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Write Your Life Story 

How to Incorporate the Factual and Emotional Truth in your Theme or Story 

Terry Northcutt 

 
Introduction 

 
 

Through prewriting techniques, you identified the topic of your story, 

clarified what you wanted to say about it, and discovered the meaning the 

story has for you. This extensive reflection and preparation strips the blank 

page of its power to intimidate and paralyze. When you pick up your pen or 

place your fingers on the keyboard, words flow. 

This process can be facilitated by one more strategy--completing a 

worksheet focused on incorporating the factual and emotional truth in a 

story. Completing it before starting a first draft prepares your mind to 

include information that orients and engages the reader. Completing it after 

a first draft provides a checklist to ensure that your story has successfully 

achieved these goals 

After taking time to complete the prewriting techniques, you may want 

to get the story written rather than complete the Factual and Emotional 

Truth Worksheet. That’s fine. Just be sure to consult it after you finish a 
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first draft to ensure you’ve oriented and engaged the reader. In this 

document, I’ll detail how to incorporate the factual and emotional truth in 

your theme or story. Be sure to read Dawn’s Story before reading this 

document. In a separate document, I provide a detailed worksheet and 

checklist for you to complete to ensure you’ve included it in your theme or 

story. 

Incorporating the Factual Truth 

 
Remember that the factual truth orients the reader to who was involved 

in an experience, where the experience occurred, when the experience 

occurred, and what happened. It is truth based on information culled from 

memory, interviews, books, letters, diaries, journals, research, photographs, 

and other physical artifacts. The worksheet below encourages you to detail 

each of the components of the factual truth as well as document the source 

of your facts. 

Who 

 
 
Who was involved in an event? This relates to the most significant people 

involved in an experience. People who: 

Supported you Acted as guides and mentors Influenced your decisions 

Presented obstacles Made matters worse Hurt you Betrayed you 
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Argued with you until you grasped the wisdom or destructiveness of their 

advice Impacted the direction of your life and who you became 

In some cases, an event may have occurred in a large group setting, such 

as a school classroom, a family celebration, or a work setting. In these 

cases, there are times when you can refer to everyone: Everyone in the class 

laughed, everyone at the party stared at me. However, as events unfold, 

there are usually only a few major players that are essential to the story. 

Presenting just one or two people who offer support is better than 

including every person who helped, inspired, or guided you. Similarly 

presenting the key people who thwarted your efforts is better than 

including every problematic and awful thing people said or did to make 

matters worse. 

Remember, writing is about selecting the most relevant details of an 

experience. To avoid overwhelming your reader with excessive detail, 

identify the most relevant positive and negative aspects of an event. Look 

for one to three people whose behavior is the most representative of these 

aspects of the event. As you incorporate the behavior of these few people, 

you’ll find that their words and actions convey everything the reader needs 

to grasp your experience. 
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In some cases, you might want to acknowledge others who offer similar 

types of support or obstacles through a summary: some friends provided 

articles, books, and information, some took the time to listen, others 

offered concrete help such as mowing the lawn; some people blamed and 

judged me, some refused to write references, others simply disappeared 

from my life. 

When recounting an event, focus primarily on yourself and the key 

players. Refer to the larger group when incorporating collective actions and 

reactions essential to the story or when you need to orient the reader to the 

setting of a situation. 

When 

 
 

Some stories take place over the course of a single day or an hour. 

You may not remember the exact time of day, the exact day of the week, or 

the specific year of an event. However, by completing the “When” section 

of the worksheet, you can jog your memory. You probably, won’t be using 

the exact words recorded in the worksheet for your story, but having 

worked to jog your memory, you’ll find it easier to incorporate information 

about when an event occurred in your story. In thinking about when an 

event occurred consider the following: 
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Age or Stage of Life 

 
When I was in my sophomore or junior year of high school… A few months 

after my eleventh birthday…When I was a teenager… A few years after I 

started my job at the community center… When my son was in preschool… 

Approximate Time of Day 

 
It happened late at night… I think it started in the afternoon after the mail 

came… I think it happened in the morning, because the heat and humidity 

hadn’t set in yet… It was in the middle of the night. I can still hear the 

phone startling me awake… 

Day of the Week 

 
It was around eight in the morning on a weekday, because I had just 

 
finished my coffee and was stuffing the papers I had graded in a file… It was 

on a weekend because it was late in the morning and I still hadn’t gotten 

dressed… It was on a Friday, because I remember thinking I would have the 

weekend to consider an answer… 

Season 

 
I remember it was gray and chilly, not cold enough for a winter coat… It 

happened a few weeks after school ended… It started late in the afternoon. 

It had to be winter because it was getting dark… It had to be winter because 
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the tow truck had a hard time making it down the driveway because of a 
 
recent blizzard… It had to have been summer, because that’s when I usually 

think about… It must have been spring because I remember hearing the 

silvery jingling bells that the spring peepers make after it rains… 

Some events happen over the course of many years. Notice that 

ages and stages of life are also helpful in jogging your memory in this 

situation: 

The problem started in elementary school, but must have resolved by 

high school because I no longer had trouble with… The first time it 

happened I was probably younger than four because my mother was home. 

I know it continued in elementary school because… It started when I was 

about eight years old and continued intermittently until about sixteen when 

I began to stay away from the house by joining as many clubs as I could… I 

think it started after my second child was born and continued until all the 

kids left for college… It was a tough couple of years. I remember I was 

working the night shift at the time… It had to be just before I got married, 

because I remember Jim and I were dating at the time. By the time we had 

been married a few years, he seemed to know exactly how to manage the 

situation… It happened during the two years I was dating Mary because 

she’s the one who got me to go to the accountant… 
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Where 

Where an event happened, in one sense, is as simple as stating: on the 

hike up Sugarloaf Mountain, at Rehoboth Beach, at Johnny’s Bar and Grill, 

driving down the highway, in the living room, in the car, at the dinner table, 

in the backyard. In some situations, this might be sufficient to orient the 

reader. At other times you might want to expand the information about 

where an event occurred to provide a few significant and relevant details to 

enable readers to enter your experience. As you learned in the previous 

lesson, this involves incorporating concrete sensory information into your 

story. It also means clarifying abstract words with examples—especially if 

the details about where an event occurred are relevant to how something 

happened, why it happened, or the specifics of what happened. 

Read Dawn’s Story, the fictional person writing fictional themes I 

created to demonstrate concepts and elements of the writing craft. In her 

Turning Point theme notice how she orients the reader to where and when 

an event occurred with just a few significant and relevant details. 

Third grade. A circle of five or six children seated in wooden chairs 

with metal legs all holding the same basal reader. The teacher, ash 

blonde hair curving across her forehead and then pulled into a 

bun in the back, asked each child to read a paragraph or two. 
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There is no doubt that the setting for this story is a third-grade classroom 

during reading. The teacher’s hairstyle suggests that the event occurred 

many years ago, possibly in the 1940s or 1950s. 

 

When orienting the reader to where events occurred consider the following: 

 
Stating basic factual Information such as Sugarloaf Mountain, living room, 

office. 

Providing a few significant and relevant details related to sensory 

information: sight, sound, taste, touch, texture, smell. 

Writing a few vivid examples of the setting to enable the reader to “walk in 

your shoes” and clarify your impression of it as: raucous, peaceful, serene, 

claustrophobic, noisy, quiet, jangling, etc. 

 
What happened 

 
 

What happened focuses on the series of events that unfold over the 

course of your story. They ground the writer in the factual account of an 

experience before incorporating thoughts, feelings, or interpretations. 

While you don’t want to write a story that proceeds as an eye-glazing, 

catalogue of this happened, then that happened, then the other happened; 

the worksheet is the place to organize your memory about the chronology of 

events. Once you’ve listed incidents in terms of what happened first, then 

second, and third and so on, read through to identify the most significant 
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events. These are usually the events that were instrumental in creating a 

subsequent event. They are the reason later events occurred. 

For example, in Dawn’s story she indicates she struggled to read because 

of the repetitive sentences in the Dick and Jane series that lacked context 

and meaning. Her struggle with reading continued in second grade. The 

cause? Her lack of mastery of first grade skills. Events in first and second 

grade then, lead to the moment in third grade when she was unable to 

sound out the thirteen-letter word she encountered in her third-grade 

basal reader. 

Every event presented relates to a previous event. Every event recounted 

provides the cause or reason for what happens and why events happened as 

they did. 

Just as you might be unsure about the specific time, day, or year an event 

occurred, you may be fuzzy about how a series of events unfolded. Be clear 

about what you know for sure and what you’re not certain about as in the 

passage below: 

I don’t remember when or why my daughter became so interested in 

Gymnastics she decided she wanted to compete in the Olympics by the 

time she was sixteen. I think it was a gradual process that started with 

dance lessons. The teacher from time to time had the children do 
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cartwheels and backflips for the fun of it. Gina loved this. Her friend 

Tanya was taking dance and gymnastics. We went to one of her 

gymnastic performances and Gina decided to drop dancing and sign up 

for gymnastics. 

She didn’t initially excel. That was her style. She would become 

interested in something new, just play around with it, and suddenly 

everything would come together. That was how it happened with 

gymnastics. Tanya convinced her to enter a local competition. She didn’t 

win, but I saw that she was no longer just playing, she became intent on 

practicing every day after school for an hour. It was after either her 

second local competition or her first regional one that one night over 

dinner she declared she wanted to be an Olympic gymnast. 

 

Incorporating the Emotional Truth 

 

 
The Emotional truth is your personal experience of an event: what you 

thought about it, what you felt, and how you evaluated and interpreted it at 

the time. Interpretations of events often change over time with more 

information, with more experiences in life, and with social, emotional, and 

psychological growth. So, the emotional truth is also your thoughts, 

feelings, and interpretations about an event as they evolved over the years. 
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Reflecting on your thoughts, feelings, and interpretations of an 

experience at the time of an event and as they shifted over time will enable 

you to go beyond story, the chronological sequence of events, to plot—why 

and how events happened. Understanding the how and why that underly 

events before you write your first draft, makes it more likely that you’ll 

incorporate passages that engage readers and keep them turning the page. 

To incorporate the Emotional Truth, in your theme or story take some 

time to reflect on the following: 

Your thoughts and feelings before, during, and after 

an event. 

Your interpretation of the event at the time. 

 
Previous experiences that might have influenced 

your thoughts, feelings and interpretations of the 

event or experience. 

Your needs at the time of the event or experience and 

how they might have influenced your thoughts, 

feelings and interpretations. 

The thoughts, feelings, and interpretations of others 

during the event and over time. Don’t assume you 

know this information. Include it only if others 

involved in an experience have directly shared their 
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thoughts, feelings, and interpretations of events. In 

other words, don’t engage in mind reading. 
 

The temperament, personality, personal 

experiences, and needs of each key person at a given 

moment that might have caused them to remember 

and interpret things differently. 


