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Writing Personal Narratives in a Political World  

This unit designed for high school students puts personal narrative and journalistic writing in conversation with 
one another. It seeks to demonstrate the differences between these two modes of writing, while also uplifting 
the ways in which they inform each other. Ideal for Social Studies, English, or Journalism courses, in this unit 
students will first read a recently-published personal narrative of their choice connected to themes of racism, 
sexism, poverty, and struggles for justice. Next, students will read a related journalistic article published by the 
Pulitzer Center. Students will then compare and contrast the two forms of writing, considering both their 
processes and their purposes. This will form the foundation of the unit, which will then shift to students 
brainstorming the political topics that connect to their lives, which will become the focus of their personal 
narratives. Students will be given several strategies for choosing their topic, including exploring resources from 
the Pulitzer Center. The goal of the unit is for students to write personally, focusing on themselves, their 
families, and their communities, while recognizing that their personal stories are also political. Finally, while 
the unit outlines 5 lessons, this is the bare minimum, and it’s likely students may benefit from additional time to 
write, revise, and share their personal narratives.  

Standards  

Common Core English Language Arts Standards for Writing in Grades 11-12  

● CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.11-12.3 - Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events 
using effective technique, well-chosen details, and well-structured event sequences.  

● CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.11-12.9 - Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support 
analysis, reflection, and research.  

Essential Questions and Objectives 
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Essential Questions  Objectives 

How are we as 
individuals/families/communities impacted by 
justice issues and struggles that are occurring 
on a national or international scale? 

Read and analyze justice-oriented news stories 
from around the world, identifying themes and 
making connections to our personal lives. 
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Resources (Pulitzer Center and Additional Resources) 
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What are the important personal stories we have to 
tell and how do they relate to larger themes of 
politics and justice? How do we tell our stories in 
compelling ways that foster connection for readers? 

Write a first-person narrative about a meaningful 
life experience, making connections between the 
personal and political. 

PERSONAL NARRATIVES  THEMES/ISSUES/TOPICS  
(Pulitzer Center Resources) 

1) “Do Not Accept Nan  
Check,” Kiese Laymon -  
https://medium.com/s/story  
/do-not-accept-nan-check-a  

2b31e5a41ae 

Mississippi / Poultry Plants / Working Class -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/union-leaders-call-slower-line-spee
ds -covid-19-spreads-mississippi-poultry-plants  

Racism / Poverty -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/milwaukee-evictions-spurred-covid
-1 9-longstanding-racism-and-poverty  

Hunger / Food Banks -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/food-bank-lines-filled-stories-life-
an d-death 

2) “Why I Tried to Save 
My Father, My Dictator,”  

Karla Cornejo  
Villavicencio -  

https://www.nytimes.com/  
2020/04/03/opinion/sunday  
/undocumented-immigrant  

father.html 

Undocumented Immigrants -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/undocumented-pandemic-nowhere
-el se-go  

Legal Paths for Immigration -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/undocumented-pandemic-nowhere
-el se-go  

Latino Workers -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/arkansas-poultry-plants-are-struggl
in g-covid-19-hispanic-workers-are-facing-worst-it  

Asylum Seekers -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/after-asylum-ruling-migrants-juare
z-f ace-new-choice-stay-line-or-try-crossing-elsewhere 
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3) “Racism Is Terrible.  
Blackness Is Not,” Imani  

Perry -  
https://www.theatlantic.co  
m/ideas/archive/2020/06/ra  
cism-terrible-blackness-not  

/613039/ 

Protests During a Pandemic -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/first-pandemic-then-protests  

BLM Activist -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/portrait-pandemic-we-cant-be-sele
cti ve-what-black-lives-matter-and-what-black-lives-dont  

Protests and Surveillance -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/prying-eyes  

Police Brutality Against Black People in PR -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/they-believe-were-criminals-black-
pu erto-ricans-say-theyre-police-target 

(continued) Black Art and Culture as part of BLM Movement -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/afropunk-brings-black-lives-matter
-et hos-abroad  

Celebration of Black beauty -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/afro-latina-started-magazine-puert
o-r ico-celebrate-black-beauty 

4) “You Want a 
Confederate 
Monument? My Body 
Is a  

Confederate Monument,”  
Caroline Randall Williams  

-  
https://www.nytimes.com/  
2020/06/26/opinion/confed  
erate-monuments-racism.ht  

ml 

Street Names -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/what-kansas-city-can-learn-dakar-a
m sterdam-and-memphis-about-naming-streets-mlk  

Slavery -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/1857-project-extracting-poison-ra
cis m-americas-soul 
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Unit Outline  

DAY 1  

This unit was created by Nataliya Braginsky  as part of the fall 2020 Pulitzer Center Teacher Fellowship program on Arts, Journalism, and 

Justice.  

 

5) “Why I Speak Up for  
Black Women,” Megan  

Thee Stallion -  
https://www.nytimes.com/  
2020/10/13/opinion/megan  
-thee-stallion-black-women  

.html 

Gun Violence -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/gun-violence-and-pandemic-leave-
st louis-woman-one-choice-escape  

Violence Against Native Women -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/well-grief-relatives-murdered-nati
ve women-speak-out  

Violence Against Women in El Salvador -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/violence-against-women-el-salvad
or driving-them-suicide-or-us-border  

Violence Against Women -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/how-far-can-abused-women-go-pr
ote ct-themselves  

Rapping and Activism/Justice -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/jordanian-rapper-lgbtq-rights-free
do m-expression-and-resistance  

Rap Revolution -  
https://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/rappers-revolution-senegal 

Essential Question - In what ways are our personal lives and stories connected to political history 
and present day realities? 

Opener - Analyze these two quotes. What do they mean? Do you agree or disagree, and 
why?  

      1. “The personal is political.” - Feminist slogan of the 1960s/1970s  
2. “The great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it within us, are unconsciously 
controlled by it in many ways, and history is literally present in all that we do.” - James Baldwin 

Activity:  
● Choose a personal narrative to read from the five linked above.  
● As you read the personal narrative, list the relevant historic/political topics/themes/issues that 
arise.  
● Also highlight your favorite sentence, favorite phrase, and favorite word from the piece. 



5 

 
 
DAY 2 

 
 
DAY 3 
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Closing:  
● As a whole class, in small groups, or partners, share the sentence, phrase, and word you highlighted. 
● Discuss what made these personal narratives powerful/meaningful/creative/deep, and what aspects 
of the narratives help people connect to them. 

Essential Question - How does journalist writing/reporting differ from personal narratives? How are the 
two connected? 

Opener - Watch this video about journalist Adaobi Tricia Nwaubani who writes about discrimination in 
Nigeria. She wrote both an essay/memoir, as well as a journalistic piece about this. Listen carefully as she 
speaks about the differences between the two types of writing. Also, preview the two pieces, and write 
down the differences you notice. 

Activity:  
● Looking at the resources chart, choose a Pulitzer Center article that is related to the personal 

narrative you read last class.  
● As you read the article, keep track of the facts that you learn about this topic/issue.  
● Answer this question: how did learning this information help you understand or shed light on 
the personal narrative you read? 

Closing:  
● In pairs or small groups with peers who read the same personal narrative as you, discuss the 

articles you read and today’s essential question:  
a. How does journalistic writing/reporting differ from personal narratives? How are the 

two connected?  
b. Which did you learn more from? Which did you enjoy reading more? 

Essential Question - What are the important, meaningful personal stories we have to tell and how do 
they relate to larger themes of justice/politics? 

Opener - Analyze Baldwin’s quote. What does it make you think about reading and writing? How does 
this connect to the personal narratives we read? More importantly, how might it inspire you in the 
personal narrative you will write and the topic you might choose?  

“You think your pain and your heartbreak are unprecedented in the history of the world, but then you read. 
It was books that taught me that the things that tormented me most were the very things that connected me 
with all the people who were alive, who had ever been alive.”  

― James Baldwin 
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Activity:  
● Today, we are choosing the topic for our personal narrative, something that is both personal and 

political. It can be something big that happened to you/your family/your community. It can be 
something seemingly small that had a big impact on you. Use any/all of these strategies to think 
about what you want to write your personal narrative about!  

a. Create a VISUAL TIMELINE OF YOUR LIFE, including events (big or small) that have 
happened in your life (or perhaps even before you were born). Star the ones that have had a 
big impact on you. Maybe they are things you experienced, maybe they are things you 
witnessed, maybe they are realizations you had.  

b. Search the PULITZER CENTER WEBSITE by using keywords or using the Issues tab. 
This can help you brainstorm themes that you could connect to in your own life. You can 
also review the personal narratives and articles we have discussed over the past two 
classes. Perhaps there is a theme here that you connect to and might want to write about 
for your personal narrative. What themes or issues do you connect to?  

c. Have a one-on-one CONFERENCE WITH YOUR TEACHER to discuss some of your 
ideas for the personal narrative. 

Closing/Homework:  
● Map how you will tell your personal story, by outlining the following:  

a. What specific moment/incident is at the core of the story you are trying to tell?  

b. How will you begin? How will you hook your reader?  

c. What is the central obstacle/tension/problem at the center of your story?  

d. What important information/ideas that are historic/political will you include?  

e. How will you resolve/close your personal narrative? 

Essential Question - How can we tell our stories in compelling ways that foster connection for readers? 

Opener - Look at the rubric for the New York Times Personal Narrative Contest. Which part of this 
rubric seems easiest for you to do well with? Which part seems most important, and why? Which part of 
the rubric seems most challenging? 
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Day 5 
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Activity:  
● Analyze the arc of the story, focusing on the exposition, conflict, and rising action.  

● Together, read and analyze the opening paragraph of Kiese Laymon’s personal narrative, “Do              
Not Accept Nan Check,” discussing the following questions: What makes this a strong             
opening? What does the exposition reveal? What is the conflict? 

Independent Work:  
● Plan the first half of your personal narrative:  

a. HOOK - how will you grab the reader's attention right away?  

b. EXPOSITION - what essential information does the reader need to know in the beginning?  

c. CONFLICT - what is the conflict/problem in your piece, and how will you reveal it to 
the reader?  

d. RISING ACTION - what will happen next in response to the conflict, leading to the climax? 

Homework:  

● Use your outline to write the first half of your personal narrative, submit it to your teacher 
this evening, so you can receive feedback in time for next class. 

Essential Question - How can we tell our stories in compelling ways that foster connection for readers? 

Opener - See feedback from your teacher on the first half of your personal narrative. What 
changes/additions do you plan to make to the first half of your personal narrative? 

Activity:  
● Analyze the arc of the story, focusing on the climax, falling action, and resolution.  

● Together, read and analyze excerpts from Karla Cornejo Villavicencio’s, “Why I Tried to Save 
My Father, My Dictator” discussing what makes the climax, falling action, and resolution strong, 
and what makes them distinct from one another. 
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Final Notes  

1. Students may need additional time to write their drafts, and it may be necessary to give students class 
time to write, rather than doing the writing for homework.  

2. Giving students the opportunity to share their pieces and read their peers while they are in the midst of 
the writing process, can be helpful and a powerful way to create a writing community. If possible, give 
students an additional class period for peer revision.  

3. Once students have finished writing, implementing teacher and peer feedback, and revising, create an 
opportunity for students to share part of all of their personal narratives with partners or in small groups, 
with the entire class, or more broadly with the larger school community!  

4. Students are also encouraged to submit their personal narratives to the annual New York Times 
Learning Network Personal Narrative Writing Contest. The rubric for the contest is below: 
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Independent Work:  
● Plan the second half of your personal narrative:  

a. CLIMAX - What will be the big event, the turning point, of your personal narrative? This 
can be something big that happens externally, or a big internal realization!  

b. FALLING ACTION - What happens in response to the climax/turning point? This should 
be moving us toward the ending.  

c. RESOLUTION - How do things (begin to) change as a result of what happened? Even 
though things may not be fully resolved/tied up neatly, how does this narrative come to a 
close? This does not have to be a “happy ending” - try to avoid cliches here. 

Homework:  
● Use your outline to write the second half of your personal narrative, submit it to your teacher 

this evening, so you can receive feedback in time for next class. 
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