- Start the story as close to the height of the drama,
the climax of the crisis, or the second the pain or

problem hit. The PEAK of the action
- Tellus
- What happened
- Where it happened
= Who was involved
- THE5 Ws
= Who, what, when, where, and why
+ Use all of your senses when you write imagery
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Example Anecdotes:

On the flight to Raleigh, I sneezed, and the cough
drop I'd been sucking on shot from my mouth,
ricocheted off my folded tray table, and landed,
as I rememberit, in the lap of the woman beside
‘me, who was asleep and had her arms folded
acrossher chest. 'm surprised that the force
didn’t wake her—that's how hard it hit—but all
she did was flutter her eyelids and let out a tiny
sigh, the kind you might hear from a baby.

-David Sedaris “Turbulence” The New Yorker
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Example Anecdotes:

1 stood staring at the stacks of dishes, many covered with
fish bones and dabs of mashed potato or a few leftover carrots.
‘Waiters kept bringing in new loads, piling them by the sink until
there was no room left. Even though the kitchen exhaust fan
roared, the place smelled of garlic, burnt grease and sweat.

“Out of the way, kid,” said one waiter as he shoved
through the swinging door. “Better get to work, the line’s out the
door.”

(Background) Although my father owns our Italian
restaurant in my hometown, last summer was my first time
helping in the kitchen. Usually, I just directed the overflow
parking out back during the tourist crush. But about an hour
earlier, my dad called, panicked, and told me his dishwasher had
quit.




image8.png
Step 6: Add Structure

+ Let's say you have a good start and described a
“problem,” but aren't sure where to go from
there.

+ The next step—often in the second paragraphor
so—is to back up a bit to “where it all started.”

+ Sinceyou started in the middle of alittle story,
you need to now step back in time and explain
how you got to that point. It's called putting the
anecdote in context.
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Show AND Tell

HOT TIP: Know the difference between when you are
“showing” and when you are “telling:

- Showing = Providing concrete details, specific

examples, telling a story, using dialogue, sensory
descriptions, visuals, evidence, action. Everything

that is more specific and tangble.

 Telling = Explaining, reflecting, analyzing,
interpreting, giving background, etc. Everything that

is more general and abstract.
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The Big Tell

+ Show Some Emotion
= Open up about yourself! When you reveal your inner
thoughts and feelings, this helps the reader empathize
with you — and makes you feel real and human
+ Include dialogue
= Add a line or two! (be sure to start a new paragraph
when someone new talks)
+ Be Specific
= If you mention a pet or a person, use their name. if you
‘mention sneakers, name the brand. Not just a car, but
the year, color and make. If you mention a song,
include a title
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The Big Tell

+ Back Up Your Points, Declarations, or

Observations With Examples

= Example: (Telling) When I thought about my
reaction to that chaotic scene in the restaurant, I
realized that [ have a pattern to handling crises. At
first, 1 go into panic mode and almost freeze with
anxiety. (Showing with an example) It felt like the
time my Irish Setter, Sandy, darted into trafficand
was hit by a delivery truck. I just stood there, as
though my legs had turned to stone...
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Step 7: Explain What You Learned

+ You have relayed your anecdote, provided
background and shared your reaction toit. Now
it's timeto geta grip. You are clearly going to
shift away from “showing” into “telling” mode at
this point, butlike I said, it's fine if you slip in
some of those “showing” details here and there.

« In general, you will now explain how you
handled the problem, and what you
learned in the process.
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HOT TIP: Remember, you did not have to totally
solve the problem—it can be fine if you just
found a way to handle it or deal with it. If you
had a fear of heights as a problem, you didn’t
have to totally get over that fear—just share what
you did to cope or handle it in your life.
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Share What You Learned

+ You don't just want to say what you learned, but
also delve into how you learned it. To flush out
some ideas, start with these three points:

+ What did you learn about yourself?
+ What did you learn about others?
+ What did you learn aboutlife, or the world?
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Here are some other ways to express
what you learned:
1 never thought about it before, but now I believe that...
‘When I looked back at what happened, I realized that...

Ittook me a while, but after talking about it with my friends, I
saw things differently. Now I think that...

Forthe first time, I started to wonder about...

Things slowly started to change. I began to notice that...and
realize that...and care about..

Atfirst, it seemed as though nothing had changed. But then T
PR o ki
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The Power of a Universal Truth

Here's another tip on how to take your essay to a
deeper level. It's called finding the “universal truth”
in your piece. A universal truth is the same thing as
alife lesson—it's something that is true for almost
everyone. Usually they are very simple, and almost
cliché.

Examples: No pain, no gain. Sometimes you have to
fail to succeed. Cheaters never win. Bigger is better.
Everyone loves a winner. You don't always get what
you want. It's darkest before the dawn.
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So, what’s the difference?

PROMPT #1— Describe theworld

you come from-— forexanple, sour
family, commmastyorschool —and tellus

‘how ourvorldhes sheped sourdrears | | ianpishmenmiles ovprost s s doe
‘andaspiratons. raae o e peaouare
- ANECDOTE - ANECDOTE
'HISTORY/BACKGROUND - HISTORY/BACKGROUND
- REFLECTION onnotjustthe . REFLECTION ON
‘anecdote, butthe “world”it TRAIT/QUALITY/EXPERIENCE

represents
- CONCLUSION/HOW IT
APPLIESTO YOUR FUTURE

- LESSON IN ANECTODE
- CONCLUSION - qualitiesyou

used or developed and howitwill
applyinthefuture
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What exactly is a narrative essay?

+ When you tell a true, real-life story that
happened to you, but it readslike fiction. This
storytelling style is similar to something you
would read in a novel, memoir or short story.

+ Unlike formal, academicessays, these can be
engaging and fun to read—which is exactly what
you want in a college application essay.
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Step 3: Choose the Right Story

Do you remember from your English classes what
‘makes a story? No matter what, you need two
things: a character(s) and a conflict. With
these essays, vou are the main character. Tofind
an irresistible story, all you need to find is a
conflict.

If the “time,” incidentor example you already
thought of has a conflict, chances are it will
‘make a good story, and essay! Let's run it
through the test. If not, you just need to look
harder.
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The problem often is something that got in the
way of whatever you wanted to do, or try, or
valued. It can be an obstacle, eitherliterally or
figuratively, such as an accident, mistake, life
change, big move, disappointment, failure, or
any setbackin your life.

It also can be an obsession, passion, phobia,
challenge or even a seemingly impossible goal.
Orit can be a personal idiosyncrasy, such as a bad
habit, physical flaw or difference. One guy wrote

about his crazy, frizzy red hair. Another girl
wrote about her wide hips.




