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The Personal Essay

This assignment is nothing new; in fact, it

dates back to the 16  century, when Michel

de Montaigne retired from public life and

wrote essays that combined his own musings

with quotations he had come across in his

reading. Most students, however, have never

heard of such a genre, and often need a little

encouragement getting started. I came up with the idea while reading Francis Bacon,

who wrote 50 years after Montaigne, during a graduate literature course. Bacon

walked around with a notebook full of interesting quotations that he regularly added to.
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The quotations were arranged by topic, and he would jot down his own ideas about

the topics as well. Eventually, drawing from his notebook, he wrote his famous Essays,

meditations on such subjects as “Love,” “Friendship,” and “Books.” (I later discovered

that some of Montaigne’s essays were titled “On war-horses,” “On the custom of

wearing clothing,” “On the Cannibals,” and “That we should not be deemed happy til l

after our death.”) While sitting in the class, I thought, “Students could do this.” They

certainly have enough opinions; why not get them to organize and focus them, and do

a bit of research as well?

The Personal Essay requires students to utilize skills in description, persuasion,

autobiography and research: They must choose a topic to philosophize about, craft a

thesis, and support the thesis with literature, autobiography, music or art, and a

quotation. The prewriting sheet below leads them through it.

This activity always gives me new insights into the students, and I believe they get new

insights into themselves: Many students are not natural philosophers, and even if they

are, they rarely are asked to think all the way through a topic and develop a cohesive

argument. And even the kids that grumble at the introduction of this assignment

eventually find a topic that interests them. Once that happens, the ideas start flowing

and even my toughest critics hand in their papers with a look of satisfaction. This

assignment proves what I will always believe: kids, and all of us, enjoy thinking. It just

feels good.

Below are the assignment sheet and prewriting sheet, and a sample student essay. 

Enjoy this fun assignment!

Personal Essay PDF                        Personal Essay Prewriting                               On

http://marilynpryle.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Personal-Essay-PDF.pdf
http://marilynpryle.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Personal-Essay-Prewriting.pdf?dl=1
http://marilynpryle.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/On-Truth.pdf


Name _________________________________________ Date ___________ Period________ 
 

Personal Essay 
 

� Read each of the sample essays in the packet.  Answer the following questions for each essay: 
 

1. What does the author use for an introduction? 
2. How does the author draw from personal experience? 
3. What is the opinion / main idea of the essay?   

 
� Choose a topic for your own personal essay.  Some examples are below, but you can choose 

anything that is apropriate for school.  Look at your Topics for Writing for additional help. 
 

Some topics: Truth  Envy  Gossip  Dating  Bravery 
  Fashion Happiness Saddness Parents  Beauty 
  Youth  Nature  Writing History Lying 
  Sports  Solitude Conscience Loss  Popularity 

 
� Fill out the prewriting sheet for this assignment. 
   
� Group your ideas on a separate sheet. 
 
� Write a first draft and then type it.  It should be at least 1 page typed. 
 
� Revise the draft.  Check for:  
  ____ A title: “On...”    ____    Transition words 
  ____ An attention-grabbing introduction ____ A quotation 
  ____    A true story    ____    Strong verbs (change at least 3)
  ____    Sentence variation   ____ A strong conclusion 
 
� Complete an Editing/Revising checksheet and print out a final copy.  Hand in everything. 
 
        Preliminary    Revised 
           Grade     Grade 
 
Structure (organization, paragraphs, length, font)  20 pts. __________  __________ 
 
Process (questions, prewrite, groups, rough, E/R)      20 pts. __________  __________ 

    
Description (title, intro, concl., examples, banned,    20 pts. __________  __________ 
          verbs, transition wds., sent. variation) 
Spelling                  20 pts. __________  __________ 
 
Grammar (punctuation, caps, sentences,     20 pts. __________  __________ 
                  quotation marks, ___________) 
 
TOTAL          __________ 
 



Name __________________________________________  Date ___________  Period _______ 
 

Personal Essay Prewriting Sheet  
 

1. What topic will your essay be about? _______________________________________ 
 
2. Write down a definition of your topic (either your own or from the dictionary): 
 
 
3. Write down your personal feelings or opinion about your topic.  Is it good? bad? useful? 

important? easy? difficult? common? rare? What do you want to say about it?  Brainstorm some 
ideas: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Think of 1-2 real-life stories that illustrate your topic and your feelings.  For example, if you’re 

writing about the dangers of anger, you could tell about a time when you (or someone) got angry 
and lost a friendship or something else important.  This should be a true story from your life. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Look up a quote related to your topic. Copy that quote and its author. You can have more than one. 
 
 
 
6. Think about other examples that illustrate your topic (from books, short stories, poems, movies, 

etc.).  Add them: 
 
 
 
7. What’s your final conclusion about your topic? 
 
 
 
8. What is an interesting way to start this essay? Write a first sentence below: 
 
 
 

On a piece of loose leaf, take these ideas and group them in an order that seems right to you. 



On Truth 
by Nadia, former eighth grader 

“Honesty; the real state of things” is how truth is defined in the Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary.  But what is truth?  Is it a positive or negative concept?  Can it build friendships or 

break them?  I think truth can have a two-dimensional aspect. 

On one hand, truthfulness is a very strong quality.  You need to be able to tell the truth 

and be honest to build relationships.  It is healthier to get into the habit of telling the truth, even if 

there are consequences.  If you lie all your life and the truth finally comes out, you will be faced 

with more consequences than before.  If you are a truthful person, you will gain more respect 

from people and build more trusting relationships. 

A couple of weeks ago, I went over my friend’s house.  We were planning to walk down 

to McDonald’s and CVS from her house, which was a pretty far distance away.  I debated telling 

my mom this, wondering if she would let me go.  In the end, I decided to stay out of trouble and 

avoid the consequence of my mother finding me down there without permission.  Even though 

she was concerned, she still let me go after I informed her.  However, my other friend that was 

also over our friend’s house didn’t tell her mother.  She got into trouble for lying, and was 

grounded for one week. 

“The truth shall set you free” (Bible, John 8:32).  I avoided losing my parent’s trust by 

telling the truth; however, my friend didn’t.  Parents and children must tell the truth to build 

relationships.  As kids grow older and are more independent, it is their responsibility to tell the 

truth to their parents about where they are going.  Children who tell the truth to their parents are 

usually more respected by their parents and have more freedom and trust.  However, children 

who do not tell the truth are usually more restricted and in more trouble. 



Although truth is beneficial, there can be another view on it.  “All truth is good, but not 

all truth is good to say” (Anonymous African Proverb).  While being honest helps, it can also be 

dangerous.  If you are brutally honest and mean to someone, they will be hurt and you may lose 

them as a friend.  For example, if a friend gets a haircut that they like, and you tell them it is 

horrible, you will probably hurt your friend.  If you are constantly revealing to people your 

negative opinions of them (all your true feelings), more people are going to find you rude and 

dislike you. 

Truth can be helpful and hurtful either way.  It is sometimes hard to know when to tell 

the truth.  Truth can get you respected, or truth can get you hated.  In the end, one must use his or 

her own judgment.


