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Everyone has a story to tell – but how we tell it can get mixed up in genres. As a writer, you should know what 
you write. 

QUICK GENRE QUIZ 
Writing the history of a person –birth to death:  
 BIOGRAPHY – About another person’s life in detail (facts – 3rd person) 
 
Writing true facts about people, places, or events: 
 HISTORY - About happenings in the past (verifiable TRUE facts) 
 
Dramatizing historical events (add made-up dialogue, emotions, etc): 
 CREATIVE NONFICTION  - Dramatizing events that can be verified 
 
When you add fictional characters to a historical event: 
 HISTORICAL FICTION  - Dramatization of past events /adding characters 
 
Fiction that reads like real life: 
 REALISTIC FICTION – Fiction that reads like real life happenings 
 
Writing a history of yourself – birth to present-day: 
 AUTOBIOGRAPHY – All about your own life (facts – 1st person) 
 
Writing about an experience or event about yourself: 
 MEMOIR – About segments of your life (thoughts, experiences, feelings) 

 
WE’RE BORN. WE LIVE. WE DIE.    – BORING 

 
AUTOBIOGRAPHY – your story in chronological order from 
birth to old age. Contains just the facts. 
Autobiography = your story in chronological order   
MEMOIR – a remembrance of an event based on memory, 
perception, feelings, thoughts 
AUTOBIOGRAPHY – I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings – In 
this coming-of-age book, Maya Angelou tells the story of 
her life being raised by her grandmother, giving birth at 
age 16, and rising from poverty. 
MEMOIR-- The Glass Castle by Jeannette Walls recounts 
the poverty-stricken upbringing by dysfunctional parents. 

The title refers to her father's long held intention of building his dream house, a glass castle. The Glass Castle 
had sold almost 3 million copies, translated into 22 languages, and many awards. 
 
 
 

WHEN DOES 
CREATIVE 

NONFICTION 
BECOME FICTION? 

When facts can no 
longer be verified 
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BOTH ARE WRITTEN IN FIRST  PERSON ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
But my life is boring. Who would want to read about me? I’m not famous. 

_______________________________________________________ 
WHY WRITE A MEMOIR? 

Several reasons: 
1. Preserve your memories 
2. Share Your past 
3. Pass on your legacy 

__________________________________________________________ 
A MEMOIR: 
 Is a TRUE story of the writer 
 Based on the author’s point of view  
 Tells about a certain event or experience 
 Might be more emotional and fuzzy on facts 
 Based on thoughts and feelings 
 It is one experience – not a whole lifetime 
  
Life can be mundane – and just ‘daily.’ It can also be: Messy, Funny, 

Horrifying, Interesting, Traumatic, Scary, and Wonderful 
 
 There are moments within each one of us that stick out. It might be funny, sad, or happy. Horrifying and 
scary, or traumatic. Take the details and facts and weave it into a story. Draw the reader in, making it read like 
fiction. 
 

BUT WHERE DO YOU START? 
 
1. Is there an experience – that taught you a lesson? 
2. Is there an event – that changed the course of your life? 
3. Is there a person – who made an indelible impression on you? 
4. If there a moment – that can’t be explained?  (coincidence or miracle?) 
 I call these GOD MOMENTS - like the time I followed a car on the wrong side of the highway through a 
blizzard to get home or How my dog seemingly came back to life after my dad found him dead on the highway 
 

MEMOIRS CAN BECOME SELF HELP BOOKS 
A collection of essays which tell about the author’s life experiences along with practical advice on what you 
learned. 

 It Doesn’t Define Me  - How I rebuilt my life after surviving an ischemic stroke to my spinal cord (Chris 
Mitchell) 

 How to Walk Away – escaping espousal abuse which almost put her in prison (Teresa Scobee) 
 Eulogies Unspoken – Caring for dad with love and tomatoes. (Cindy McIntyre) 
 Dumb Luck or Divine Guidance – 31 Years with the Council of Churches  (Wayne Groner) 
 My Mother – My Child – Journey of taking her mom with Alzheimer's into her home (Susie Adams) 

 
 
 



WHAT DO I WRITE ABOUT? 
 A funny or scary memory 
 The best day of your life 
 A vacation 
 A person who impressed you 
 A new job 
 Interacting with family members 
 A favorite place 

 TOO BROAD – 

NARROW IT DOWN 
 The most dangerous thing you’ve done 
 Your first kiss 
 Your first plane ride; seeing the ocean 
 A teacher or friend who changed you 
 First day with a perk or problem 
 Strange or funny relative you enjoy 
 Secret hiding place as a child; exploring 

 
 

EXERCISE 1:  THINK OF A PERSON WHO MADE AN IMPRESSION ON YOUR LIFE 
 

 Narrow it down:  Relative? Friend? Teacher? 
 What was their most prominent characteristic? 
 Describe how they look when they talk (mannerisms) 
 Why are they memorable? 
 How did they interact with your life? 
 Think of a funny, inspiring, or scary time with them 
 

HOW OLD WERE YOU? First, make a list of when, where, who, what 
 Set the scene – where did this happen? (Describe with imagery) 
 What time of year was it? (Sounds, smells, sights) 
 Who was with you? 
 What else was happening around you? 
 What were your feelings? 
 Did you learn a lesson? 

 
WHEN YOU HAVE THE WHO, WHAT, WHERE, WHEN, WHY: 
 

 Write it down as you remember it 
 Develop it into a story by adding imagery and descriptive language 
 Add dialogue and action 
 Edit it into a short story with a beginning, middle, end 
 
You can turn that memory into creative nonfiction by taking recorded moments and shaping it with 
sensory details that show versus tell. Bring the reader into the story. It takes the reader into the author’s 
deeper thoughts sprinkled with real life experiences.  
 

SHOW – DON’T TELL >>>HOW TO KNOW YOU’RE ‘TELLING’ 
 

1. If you can’t act it out 
2. If find yourself ‘reporting’ i.e., telling the reader the back story of what you want them to know 
3. If you use verbs that describe the character’s feelings or senses (realized, heard, felt, saw) 
4. If you use emotion words (she was confused, nervous) 
5. If you tell the reader what to conclude 
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TIPS TO SHOW THE ACTION 
1. Use the senses –  

a) “I smelled the food” vs. “My nose caught a whiff of warm sugar cookies cooling on the counter, 
making my mouth drool” 

2. Use dialogue – this is always showing rather than telling 
3. Use internal dialogue (thoughts/feelings) 
4. Reveal emotion without telling 

a) “I was cold.” vs. “My body shook as my knuckles turned white clutching the frozen rail.” 
 5.   Describe action as if you’re watching it on a screen 
 
 

EXERCISE 2: THINK OF A SCARY TIME IN YOUR CHILDHOOD 
(The most dangerous thing you did as a child)   

 Set the scene   
 Where did this happen? What time of year? What were the smells? Sights? What could you hear?) 

Paint a word picture. 
 Who was with you?  

 Use dialogue- (if alone, use your thoughts and feelings) 
 What happened? (imagery) 

 Accident? Took a dare? Made a bad choice? 
 
CREATIVE NONFICTION  is verifiable and relies on research and accurately reported facts. It is told in a 
compelling way, still setting the scene, character development, plot, story arc, etc. to tell a true story 
emphasizing narrative over facts.  

 
WHAT ELSE CAN YOU DO WITH YOUR STORY? 
 

1. Write a creative nonfiction story with dramatization (real facts/real peopld – added dialogue, feelings, 
emotions) 

2. Embellish the story with more fictional action, places, etc. and create a fictional story or novella. 
3. Submit the memoir to nonfiction magazines/ezines/anthologies 
4. Write A COLLECTION OF OTHER PEOPLES’ MEMOIRS = Anthology based on a theme 

 
REMEMBER: TRUE STORIES WELL TOLD ARE TOLD IN A COMPELLING WAY. The story should draw you in and 
make you feel as if you are there. 
 
Creative nonfiction must be based on VERIFIABLE REPORTED FACTS done with ACCURATE RESEARCH.  
 

ALL STORIES HAVE AN ELEMENT OF TRUTH. 
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WHERE TO SUBMIT YOUR CREATIVE NONFICTION 
 
Guidelines for a Chicken Soup for the Soul story 

1. Tell an exciting, heartwarming or funny story about something that has happened to you.  
2. Your story should be written in the first person and should be about yourself. 
3. The story should start “in the action” and draw in the reader.  
4. Speak from the heart. 
5. Keep your story to 1200 words or less. Tighten, tighten, tighten! 
6. Your story must be true. No fiction, no creative writing. 

LOOKING FOR STORIES OF CARING FOR THE ELDERLY (1/30/21) 
DEALING WITH TOUGH TIMES (3/31/21)  
CATS 
**(Go to chickensoupforthesoul.com. You will find 15-20 suggestions for stories under each of these 
topics and also other stories they want) 
 

GOOD OLD DAYS  (goodolddaysmag.com) 
Good Old Days tells the real stories of the people who lived and grew up in “the Good Old Days” (about 
1935–1960). We like stories to sound informal and conversational, as if you’re sitting around the kitchen 
table reminiscing with your friends and family. 
Brief (100–300-word) memories are presented on this two-page spread. Any nostalgic story topic will be 
considered; photos are appreciated and encouraged. Editor@GoodOldDaysMagazine.com 

 
KALEIDOSCOPE WOJO Magazine (kaleidoscopewojo.com/the-year-2020) 
 Kaleidoscope Wojo seeks 500-word narratives on being thankful (in spite of COVID) and stories of 
 stressful holidays during the pandemic (not seeing relatives, anxiety, etc). They also want how women 
 specifically dealt with the pandemic (holding down a full-time job from home while home-schooling, 
 handling stresses plus household duties/children/husband, etc) – a full list is given on their website. 
 
MEMOIR MAGAZINE  (memoirmag.com) 
 Free reign in this magazine – open to any topic, memoir. See their guidelines 
 
WOMAN’S WORLD 
 Woman’s World is full of little fillers. If you look through their magazine, you will find blurbs for “My 
 Favorite Place,” “My Happy Place,” “My Hero,” “Kindess of Strangers,” “Most Embarrassing Moment,” 
 etc. They pay $50 for a couple of paragraphs.  (Word count is around 100-150 words). 
 
MORE STORY/MEMORY SUGGESTIONS 

• How you overcame a hardship 
• An embarrassing moment 
• Kindness of a stranger 
• Your happy place 
• A dream or nightmare 
• An odd encounter 
• High school reunion surprises 

Happy Writing! 
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