Personal / reflective

writing unit

The Basics
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This booklet will look at how to write a good personal reflective essay. 

This booklet will consider:

· Purpose and audience

· What a reflective essay does

· Vocabulary / word choice

· Figurative language

· The senses

· First person narration

· Sentence structure

· Punctuation

· Dialogue

· Chronological Order

· The title

Purpose

The purpose in this genre is to entertain! Make your writing funny, interesting, heart-breaking or angry, just not boring!

What is a personal reflective essay?

Personal reflective writing means writing about your reaction to something that has happened to you. It is usually about one single idea or experience and will always include reflection on what has happened and your feelings about it (or your feelings at different stages). Try to make the incident real again. If you can do this, you will have produced a convincing piece of writing.

You have to comment on the experience and demonstrate the insight you have gained from the event.

This reflection is what makes the writing interesting – otherwise your essay will just be another account of someone breaking a leg or entering cheerleading competition.  

It’s your thoughts and feelings about the experience that will make your writing original and fresh.

TIP: Avoid excessive narration in a reflective essay. Concentrate on your thoughts ( feelings ( personal reaction.

[image: image3.wmf]
Task:  Study the two passages below, then decide which one is more effective, and why. You can do this with your partner.

A

I woke up in hospital with my leg all in plaster. It was really sore and it was itchy too. My mum and dad came to fetch me after about a day, and I went back to school the next week.

B

I woke up – to my surprise – in hospital! What a shock to see my leg all covered in plaster. It was really sore and I tried not to cry all day. I remember when I think back that it was the itching that really got me – not the pain. I was so glad to see my mum and dad when they came to fetch me the next day. It was difficult going back to school with everyone staring at me and not being able to move easily because of the crutches …
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Task: Underline the phrases in both passages that show how the writer has reflected on his experience.

Vocabulary / Word Choice

When writing about a personal experience you must describe the incident or experience in an interesting way. This will make your writing stand out. 

To make your account more appealing, it is important to use fresh, vivid and exciting words to help express your meaning, for example, instead of using ‘smile’ you could use ‘smirk’ or ‘grin.’  
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Task: look at section B above. What adjectives or vocabulary does he use to make his writing more interesting?

Figurative Language

As well as making use of well-chosen words, also try to use some figurative language. Examples of figurative language are: -

· Similes

· Metaphors

· Personification

· Hyperbole

· Repetition

· Alliteration

· Onomatopoeia
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The Senses

Sight


In personal writing it is important to concentrate on conveying how things looked so your reader can imagine them in their minds eye. You need to convey as forcefully as possible the look of what you are describing.

Including the colours of things you are describing can help this. Try to be imaginative when describing colours, e.g. red / maroon/ scarlet / crimson? Which is more effective? ‘Her lips were bright red’ or ‘Her lips were a lush deep crimson?’  

The more specific colours you use will help to make your writing more vivid and real.
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Hearing




Your personal writing will be richer if you capture the sounds that were involved in the scene, e.g. if you are writing about your visit to a football match you could mention the roars of the fans in the stadium.  Think about using varied and interesting words to describe the sounds, e.g. chiming / booming / shrill.
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Smell



Your writing can be made more real and vivid by also mentioning the smell, e.g. ‘the tang of the seaside.’
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Taste and Touch





By including descriptions of the taste and touch will make your writing more appealing for your reader.
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I fell on the floor and hurt my ankle.

I tumbled towards the floor, crashing down on my ankle with a snap and a shocking pain up my leg.

My teacher was smiling

I won the contest

I could not sleep

My gran held my hand.

The First Person

First Person

Where the speaker or writer is referring to her or himself using words like I, me, mine etc.

When writing a personal account you will use the first person narrative. Using the first person can help give the writing a greater sense of reality and help the reader really understand what is happening and what you were thinking or feeling.

Tense 

Remember your account will be in the past tense. You are reflecting on experiences that have happened to you.

Sentence Structure

Essays can become boring by writers using a repetitive, pedestrian style in relation to their sentence structures. Try to vary your sentence structure using short and long sentences. They can help to covey your feelings at certain stages of your account.

If you use long sentences all the time they can create a sense of continuity and flow, but they can also become monotonous. Try short sentences for emphasis, e.g.

I ran. I ran for all I was worth! Sometimes I stumbled over tree roots. Branches slashed my face. Something was rapidly hunting me down. Twigs and branches snapped in desperate rushing behind me. A savage, wolf-like howl tore the air. Something clasped my leg! ‘God help me!’ I screamed, as I gasped for breath.

You can even vary the lengths of your paragraphs. A single sentence paragraph really stands out.


Punctuation 

Punctuation can be used to let your reader know how you were feeling.

For example:

· ! 
Exclamation marks help to express anger, joy and surprise.

· ? 
Question marks can be used to ask rhetorical questions                    where no direct reply is expected, e.g. ‘Who could that be?’

· - 
Dashes can indicate a hesitation or change in thought.

· () 
Brackets can be used when your character has something extra to add in, like a thought process.

· … 
Three dots can be used to let sentences trail off, or to create suspense.

There are other methods of punctuation, all which help to create a tone and atmosphere in your essay.

Can you think of any others?

Dialogue

You may wish to include some dialogue when describing your experience.  The box bellows gives tips about how to write dialogue correctly.

Look at the use of commas in the following sentence:


Elaine was curious and asked, ‘Where did you get to?’


‘The shopping centre,’ John replied.

Direct speech must be separated from the rest of the writing by a punctuation mark (the comma.)

Use inverted commas for words spoken ‘……’

Remember, to use a capital letter when beginning direct speech.

Each time you introduce a new speaker, begin and new line and indent.


Task: Write a short account of a personal experience using dialogue.

Chronological Order

You will probably write your essay in chronological order – this means in the order that things happened to you. This can sometimes lead to dull writing.

Example

‘Then I did this, then I did that. Then he said, then she said….’ And so on.

To make your writing more interesting you could use flashbacks or describe events in the past tense and add a section at the end describing your thoughts and feelings as you reflect back on events now.

Title

Think of an effective title.

 

Task: Which title do you think is better and why?

· My First Holiday Abroad

· Florida

· My Highs and Lows


Task: Read the following extract written by A. Leitrim

The first thing that sticks in my mind most from when I was very young is the first time I stole something; I was about two years old at the time. My mother and I were visiting friends who had some older children who had practically every toy under the sun because they had rich relatives who spoilt them. Anyway, even at such an early age I wondered why they could have so many wonderful toys when all I had was a few cars, a teddy bear and an old, bedraggles doll. So I decided I would have some of their toys. I remember picking out the things that would not be missed and stuffing them behind the pillow in my pram which was very easy to climb into. When it was time to go home, I started taking the toys out. My mum was very angry with me and brought me back with the toys. I had to say sorry and I remember feeling very resentful because I thought it was just not fair – they had everything I wanted and I didn’t.

This is an account of a very simple incident from childhood. She tells us her thoughts and feelings about the incident as well as giving us the facts. She is honest about these feelings and we can see why she remembers the incident so well.


Task: Write a paragraph or two about an incident you remember from childhood. Say what you thought and felt, as well as giving the facts.

Peer Assessment: When finished, swap your paragraph with your partner. Discuss what you have each done well, but also suggest how it could be improved. Is it reflective?


Task: Evaluation of Personal Reflective writing
Read the following extract written by an S3 pupil.  

Discuss the questions at the end.

I can hardly describe my feelings. I suppose I was excited, terrified and exhilarated, all rolled into one. For a start, I had never been without Mum or Dad for a weekend, let alone two weeks. Now, I was on my way to Germany to stay with my pen friend and I would not see my parents for fourteen days!

Sitting on the plane, I felt lonely and upset at my departure from the family. Even the new experience of flying could not make me feel any elation.

At Zurich airport Martina greeted me in a friendly way, putting me at ease for a while. We chatted about England, and about what we were to do and see over the next couple of weeks. In a taxi it was half an hour to Martina’s home in Germany, I hardly noticed it. When we reached her house, it occurred to me that I was about to meet her family for the first time. I was suddenly frightened. My German was not particularly good, and from what I could gather, neither was her English! Home was my main aspect of thought. Why had I agreed to come?

We were standing in the hall, and Martina indicated a door. As I entered the room, I was very worried. What on earth was I going to say? Six pairs of eyes pierced into me, and I wondered what they thought. Was I dressed to their liking? Was I shaking?


‘H, h,hello,’ I managed to stammer, forgetting they were foreign. I stood there, smiling, and wanting to run out.

A kindly looking woman asked a question in German. I did not understand and responded with a nod of the head, hoping it was enough. She had obviously asked if I would like a cup of tea, and now she had begun to pour me one. I did not dare say that I could not stand tea. Martina chaperoned me to a chair, where I thankfully took the weight from my feet. Still, nobody spoke and still I smiled.

Relief feel upon me, when at last Martina began to chat, in English. At least now I could talk to her, and not appear dumb, or rude! Within half an hour I felt more at home, and even though I could not understand half of what was said I managed to make some sort of reply. Usually a ‘Ja’ or ‘Nein.’ Even so, I was glad to retire to my room and unpack.

Looking back, I appear to have made a mess of the whole thing. However, I realise that they understood my feelings. During the whole fortnight that was the only time I had problems and from then on I had the time of my life. They were an extremely lovely family and next year I hope to return there. Meeting a family, especially foreign, proves to be terribly nerve racking, but after the initial stages, everything turns out to be fine, well, it did in my case.

· Look at the first sentence of each paragraph. How does she keep the account of the experience moving along?

· Pick out the references she makes to her feelings.

· How much has she discussed events?

· How much does she mention the behaviour and attitudes of other people?

· How honest do you think she has been?

· Why does she use questions? What kind of questions are they?

· What other punctuation do she use to help convey her feelings?

· How does the dialogue make the story more reflective and interesting?

· How does she use sentence structure?

· Does she refer to any of the senses or use figurative language? Why does she do this? What function does it serve?

· How does her feelings change throughout the account?

· What effect does the ending have?


Reflection
The word ‘reflect’ has a number of different meanings

1) To return an image/light

2) To show or express something

3) To think carefully about possibilities/options/the past

A good piece of reflective writing will do all of the above. It will hold up a mirror to yourself and allow you to critically explore an element of yourself. It will allow you to express a personal truth and finally, give you the opportunity to be critical about incidents in your life.

The difference between a strong piece and a weaker piece tends to lie in the reflection. If it only pays lip service to reflection, it will not do as well as it could.

Don’t forget this is personal writing – you will have succeeded if the reader feels involved in your essay and has a good idea of the type of person you are after reading it. To put this across, explain clearly how you were affected by the experience and how you felt about it afterwards – the ‘reflective’ part of the writing. Go into detail about what you learned, perhaps saying how you would do things differently now that you are older.

EXEMPLAR

(Don’t) Bless Me Father, For I Have Sinned
Immersed in the sound of hymns and prayers, I stand omitting everything that is being said. In my mind, it’s not real. As a Catholic, you are taught that God is all around and is always with you. You are taught that Jesus died for your sins and that - if you live your life on a sin-free schedule - when you die you will go to heaven to meet the Man himself. Be that as it may, if you ever lie, steal, commit adultery or covet what does not belong to you, the very thing you have been hoping and praying for your whole life will be taken from you and you will be condemned to Hell for eternity.
But what if he isn't there? What is the point in paying homage to a being that there is no proof of? I don't want to spend my life praying to saints and everyone holy in the hope that there is a peaceful, safe heaven surrounded by angels after death; I just want to enjoy my life as it comes and not worry about the inevitable. I believe that we are all just a small part of universal history who will eventually cease to exist to allow the next assortment of superior creatures to come along. There’s no omnipotent ruler in the sky. 
Sitting and participating in holy mass was a weekly avocation for me for over fifteen years of my life. As a young child, I was completely unaware of what was going on around me, so I merely studied hymn books pretending that they were stories. However, as I grew older, I was taught all about God and His works; not just at church, but at home and school too. In the mode of children everywhere, I absorbed and accepted the Catholic church and its views, I believed. Throughout the making of my Reconciliation, First Communion, and Confirmation, I totally agreed with everything they were in the name of; that we were all created by God and He sent His only son to Earth so that we can all live. But I was bound to believe it. It was the only religious education I was being taught. It wasn't until I entered high school that I began to explore other possibilities and gradually realised that it’s just something that I do not believe in. 
I believe that having to attend Mass when I did not want to lead me to question the beliefs I have been raised with in a more rebellious manner. As a result, I think that parents should let their children decide whether they would like to continue going to Mass or not. This would allow them to grow into their own person with their own views and beliefs and would also allow the subject of believing in God to be a less delicate one.
Both of my parents are practising Catholics, which meant that even when we went on holiday, and we go on a lot of holidays, I had the ‘pleasure’ of going to Sunday mass. No matter where, no matter what language. As my faith began to dwindle, I thought of this as a waste of time - for me, you go on holiday to experience new places and cultures; not to go and sit in a church, especially when you have no idea what is being said. I always dreaded it - although it was only an hour a week, it was an hour I could have spent exploring new cities. Admittedly, I wasn't the biggest fan of going to church at home never mind abroad, but the worst element of all was confession. Sitting in a vertical coffin and confessing my ‘sins’ to a priest so that God could grant me absolution. It was the same frivolous wrong doings every time and after my penance I never felt any different. Personally, I just think it is a way for people to make themselves feel better about things they have done wrong because it certainly doesn't stop them from repeating them.
Catholics believe that God controls everything and that everything happens for a reason, but when such disasters and crises are happening worldwide, what is their God’s reasoning? It is hard to believe there is a God when there are so many people living with terminal illnesses or in extreme poverty. Innocent people are being killed everyday, to name but a few existential issues. Where is God in all this? If someone is dying we are told to pray for them, but really what is the point when they don’t ever get better? I remember one Sunday during mass, the priest was talking about the story of Adam and Eve and confirmed that it was “just a story”. To which my reply was, “What makes you so certain that the rest of the bible isn't just a story?” The foundation of the Catholic faith is based upon the belief that God created the world in just seven days, a story which concludes with the politically offensive creation of Adam and Eve, yet so many accept that Adam and Eve are fictions while clinging to their prequel chapters. No one knows who actually wrote the bible; who compiled hundreds of different writings and turned them into the pinnacle of the Catholic religion. As for the apparent authors of the New Testament - Matthew, Mark, Luke and John - it is not humanly possible for someone to remember every aspect of someone’s life after their death in that much detail. There is no real proof of Jesus’ existence. Therefore I believe that the bible was written only to provide Catholics with a base on which to pray and follow.
It was during an argument about going to church that I told my parents that I do not believe in God. Unsurprisingly, it didn't go down too well. They were really upset about it and my mum felt as though she had failed as a mother; which is totally not the case. It kills me inside to know that she gets upset when I’m not standing beside her at church, but I don't see the point in going, praying or believing just to please her. My parents still cannot understand why I feel this way when I was brought up a Catholic and was taken to church every week, but to be honest I don’t know exactly why either. I simply just developed my own views and opinions on the matter and decided that I don’t believe in it. I think it is remarkably unrealistic. 
Both my parents say that they are praying that I will find my faith again, to which I say ‘good luck’. But, in reality, we do not know what the future holds. I may well change my views and decide that actually I do believe in God and all He encompasses, and will return to weekly mass to praise Him, but for now, I firmly believe there to be no hierarchy looking down on us from above, dictating our lives. They say that your faith is what gets you through life, but I really can’t see how that works. Just because you don’t believe in God doesn't mean you won’t be successful or have a happy life; it doesn't provide you with any priorities. I know that it is an immense statement to say that you don’t believe in God, but when you read such statements in the bible as “Happy shall they be who take your little ones and dash them against the rock” - psalm 137:9 and “ I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she is to keep silent.” - 1 Timothy 2:12, I beg to differ.
                                                                                                            1301 words
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