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Essay Assignment One 
For the first assignment, you will write a critical literacy narrative in which you tell a carefully 
chosen story in order to illustrate a “BIG” or “compelling” idea you have come to understand 
about literacy (or, as Voss might say, literacies). 
  
What is a critical literacy narrative?  
A critical literacy narrative (CLN) has two parts: 1) the telling of a story (or set of short vignettes) 
and 2) the analysis of that story. Many writers find it relatively easy to tell a story but struggle 
with the analysis. Your goal with analyzing a story is to help yourself and your readers 
understand who you are as a creator and user of texts (broadly defined). In order to analyze 
your story, you need to critically consider what “literacy” means—how you and others define 
it—and how those definitions have larger social impacts or implications. By considering and 
then explaining these things (i.e., analyzing), you will show yourself and your readers why your 
story is significant (i.e., the “BIG” or “compelling” idea discovered). 
 
Why am I writing this CLN, and to whom am I writing it?  
As stated above, a major goal of this assignment is for you to learn about yourself as a learner 
and as a creator and user of texts. So, in a sense, you are writing this essay for you. By 
carefully considering past experiences, you can learn valuable information about your current 
attitudes toward texts, writing, reading, and learning. By carefully considering definitions of 
literacy, you can begin to understand that “literacy” is not a neutral term but rather is loaded 
with varying cultural expectations that shift over time and space. 
 
While the CLN is meant to be personally meaningful, because it is part of an academic class, 
its written form will look much different than self-reflective writing intended only for your eyes 
(e.g., a diary or personal journal). Your audience includes Dr. Hauman and Mr. Wright, your 
classmates, and any university or community members interested in critically understanding 
literacy. This audience expects a clearly articulated main point (i.e., the “BIG” or “compelling” 
idea you discovered) and effectively organized ideas that all relate to and support that main 
point.  
 
How do I write this CLN?  
Component One: Narration 
Begin by telling your story, but carefully choose how you start (from the beginning, the middle, 
the end?) and carefully select which details are necessary to lead us to a clear understanding 
of who you are as a creator and user of texts and how that affects your understanding of 
literacy. As you draft, consider these important aspects of narrative:  
 

Accuracy 
Use clear and specific details, along with verbs that suggest particular and compelling 
action (e.g. “sprint” instead of “run” or “sashay” instead of “walk”).   
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Atmosphere 
Describe more than just how things look. Use metaphors and similes, as well as details 
that involve all of our senses—sight, hearing, taste, touch, and smell—to appeal to your 
readers.  
  
Tension 
Focus on the central conflict or tension at the heart of your narrative. What is the 
problem? What did you—at that moment in time—want, need, or desire and why? This 
sense of tension or conflict prevents reader boredom and keeps your narrative moving 
toward that “BIG” idea and claim at the center of your thesis.  
  
Character and Dialogue 
When you describe and give voice to yourself and others in your narrative, include the 
quirks and differences of character that really distinguish and personalize. Quote 
yourself and others when such language will speak with special force, emotion, or 
eloquence, and offer your readers insight to the unique qualities of the character—
including you—in the story.  
 

Component Two: Analysis  
In the next section of well-connected paragraphs, interpret and analyze the moment or series 
of moments to help readers understand how they have led to your “BIG” or “compelling” idea 
about literacy. Make sure that each paragraph addresses a single idea and leads logically to 
the next paragraph. Use transitional phrases and sentences to connect sentences and 
paragraphs. Equally importantly, be honest in your writing. Turn your critical eye on yourself, 
admitting what you don’t know and what disturbs and surprises you.  
 
Bringing the Components Together: The Conclusion 
After you analyze your narrative, offer readers a conclusion that clearly articulates the “BIG” or 
“compelling” idea you have come to understand about literacy through your analysis (i.e., your 
thesis statement). Do this by establishing a controlling idea for your CLN that acknowledges 
general understandings of your issue. Some examples to get you started: 
 

●   Many people think/I thought…but by reflecting on this personal experience,I have come 
to understand… 

●   What this story illustrates is that literacy is….. 
●   Reflecting on this story has helped me to see the truth about myself; how I strive to 

please others, how I need literacy in order to feel respected, and how my love of literacy 
brings me joy. I have learned how my parents and teachers have played such a 
dynamic role in creating my literacy… 

●   This story illustrates how specific events have contributed to my sense of 
voicelessness. I wanted to conform in school and “be good” as my father expected at 
home. The things I wanted to talk or write about were not on the agenda at school or 
home...I’m considering now…. 
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The key here is to deliberately and clearly explain the connections between your story and 
analysis: What have you discovered in the process of writing your CLN? What do you want us 
to walk away thinking about your story and literacy? Why should we care? What are the 
lingering questions you, yourself, still have about your experience and literacy?  
 
Resources 
Writing Center: Make sure to schedule ongoing appointments at the Writing Center to work on 
each stage of your CLN. Refer to your Writing Center handout for details about making an 
appointment. 
  
Submission Details 
Deadlines:    First Draft – SWG on Thursday, September 24 or Friday, September 25 
                     Final Draft – Monday, October 5 
  
All submitted essays (drafts and finals) should: 

●   Be typed and double-spaced, using 12-point font (using a standard font like Times New 
Roman or Cambria) and 1-inch margins on all sides 

●   Not have a separate title page, but should include the information shown in the example 
below 

●   Be 3-4 pages in length (minimum of 3 full pages, not 2½ or 2 pages and a few lines on 
the 3rd page) 

●   Use appropriate grammar and punctuation conventions 
 

Student Last Name 1 
 
Sample Student 
Sample Professor 
FYS 1002 
19 September 2015 
 

Informative and Catchy Title 
 

 The text of the body of the essay should be double-spaced 12-point font. Margins on all 

sides should be 1-inch, which you can set in the “layout” or “page layout” section. 

  


