Sketches 2
Lesson 36
Objective:  In this lesson, you will create an autobiographical text.

Writing Assignment

Before you begin the lesson, take time to complete the writing assignment that follows.
I Remember

What do you remember from your childhood? Can you recall stories, smells, or images? Write your memories in the form of a list. Don't stop to think about what to write. Simply list as many things as you can remember from your childhood.

Autobiographical Writing

Autobiographical writing is simply a person writing about himself/herself.  It can be a short story, life history, poem, or anecdote.  Look at the following example of autobiographical writing.

What's In a Name?

Daddy had bought a new picnic table and proudly set it in our back yard. It was green and shiny, and I had an uncontrollable urge to scratch my name right on the top. Of course, I knew that if I did such a thing, the punishment would be severe. Finally, I had an idea. I would scratch my sister's name on it instead. Early the next morning, I sneaked outside, found a nail, and scratched "Donna" on top of the table.

That afternoon when Daddy got home from work, he announced, "I think we should have supper outside on the picnic table." I hadn't counted on that. However, since I could usually think of solutions quickly, I devised a plan. As Donna and I set the table for supper, I put the bowl of creamed potatoes right on top of the name.

Mother finished preparing the meal, and we all sat around the new table. To my dismay, the first thing Daddy said was, "Donna, pass the potatoes." My heart jumped into my throat, and I held my breath. Sure enough, as she handed the potatoes to Daddy, he glanced at the table.  "Donna Jean!" he shouted, "what have you done?" Her eyes got big, and she shook her head. "Look at that," he demanded, pointing to the table.

The look on her face said it all. She had no idea how her name had been scratched 

on the table. "I didn't do that," she protested.  I kept my mouth shut. Her protests were useless. Daddy had all the proof he needed. He sent her from the table, and then he steamed for the rest of the meal.


I didn't confess my crime until years later at a family reunion. When I retold the story, Donna turned red. "You did what?" she cried. I repeated my confession and added an apology. She sat there looking at me in amazement. "I knew I hadn't done that!" she exclaimed. "You rascal! You don't know how many times I've relived that evening trying to figure out how on earth my name had magically appeared." I felt a little guilty, I admit. However, the fact remains, she was punished, and I wasn't.

Generating Ideas

For this lesson, you will have specific instructions for the texts you write. When you finish the lesson, you will have a small booklet comprised of stories and thoughts from your own life.

Prompt #1:  I Remember

Examine the list of memories that you prepared for today's writing assignment. Choose several that you would like to use in a poem and consider whether you can make these items more vivid by adding important information or specific details, especially details that appeal to the five senses.  

Remember that it is better to write too much than too little. You can always delete things you decide you don't want.

Begin by writing "I remember." Finish the statement with one of your memories.

I remember turtles sitting on logs in the pond. I remember the smell of burnt toast when my sister tried to cook breakfast. I remember the taste of hot dogs cooked on the grill.

Occasionally you may have to add a second sentence to your memory to provide explanatory detail, or the explanatory material may be in the form of a phrase or clause, included in your "I remember" sentence:

I remember Mr. Wylie, my history teacher, and how his lectures would drone on and on until everyone in the class was asleep. 
I remember Mrs. Burns, my eighth-grade math teacher, and how firm yet kind she was.

I remember how crowded and noisy the Pizza Hut got after Friday night ball games, and the way the windows got so fogged up in the winter that you couldn't see outside.

If you get tired of starting every line with "I remember," try one or more of the following variations:

(a) Begin with "I can remember" or "I can still recall" or "I'll always remember."

(b) Begin with an introductory word or phrase or clause:  

Sometimes when I'm home alone, I remember how much I love being alone,and I sit and listen quietly to the sounds I can't hear when everyone else is there.

(c) Make separate lines out of the explanatory details you add to an "I remember" statement:

But most of all, I remember Central Park in the summer,

The Wednesday night band concerts at the mall,

The twice-a-week little league baseball games--double-headers if it rained,

The little snow cone stand off Main street,

The invasion of grasshoppers and how they clicked as we kicked them off the sidewalk,

The Sonic, hanging out there, waiting for the game to be over, or waiting for friends to show up, or for something, anything, to happen,

Sunday water-skiing on Lake Murray and--just once--going over the ski ramp anchored in the cove,

The Friday night parties after the game and the explanations when we got home.

Now organize your memories into a poem. Add details that will help your reader see what you see, hear what you hear, and feel what you feel.

Prompt #2: My Family

There are many options for this prompt. You may include as much of your family as you wish.  Here are your choices:

1.   Write a one-page essay/narrative about your family.

2.   Write a twenty-line poem about your family.

3.   Create a family tree.

4.   Make a collage using pictures of your family members.  You could include symbolic images. For example, if your family members are musical, you could put pictures of the instruments they play, draw song sheets of the songs they like to sing, sprinkle musical notes and clefs around the collage, etc.

Prompt #3: My Little Instructions

Model this after the Life's Little Instructions books. Choose a minimum of five instructions you would give someone for living a full and happy life.

Prompt #4: A Funny Family Memory

Write a one-half to one-page story about something funny you remember happening in your family. You may remember a story from your immediate family (mother, father, and siblings) or from your extended family (step-parents, step-siblings, aunts, uncles, grandparents, cousins, and anyone else who "feels" like a relative). Use details so that your reader can get a mental picture of exactly what is happening in the story.

Prompt #5: When I Was Little, I Wanted to Be…...

Write a one-half to one-page essay telling what you wanted to be when you grew up. Include how that has changed or stayed the same. Finish by telling what you think you might want to do after you graduate.

Prompt #6: A Sad Memory

Write about a sad experience you have had or witnessed. You may write it as a one-half to one-page story, or you may write it as an eight to twenty-line poem. Use descriptions that help the reader feel what you felt as you experienced this event.
Prompt #7: The Important Things In Life

Make a list of ten things that you have decided are important in life. Your list may be complete sentences, words with explanations, or a list of words and phrases. Be sure to number each one, beginning with the most important item and moving to the least important item on your list.

Prompt #8: Friends, Good and Bad

You have three options on this prompt:

1. Write a one-page essay about friends. You may express your thoughts about friends in general or write specifically about your own friends--good or bad.

2. Write a one-page poem about friends. You may express your thoughts about friends in general or write specifically about your own friends--good or bad.

3. Create a collage using pictures of your friends, people you would like to have as friends, or people you were friends with at one time, or do something artistic to express your feelings about friends.

Prompt #9: Hard Lessons I've Learned

Choose two or three things that have been difficult for you to learn. Tell (1) why they were hard, (2) what you suffered because you hadn't learned them, (3) how you dealt with the problems, and (4) what you have learned from them. Be realistic but do not reveal things that would embarrass you or others.  

Prompt #10: A Funny Memory

Write a poem or story based on a funny memory. The length of the poem or story does not matter. Have fun with the assignment. Make your reader laugh.

Prompt #11: If I Could Start Over…

Hasn't everyone wished for another chance? What would you do if you could relive your life, your school career, or a relationship that went bad? You have three options on this prompt:  

1.   Write a story explaining what you would change and how you would change it.

2.   Write a poem explaining what you would change and how your would change it.

3.   Make a list of everything you would do differently if you could start over.

Revising

Read through each of your texts carefully. Did you communicate what you wanted to communicate? If you aren't sure that some of your work is well-written, ask a friend to read that piece and give you feedback. After receiving feedback, make any revisions that you feel are needed.

Proofreading

Proofreading in this assignment may differ some from our conventional assignments. You certainly want to make sure that all words are spelled correctly, but you have some flexibility in grammar and punctuation. Look at your work carefully. Determine if it is easy to understand. If you aren't sure, have a friend read it for you and point out places where punctuation and grammar errors make the work hard to understand.

Publishing

The format for this assignment is different from any others you have created in this series of writing lessons. The finished product of this lesson is a booklet entitled "The Person I've Become." Make a cover with that title and your name on the front. Print copies of the works you created in Your Student Writing Portfolio adding the pieces that include artwork. Use additional pictures and graphics in your writing. Your teacher may want to check your work, but the final copy belongs to you

Wrap Up

Autobiographical writing is a way to let others find out who we are. It is also a way to find out about ourselves. Your journal assignments have often turned into autobiographical texts concerning how you feel about certain topics. Some autobiographical writing is extremely personal and not meant to be shared with anyone. Other autobiographical writing is enjoyable not only for the person who reads the text but also for the one who writes it.
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