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particular purpose, which are essential to the way you present your point. Keep your readers 
firmly in mind and present significant details in descriptive language tailored to them. 

Organization 

Narration, whether used to relate incidents in fiction or sequences in non-fiction, will always move 
your reader through situations and processes in time. Therefore you must have a clear idea of the 
progression of events through time that you are going to convey. You might, for example, want 
to set up a timeline on a sheet of paper with the major events in your sequence placed alongside 
it. You will also want to be extremely careful with the tenses you use so as not to confuse your 
reader. While many narratives, such as memoirs, are recalled from the past and require the use of 
past and past perfect tenses, careful use of the present tense can give immediacy to your narrative. 
For example, notice the shifts in tense (highlighted in bold) in the following passage from the 
opening of John Updike’s short story, “A&P,” which is being retold by Sammy after the event: 

In walks these three girls in nothing but bathing suits. I’m in the third check-out slot, with my back to 
the door, so I don’t see them until they’re over by the bread. The one that caught my eye first was the one 
in the plaid green two-piece. She was a chunky kid, with a good tan and a sweet broad soft-looking can 
with those two crescents of white just under it, where the sun never seems to hit, at the top of the backs 
of her legs. I stood there with my hand on a box of HiHo crackers trying to remember if I rang it up or 
not. I ring it up again and the customer starts giving me hell. She‘s one of these cash-register-watchers, 
a witch about fifty with rouge on her cheekbones and no eyebrows, and I know it made her day to trip me 
up. She’d been watching cash registers forty years and probably never seen a mistake before.

Sammy begins his story in medias res and places us in the checkout stand with him as he watches 
three girls enter the grocery store. The dramatic use of present tense captures our attention, just 
as the three girls earlier captured his. He then switches to past tense as he describes the girls and 
his own frozen attention: he can’t remember if he rang up the crackers or not. He switches again 
to present tense as he focuses on the old lady in front of him, and then switches to past perfect in 
describing her probable previous cash-register-watching activity. 

In non-fiction narrative, particularly if you are explaining a process, you must pay close attention 
to your audience and your purpose. How much can you assume your audience knows? How 
much detail will be needed to convey the process or events? The following paragraph explains—
narrates—the operation of Darwinian natural selection in creating the giraffe’s long neck. It 
was published in Natural History, the monthly magazine of the American Museum of Natural 
History in New York City. The magazine is written for non-specialists interested in science: 

A Darwinian explanation [of the giraffe’s long neck] assumes that the neck length has always varied 
among the individuals in a giraffe population. In the past, the giraffes with the longest necks reached the 
highest leaves, which were more abundant, and may have held more nutrients than the lower leaves, but 
were inaccessible to shorter-necked giraffes. Overall, then, the longest-necked animals were the best-fed 
members of the population. Better nutrition translated into longer or healthier lives, and so longer-
necked giraffes produced more offspring than shorter-necked giraffes. With time, differential rates of 
survival and reproduction skewed the giraffe population toward animals with elongated necks. The key 
to the mechanism of Darwinian evolution is natural selection. 

Here the authors, Luis and Monika Espinasa, keep their audience firmly in mind. The diction is 
simple and straightforward, although they assume their audience will know such words and terms 
as “nutrients” and “differential rates of survival.” They stay in the past tense and include such 
transitions as “In the past,” “Overall, then,” and “With time” to move the narrative along. 
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