
Listed below are various introductory paragraphs from narrative essays/ nonfiction pieces.  Analyze each paragraph in terms of diction and syntax. Be sure to consider how these writer’s tools help to convey the writer’s attitude (tone).

1. Complete a “chart” for three of these passages.  For each chart that you complete, write a “draft” thesis statement. 

2. Select ONE of these passages and using it as a guide, create an introductory paragraph for an essay in which you write about your own personal experience.  Try to imitate the writer’s style in your opening paragraph. 

“Eleven” by Sandra Cisneros


What they don't understand about birthdays and what they never tell

you is that when you're eleven, you're also ten, and nine, and eight, and

seven, and six, and five, and four, and three, and two, and one. And when

you wake up on your eleventh birthday you expect to feel eleven, but you

don't. You open your eyes and everything's just like yesterday, only it's

today. And you don't feel eleven at all. You feel like you're still ten. And you

are --underneath the year that makes you eleven.


Like some days you might say something stupid, and that's the part of

you that's still ten. Or maybe some days you might need to sit on your

mama's lap because you're scared, and that's the part of you that's five.

And maybe one day when you're all grown up maybe you will need to cry

like if you're three, and that's okay. That's what I tell Mama when she's sad

and needs to cry. Maybe she's feeling three.


Because the way you grow old is kind of like an onion or like the rings

inside a tree trunk or like my little wooden dolls that fit one inside the

other, each year inside the next one. That's how being eleven years old is.
“My Mother Never Worked”  by Bonnie Smith- Yackel

       “Social Security Office.” (The voice answering the telephone sounds very self-assured.)

“I’m calling about … I … my mother just died … I was told to call you and see about a

… death benefit check, I think they call it …”

“I see. Was your mother on Social Security? How old was she?”

“Yes … she was seventy eight …”

“Do you know her number?”

“No … I, ah … don’t you have a record?”

“Certainly. I’ll look it up. Her name?”

“Smith. Martha Smith. Or maybe she used Martha Ruth Smith.

… Sometimes she used her maiden name … Martha Jerabek Smith.”

“If you’d care to hold on, I’ll check our records – it’ll be a few minutes.”

“Yes …”

Her love letters – to and from Daddy – were in an old box, tied with ribbons and stiff,

rigid-with-age leather thongs: 1918 through 1920; hers written on stationery from the

general store she had worked in full-time and managed, single-handed, after her

graduation from high school in 1913; and his, at first, on YMCA or Soldiers and Sailors

Club stationery dispensed to the fighting men of World War I. He wooed her thoroughly

and persistently by mail, and though she reciprocated all his feelings for her, she dreaded

marriage …


“The Chase” by Annie Dillard

Some boys taught me to play football. This was fine sport. You thought up a new strategy for every play and whispered it to the others. You went out for a pass, fooling everyone. Best, you got to throw yourself mightily at someone's running legs. Either you

brought him down or you hit the ground flat out on your chin, with your arms empty before you. It was all or nothing. Ifyou hesitated in fear, you would miss and get hurt: you would take a hard fall while the kid got away, or you would get kicked in the face

while the kid got away. But if you flung yourself wholeheartedly at the back of his knees-if you gathered and joined body and soul and pointed them diving fearlessly-then you likely wouldn't get hurt, and you'd stop the ball. Your fate, and your team's score,

depended on your concentration and courage. Nothing girls did could compare with it. Boys welcomed me at baseball, too, for I had, through enthusiastic practice, what was weirdly known as a boy's arm. In winter, in the snow, there was neither baseball nor football, so the boys and I threw snowballs at passing cars. I got in trouble throwing snowballs, and have seldom been happier since.

“The Money” by Junot Diaz


       All the Dominicans I knew in those days sent money home. My mother didn’t have a regular job besides caring for us five kids, so she scrimped the loot together from whatever came her way. My father was always losing his forklift jobs, so it wasn’t like she ever had a steady flow. But my grandparents were alone in Santo Domingo, and those remittances, beyond material support, were a way, I suspect, for Mami to negotiate the absence, the distance, caused by our diaspora. She chipped dollars off the cash Papi gave her for our daily expenses, forced our already broke family to live even broker. That was how she built the nut—two, maybe three hundred dollars—that she sent home every six months or so.

     We kids knew where the money was hidden, but we also knew that to touch it would have meant a violent punishment approaching death. I, who could take the change out of my mother’s purse without thinking, couldn’t have brought myself even to look at that forbidden stash. 

So what happened? Exactly what you’d think. The summer I was twelve, my family went away on a “vacation”—one of my father’s half-baked get-to-know-our-country-better-by-sleeping-in-the-van extravaganzas—and when we returned to Jersey, exhausted, battered, we found our front door unlocked.
“So This Was Adolescence”  by Annie Dillard
When I was fifteen I felt it coming; now I was sixteen, and it hit.  My feet had imperceptibly been set on a new path, a fast path into a long tunnel like those many turnpike tunnels near Pittsburgh, turnpike tunnels whose entrances bear on brass plaques a roll call of those men who died blasting them.  I wandered witlessly forward and found myself going down and saw the light dimming; I adjusted to the slant and dimness, traveled further down, adjusted to greater dimness, and so on.  There isn’t a whole lot I could do about it or about anything.  I was going to hell on a handcart, that was all, and I knew it and everyone around me knew it, and there it was. 

I was growing and thinning as if pulled.  I was getting angry, as if I morally disapproved most things in North America and blamed innocent parents for them.  My feelings deepened and lingered.  The swift shods of early childhood- each formed by and suited to its occasion- perished.  Now feelings lasted so long they left stains.  They arose from where, like winds or waves, battered at me or engulfed me. 


