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Amy, the author of this personal narrative, effectively uses voice to convey the fear she feels  
as she ascends a path to an area above a 100-ft. waterfall. Her expert choice of words helps 

 to paint a beautiful picture of her surroundings. 
 

The Climb 
I have this fear. It causes my legs to shake. I break out in a cold sweat. I start 

jabbering to anyone who is nearby. As thoughts of certain death run through my mind, 
the world appears a precious, treasured place. I imagine my own funeral, then shrink 
back at the implications of where my thoughts are taking me. My stomach feels strange. 
My palms are clammy. 

I am terrified of heights. 

Of course, it’s not really a fear of being in a high place. Rather, it is the view of a 
long way to fall, of rocks far below me and no firm wall between me and the edge. My 
sense of security is screamingly absent. There are no guardrails, flimsy though I picture 
them, or other safety devices. I can rely only on my own surefootedness—or lack 
thereof. 

Despite my fear, two summers ago I somehow found myself climbing to a high 
place, while quaking inside and out. Most of our high school had come along on a day 
trip to the Boquerón, a gorgeous, lush spot in the foothills of Peru. Its prime attraction is 
the main waterfall, about 100 feet high, that thunders into a crystal clear pool feeding 
the Aguaytia River. All around the pool and on down to the rushing river are boulders 
large and small. The beach is strewn with rocks. On both sides of the fall, the jungle 
stretches to meet it, rising parallel to it on a gentler slope. 

After eating our sack lunches within sight and sound of the fall, many of us wanted 
to make the climb to an area above it. We knew others had done so on previous trips. A 
few guys went first to make sure they were on the right path. But after they left, my 
group of seven decided to go ahead without waiting for them to return. I suspected we 
were going the wrong way, but I kept silent, figuring that the others knew better. We 
went along the base of the hill until we reached the climb. It stopped me in my tracks. 



The climb ascended steeply above us. Along the right edge the jungle hugged the 
rocks; passage through its trees did not look feasible. The majority of my view was filled 
with rocks. Looming high to the sky, the boulders rose in a tiered manner. Peering back 
down toward the river, I saw a steep slope of rocks all the way to the water. All I could 
think about was how far it would be to fall. 

My tense thoughts were interrupted by the realization that my friends were already 
beginning to climb! My anxiety increased as I watched them. 

Do I turn back? My whole being shouted, “Yes!” Will I regret it later? I really want 
to get to the top, but… 

I voiced my uncertainties to my friends. They dismissed my fears and encouraged 
me to stick it out. Questioning my own sanity, I decided at least to attempt the climb. 

I chose a path that seemed easiest. My friend Tom was ahead of me. Then, 
suddenly, he slipped and slid backward about 10 feet! I watched, paralyzed, until he 
stopped himself and assured us he was all right. My heart was hammering. 

Now those who had tried the other way came back; it had not worked. Consoling 
myself that my friend Seth would be right behind me, I shakily began the ascent. The 
“path” led up a narrow area between boulders. In it, we reached a place where there 
just were no good handholds. Seth braced my foot, and those above sent down words 
of encouragement. I was soon past the first challenge safely, but not feeling much better 
about the rest of the climb. 

The difficulties only increased from that point on, with scary spot after scary spot. 
Though I knew I should not look down, I could not always ignore the long drop to the 
boulders below. My breathing sped up, but my heart pounded even faster, growing loud 
in my ears. 

My friends kept right on climbing. But they did not forget me. Someone was 
always behind me to help hold my feet steady when necessary, and someone else was 
always ahead to offer a hand up. I trusted them more than myself; I knew my feet could 
easily slip. With friends supporting me by words and actions, I slowly gained ground. 

Finally we came to the worst section yet. To me the slope looked very close to 
vertical. The slight handholds were few and far between. Being short, I knew the 



stretches would be difficult enough in normal conditions. In my current panic, it would be 
much worse. The alternative was to go back down. Which was more difficult? I didn't 
want to go either way, but obviously I had to go somewhere. 

The trouble was, we were not getting any nearer to the falls. By now, we realized 
that this route was not the way most frequented! But knowing this did not get me any 
closer to safety. 

Since getting up this next part was next to impossible, and waiting for a rescue 
helicopter was not an option, with fear and trembling I decided to go down, but not by 
myself. Melody agreed to go with me, earning my eternal gratitude. She paused to pray 
for safety; I did not trust my voice enough to pray aloud. 

Now, with our backs to the rocks, the drop was continually in our line of vision. It 
seemed even steeper than before. The song “Angels Watching Over Me” ran through 
my head as we began, Melody going first. I kept up a steady stream of chatter, my 
trembling voice betraying my fear. 

One of the first tough places we came to gave us trouble. Cautiously stretching 
one foot down, Melody could not reach the bottom of the boulder. A slip would mean an 
extremely long drop. So we tried a different route where a fall would be shorter. It was 
somewhat wet and would entail a short slide to reach the bottom. 

Melody made it safely. I hesitated, unsure of my footing, and picturing myself at 
the bottom of the cliff, bones broken and pain wracking my body, if I still lived. 

“You can do it! I'm right here,” Melody called. She waited patiently, not pressuring 
me to hurry. 

Inching carefully to the edge, I could see in the corner of my eye the boulders and 
river far below. As I started down the rock, my foot slipped! My heart jumped into my 
throat as the terror I had held just under the surface swept over me. 

I’m gonna fall! I inwardly shrieked. 

It had been only a small slip, however; I was not in midair! I took a few calming 
breaths, and my heart repositioned itself where it belonged. 



With no further mishaps, we came eventually to the last troublesome spot, the 
stretch between two boulders that had given me problems on the way up. Thankfully, 
the rest of our friends had given up climbing to the top and had now caught up to us. 
There were two possible descents from here. One way included a short jump down. I 
decided to check out the other way. Seth was working his way down this second route 
when he fell a few feet and bruised himself! I again looked over the first option. 

Do I want to jump? There’s a big drop if I jump wrong or don’t stop on the ledge! 
But the other way…! 

I knew if I was to get down, it would have to be Seth’s way. He was willing to help 
me however he could. I inspected the “path” he had taken. There was some low 
vegetation, matted down and sloping slightly toward the edge. Then came a drop down 
to a narrow inlet between rocks. That was not so bad. The hitch lay in the fact that there 
was no handholds or footholds, and my short legs would not reach to the rocks. 

“Uh, I don’t know about this. I don’t like the looks of it!” I said, my voice quavering. 

“You can make it, Amy! I'm right here. I won’t let you fall,” Seth promised. 

Slowly, painstakingly, I backed over the vegetation. 

“I’m coming down,” I warned, my voice unsteady. 

“I’m ready,” answered Seth. “I got you.” 

His assurances gave me the strength to go on. I trusted him implicitly. Flattening 
myself onto my belly, I edged my feet into midair. Seth held them tightly and slowly 
lowered me, guiding my feel to a firm place as I let my body slide over the leaves, twigs, 
and rock. When my feet made contact with the solid rock, I heaved a huge sigh of relief. 
I could feel the fear draining out of me. 

My arms and legs were scratched up; I was dirty and sweaty. But none of it 
mattered. I was at the bottom! 

“Yaaaaaaahhhh!” I yelled. I never felt so alive, and so thankful for that life. 

	  
	  
	  



	  
http://www.thewritesource.com/studentmodels/wi-‐theclimb.htm...................................English	  1:	  Unit	  1	  

#1 
	  

Tenth-grader Lisa’s voice comes through loud and clear in this model.  
The use of strong details and dialogue—including the author “talking” to herself— 

makes this a believable essay about a student’s first high school crush. 
 

The Boy with John Travolta Blue Eyes 
High school alone is the hardest part of any teenager’s life, but when it gets mixed 

in with an awkward adolescent’s idea of liking someone, life turns into a whirlwind 
emotional adventure. Like my plate wasn’t overflowing already with a chemistry teacher 
who called me “Crash” (a name I acquired after dropping a beaker during our first lab), a 
sassy algebra teacher who said that I didn't have the aptitude for the subject, or a 
French teacher who flirted with the class and laughed at her own jokes. No, I 
complicated things even further because stupid me fell in love. 

It all started one morning at my locker as I fumbled to find the French book I hadn’t 
used in about a month. In the crowded locker bay someone stepped on my toes and, 
consequently, rammed me into the absolute zenith of high school popularity standing to 
my right. I accidentally hit Miss Popularity while she attempted to apply lipstick. In the 
reflection of the three mirrors that hung in her locker, I saw a red smear across her 
acne-free, rouged cheek. I also saw the image of the person responsible for this 
collision. When I turned to get a better glimpse, there he was. 

Lockers may have slammed, Miss Popularity may have pouted, but everything 
stopped for me. All I saw was him. It felt like someone had reached down my throat and, 
with strong fingers, drew my breath and stomach from my trembling body. His sapphire 
eyes drilled deep into my heart, and every nuance of his face became eternally etched 
into my mind. The tall, thin body stood out like a glistening jewel among the dull coal of 
the locker bay. Sensing my eyes burning deep into him, he turned around and said, “Ah, 
sorry. My bad.” The words were spoken by a voice that could talk a man down from a 
ledge. I could tell by the tone and inflection that he felt deep remorse in his soul for 
displacing my body—or maybe the burrito he had at lunch didn’t agree with him, I’m not 
really sure. From that moment on, during every free second, I suddenly became busy 



thinking about him. Wondering about this boy made sleepless nights overflow with 
sweet images. Dull math periods were filled with idol daydreams. I became obsessed 
with this senior with John Travolta blue eyes. 

I wasn’t the only one who decided that having Blue Eyes as a boyfriend was a 
good idea. Miss Popularity decided that he, out of all the salivating dogs begging, 
whimpering, pawing for her attention, would be the perfect playful puppy. Worse yet, I 
had to witness her primitive flirting ritual in the lunchroom. 

She would strut toward the soda machine, swaying her hips from side to side, in 
an effort to catch one of his incandescent blue eyes. She was beautiful and she knew it. 
This was when it really started to get good—for him I mean. Purposely, her skirt inched 
up revealing her fleshy thigh as she struggled to remove a quarter nestled in her warm 
pocket. Blue Eyes was rabid with lust. Foam gushed out of his mouth and fire burned 
within his eyes. He was imagining the heat of the metal, so close to her body, then 
falling from her manicured hand to the floor. As he picked the coin up, those blue eyes 
examined every centimeter of her shapely legs. He was so close he could smell the 
sweetness of her perfume mixed with laundry detergent and the playful scent of 
teenage girl. 

The whole scene caused a churning in my stomach, which turned to a hopeless 
nausea. The colorful world of love turned into a black, grey pit. Every strand of my hair 
hung like a 400-pound weight. There was no way I was going to give in to Miss 
Popularity, who just happened to be my best friend. Yes, yes, I was the goofy sidekick. 
She could turn the world on with her smile, and I couldn’t turn the world on with 
anything. 

Through friends, acquaintances, and the grueling detailed accounts from Miss 
Popularity, I slowly gained more knowledge about my new love. 

“Oh, Lisa, he smells so good!” 

Smile. Yeah, Miss Popularity, I bet anything with a pulse smells good to you. 

“And he’s so sweet!” 

Bigger smile. Oh, and why is he so sweet? Maybe it’s that shapely body of yours. 

“But I might have to work on his style a bit. Then he’ll be really hot!” 



Smile. Nod. Then he’ll be hot!? If the kid got any hotter he'd be illegal in 37 states 
and 2 territories! This boy should not be allowed to roam around in public. 

All the basics—name, address, and hobbies—slowly unfolded, and an elaborate 
plan of action for an encounter started to form in my mind. But before it had a chance to 
fully develop, I had a surprise Blue Eyes siting. He came to my photography class 
during one of his study halls (by this time I knew his schedule) to do extra work on one 
of his pictures. My mind raced; my hands shook. Should I act like I like him? Should I 
not notice him? Should I talk to him? 

Talk to him. He’s your best friend’s boyfriend. Talk to him! Oh, how can I look at 
his cherubic face when I know he'll be looking back at mine? I don’t believe it. He’s got 
to be kidding. I don’t believe he’s wearing that shirt. He looks so good in that shirt. How 
can I talk to someone who looks that good in a shirt? That cotton clings to just the right 
places, and his jeans are sculpted to enhance and accentuate that squeezably soft… 

So distracted by the mental roller coaster I was on, I couldn’t speak when he said, 
“Phat print.” 

Left with my eyes agog, I missed my one opportunity to speak with that walking, 
talking piece of artwork. Days dragged on and so did Miss Popularity’s relationship with 
Blue Eyes. He would nip at her heels as they walked down the hall. They would cuddle 
in class, and she would even feed him at lunch! Whatever the phoniest couple thing that 
you’ve seen, they did it. I’m surprised that people weren’t driven to violent nausea and 
fits of puking when they saw them together. 

But like most good things, their relationship had to come to an unfortunate end. 
After Blue Eyes wasn’t such a new puppy for Miss Popularity, their relationship 
deteriorated. From what I gathered after late night confessionals with Miss Popularity, 
he wasn’t learning any new tricks. 

Later that year I went to his graduation, and with the toss of his cap and the flip of 
his tassel, a sense of defeat and despair filled my body. 

Good-bye. Jesus Mary Joseph, you are such an idiot. You obsessed over him for 
almost a year! Do you realize you never spoke one word to him? Not a single syllable. 
Yes, but if you had he would have laughed at you and your silly, girlish crush. You didn’t 
deserve him in the first place. 



Oh, but I really liked him. I liked him so much, and he didn’t even know I was alive! 

Get over it. Half the school doesn’t even know you’re alive. 

I watched his blue Honda Civic race away. With the peel of the tires and the smell 
of burning rubber, I knew he had gone forever. 

Then the pain lifted from my body, like a heavy weight, and was replaced by a 
feeling of accomplishment and relief. I made it through the grueling torture of a high 
school crush and lived to tell about it. There existed no class project hard enough or 
cafeteria food indigestible enough to even compare. 
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The 9th-grade writer of this personal narrative, Emily, uses original word choice to effectively convey 
a vivid image of the people and environment she encountered on a trip to Africa. 

 The opening paragraphs communicate a sense of excitement that, by the end of the trip, 
 is reduced to disappointment, shock, and guilt. 

 
Take Me to Casablanca 

My day in Africa was one I’ll not soon forget. I toured two major cities of 
Morocco—land of mystery, enticement, and enchantment. I was expecting belly 
dancers, snake charmers, and many exotic sights filled with color and intricate 
decoration. While I did see some of what I expected, the majority of what I saw was 
totally unexpected and will haunt me forever. 

As I boarded the ship that was to take me across the Mediterranean Sea to the 
northern shores of Morocco, I felt an array of mixed emotions. Mainly, I was excited. 
After all, I was only 13 and about to become “tricontinental.” The previous five days I 
had spent in sunny Spain, and now I was to travel to Africa for one day. Besides 
excited, I also felt deeply intrigued and mystified. Moroccans practice the Muslim 
religion, and Arabic is one of their main languages. This may seem a bit prejudiced, but 
as I took my seat in the boat, the song “Arabian Nights” was playing over and over in my 
mind. However, I was dressed very conservatively so as not to offend anybody. 

The boat ride took only about 45 minutes. After we had docked and debarked the 
ship, we were led straight to a bus. My first glimpse of Africa wasn’t too exciting, since it 
was just pretty much like Andalucia, the southern region of Spain. It was a little warmer 
here, though, being so close to the equator. 

We rode for a while and then stopped to have our passports checked in a city 
owned by Spain. This is when I had my first “real” glimpse of Morocco. There was trash 
strewn all over alongside the old, cracked pavement of the road. Natives attending to 
their business stopped for a moment to stare at the tour bus that held so many 
foreigners. Of course, they could scarcely see us because of the tinted tour bus 
windows, but their dark eyes seemed to pierce straight through me. 



It was at this point that the Moroccan tour guide joined us. He was very short and 
wore a long white robe. A small maroon hat adorned his head. He spoke to us in a 
heavy accent that sounded sort of Spanish, warning us not to talk to any Moroccans on 
the streets because they would try to steal from us. He also warned us not to buy 
anything from the peddlers on the street, for the same reasons. He told us that the 
people would flock around us, harassing and trying to take advantage of us. I didn’t 
particularly pay attention, however, because I had heard these speeches when we were 
warned about the gypsies in Spain, and the gypsies had caused little trouble. I assumed 
the Moroccans would be the same. 

After the guide gave his speech, we drove to Tétouan, one of the major cities of 
Morocco. I can remember thinking we’d never make it there because the narrow dirt 
road was built a mere two or three feet from a sheer drop-off. When we finally reached 
Tétouan about an hour later, I looked excitedly out of my window, hoping to see a city in 
better condition than that of the Spanish town we had just left. But what I saw shocked 
me. Huge crowds of people stopped everything they were doing to stare at us. Most of 
them wore dirty, tattered clothing and were startlingly thin. I couldn’t help but stare, 
despite all our tour guide’s warnings. My mom gave me a gentle nudge. I hugged my 
camera closer to my body and stepped off the bus. 

Almost immediately, the native Moroccans began to step closer to our tour group. 
Their staring eyes burned straight into my mind. I felt like such an intruder because of 
the way they stared. My first feeling of guilt came when a woman holding a crying baby 
accidentally brushed up against me. I somehow managed to apologize, not wanting to 
offend her in any way. She just looked at me with sad, troubled eyes that seemed to 
say, “How could you? How could you allow us to live this terrible life in a third-world 
country?” I instantly felt gratitude for everything I had ever taken for granted. 

We were led through the narrow back streets of the main section of town. There 
were high, white walls of buildings on either side of us. These walls had open doorways 
that were the entryways to small rooms, which were homes. People appeared in these 
doorways and stared at us as if we were gods. Emaciated children in dirty scraps of 
clothing played in the trash and filth in the alleyways. They gazed up at us and smiled. I 
always smiled back, while I wondered if they knew there were better ways of life in other 
parts of the world, or whether they learned that as they became older. 



Our Moroccan guide led us through small, filthy alleyways that had a distinctive 
odor that someone said was marijuana. Perhaps these people felt that drugs were their 
only way of escaping terrible lives. 

We were led past a small opening in the walls. We could hear the screaming and 
crying of a small boy, about three or four years old. His right leg, from the knee down, 
was gushing blood. My stomach rolled over, and I wished desperately that there were 
something I could do to help him. A woman wrapped gauze around the wound, but the 
blood soaked straight through. I felt so rude just walking right past. 

A little while later, we were led into a quaint little restaurant. I didn't eat much; 
walking past all those sights had taken away my appetite. But I will never forget the 
bathroom in that restaurant. When I paid the woman attendant 100 pesetas (about 70 
cents), she led me into a stall. After I had finished, the woman flushed by hand. She 
then poured some bottled water on my hands and squirted on soap. After I lathered, she 
rinsed my hands with more bottled water and pointed to the door, signaling that I was to 
leave. 

When everyone had finished eating and had used the bathroom, we got back on 
the bus for another hour’s drive to Tangiers. I honestly didn’t think I could take any 
more. 

When we reached Tangiers, the peddlers on the street flocked around us. I told all 
of them, politely but somewhat guiltily, “No, thank you.” 

We went straight to an indoor bazaar. There we could bargain all we wanted, but I 
didn’t really want anything. I felt badly giving money to big businesses that didn’t need it 
as much as the people on the streets did. 

The rest of the time in Tangiers was basically like our time in Tétouan, except that 
there were a great many more peddlers. After we came out of one shop, a man 
approached me with Moroccan hats called fezzes, which he sold for 2000 pesetas, or 
about 10 dollars. 

I said, “No, thank you.” 

The man replied, “Oh, you buy from in store but don’t buy from the street, eh?” 

I honestly didn’t know what to say, so I just said, “I’m sorry.” 



His reply was, “I bet.” 

I just kept on walking, feeling very guilty. But as it turned out, he gave my mom a 
1000 peseta discount, so she bought three of the hats. 

As I boarded the bus, I felt relieved to be leaving Morocco behind me. But then I 
looked back at all the people, some of them children, and thought how difficult it must 
be to have to go through hardships every single day, hardships worse than anything we 
modern Americans have ever endured. I was leaving Morocco, but these people had no 
way out. 

Even today, the sights and sounds of its cities still haunt me. I suppose those 
memories always will. 
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This personal narrative by eighth-grader Alicia presents an engaging voice.  
Read the essay and notice how Alicia’s personality comes through; she obviously cares about her 

subject. Her use of details gives the reader a clear picture of the characters and environment in this 
account of Alicia’s first encounter with racism. 

 
The Racist Warehouse 

It was a beautiful August morning. The sun was brightly shining on my sunglasses 
while my mother drove the U-haul truck to a warehouse in Santa Ana, California. As my 
mother drove down the streets of Santa Ana, I looked out the window and began to 
realize that the mixture of people was no longer a mixture; there was only white. 

When we arrived at the warehouse, I had to peel my arm off the side of the hot 
door like a burnt sausage off a skillet. There were not many cars in the parking lot, and I 
could see the heat waves. As we walked up the boiling pavement, it felt like we were 
walking through a scorching desert. When we walked into the warehouse, there was a 
variety of electronic appliances to choose from, and about three-fourths of them were 
white (of course). 

About every 15 minutes, a salesperson followed us around and asked if we 
needed help, as if we were retarded or ex-cons. My mother really dislikes it when 
salespersons constantly ask if we need help; she feels if she needs their help, she’ll ask 
for it. Finally, after about two and a half boring hours of looking for any scratches or 
marks on the dryers and refrigerators that might fit best in our new apartment, my 
mother picked a dryer and refrigerator that were just right. She then let the salesperson 
know, and he replied with a smile, “All right, you can pick up your items in the back in 
about five minutes.” My mother said, “Thank you,” in a nice, friendly voice and walked 
across the scorched pavement to drive the truck to the back. 

When we got to the back, there were about three open spaces for picking up 
appliances. My mother chose the first parking spot she saw, which was by a white 
family’s car. Then she showed the employees the receipt for the appliances she had 
just bought. They said, “All right, we’ll be with you in just a minute.” While I waited for 
my mother, I looked over and smiled at the white lady in the next car, but instead of 



smiling back like a nice young woman, she frowned at me like I had something hanging 
from my nose. At first I thought, “Well, maybe she is having a bad day.” Then a few 
minutes later the people working at the warehouse started to look at my mother and me 
in a mean way. Then I figured that maybe something was on my face, but when I looked 
in the mirror, I saw nothing. At the time, I had only spent nine years and some months 
on this planet. I didn’t know racism was still around; I thought that situation had died 
along with Dr. King. 

Five minutes passed, then ten, then fifteen. We sat there watching people get their 
appliances and leave. We seemed invisible to them. As I sat in the car, burning up and 
listening to one of the most boring radio stations my mother could possibly like, I was 
thinking, “We’d better leave or else I’ll go ballistic!” After 30 minutes had passed, my 
mother got frustrated and politely asked to have our items loaded. Five more minutes 
passed, and she asked again with an attitude. They replied, “We’ll be with you in a 
minute, ma’am.” I could tell she was beginning to get upset because she started to get 
that “don’t bother me” look. Five minutes later they finally packed our appliances on the 
truck. 

When we left the warehouse, I described to my mother what the other people 
were doing. She explained, “They were racist. They didn’t like us because we have 
different skin color.” 

That was my first encounter with racism. It was just a small slice of reality—that 
everyone isn’t going to be as nice as you, your friends, and your family might be; and 
that just because you look nice and politely smile at others, it doesn’t mean that others 
will treat you the same. This situation made me feel very out of place and confused. I 
didn’t expect those people to react as they did. We are all civilized, intelligent, caring, 
peaceful people . . . or at least that is what I had believed. 
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The purpose of Kim’s essay, to define Internet addiction, becomes clear with the liberal use of 
examples and specific details. The idea is thoroughly explored—not only from her point of view, but 

from a professional perspective as well. 

Caught in the Net 

“Hello. My name is Kim. I’m an online-aholic.” There. I’ve said it. I guess I’ve been 

addicted for quite some time now, but I have just begun to realize it. 

My first interaction with the “Net” began when I was only 15 years old. My dad was the 

computer coordinator at our school, so he wanted to try Internet access at home before 

installing it at school. We became America Online members in 1993. None of my friends had e-

mail back then. 

My relationship with e-mail started like a Romeo/Juliet conspiracy. I experimented with the 

Net on the sly at night when the rest of my family was sleeping. That’s when I first created my 

own screen name. Although I was too young to drive, the locked doors of adolescence were 

suddenly flung open before me. I could be social in the evening rather than hang out with my 

family—the typical family that every adolescent wants to escape from. Hanging out in chat 

rooms became a nightly ritual. I quickly found friends who would meet me there, give advice for 

my adolescent problems, and discuss things such as dating, theater, religion, morals, and 

entertainment. I began to form emotional attachments with these new friends. In fact, I 

maintained two online relationships for over two years. 

Raul is a Hispanic teenager living in one of the roughest cities in our nation, Compton, 

California—the filming location of the 1991 movie Boyz ’N the Hood. I met Raul in a chat room 

one night. He sent me an instant message in the middle of a discussion about religion and 

asked what I believed. My subsequent chats with Raul seemed to have an impact on him and 

helped me to grow in my own faith. I occasionally took Raul’s questions to my preacher or Bible 

teacher when I needed further explanation. For Raul’s 18th birthday, I sent him a Bible that I 

bought with my paper-route earnings. Raul and I wrote each other for two years, and then Raul 

had to sell his computer. I haven’t heard from him since. 



Brian is a middle-aged high-school theater teacher in Bowie, Maryland. He answered one 

of my message board posts about an upcoming audition for our school’s performance of The 

Sound of Music. I was 17 years old at the time and greatly desired a part in the musical. Brian 

had expert advice for how to nail the audition, and as a result I was cast in the role of Maria. 

Needless to say, we began to communicate regularly via e-mail. My high school drama director 

had very little experience, so I wrote Brian regarding my struggles with developing character. 

Brian has written on numerous occasions about coming to see me perform, but it hasn’t 

happened yet. Instead I mail him videos of my performances. We have been writing for four 

years now, and I never perform without reading advice from him before going on stage. To this 

day, he is still my mentor, even though I’ve never seen a picture of him or heard his voice. 

Perhaps communicating with my new friends wouldn’t have been so bad except that I 

went on-line nightly. I remember my morn coming out of her bedroom at 2:00 a.m., her eyes 

unaccustomed to the light, her hair tousled from sleep, and her robe wrapped tightly around her 

cold, sluggish body. “What are you still doing up?” she would ask. “Go to bed!” 

Now that I’m 20 years old and in college, not much has changed. I still stay up late writing 

e-mail, only now I don’t have anyone to tell me to “go to bed!” I can disguise my Internet 

addiction by going to a computer center and frantically typing away at a computer terminal. Little 

does everyone else know how often I’m not doing school research or paper writing; instead I’m 

aimlessly writing e-mails or chatting with Internet friends and family hundreds of miles away. 
 

The Signs 

I recently took an online “Internet Addiction Test” to diagnose the severity of my problem. 

The test included 10 symptoms of Internet addiction. I evaluated each symptom carefully and 

related it to my own life. 

1. Uses online services everyday without any skipping.  
Well, yes, this is true. The first thing I do when I wake up every morning is log on and check 
my e-mail. I have a daily electronic newspaper and weather report waiting for me (delivered 
at 7:30 a.m. just like our tangible newspaper at home). My computer stays logged on all 
day, and the last thing I do before I go to bed is check my e-mail again, just in case there’s 
a letter waiting for me. I figure, Why let a letter wait unopened when I could just as well 
read it now? 

2. Loses track of time after making a connection.  
This is true of me also. Just the other day I sat down by my computer after classes were 



done for the day. I had an hour before choir, and a whole pile of reading that needed to be 
done. I’ll just quickly check my mail, I thought, and then I’ll do my reading. Instead, I ended 
up doing e-mail and Internet browsing for the entire hour and was even two minutes late for 
choir. Countless times I’ve said “only one more minute” to myself or to friends who ask how 
much longer I’ll be playing on the computer—but quite often that “minute” turns into hours. 

3. Goes out less and less.  
Not true. I still have a very active social life. Perhaps I spend less time on homework due to 
Internet use, but not less time socializing. 

4. Spends less and less time on meals at home or at work, and eats in front of the 
monitor.  
Occasionally I eat my lunch in front of my computer—but that’s just good time 
management, isn’t it? On these occasions, I am pressed for time to get to my next class, so 
I eat and do my e-mail at the same time. There is the small problem of crumbs falling into 
the keyboard or greasy fingers brushing the tops of the keys, but I don’t worry about these 
things when I want to check my e-mail. 

5. Denies spending too much time on the Net.  
What? I don’t spend too much time on the Net! 

6. Others complain that you spend too much time in front of the monitor.  
At home, my mom often complained about my time in front of the monitor. While my family 
watched football around the TV on Sunday afternoons, I had personal chats with friends 
online. Now that I’m away from home, my roommates tease me about my time online. But I 
acknowledge that I do spend twice (maybe three or four times) as much time online as do 
all of my other friends and roommates. 

7. Checks the electronic mailbox too many times a day.  
I estimate that I check my e-mail 20-30 times throughout the day. Quite often it’s just out of 
habit when I enter or exit my room—it’s so easy to click the “Get mail” button. Perhaps it’s 
too accessible for me. I can check my e-mail as a study break in the middle of an 
assignment, or when I have 10 extra minutes before class. My friends ask if I get 
discouraged when I check and don’t have mail. I don’t. Sure, I’d like to see new mail appear 
rather than “No new messages on server,” but maybe I’m used to it by now. With an 
average of 10 messages received per day, I’m used to not having e-mail every time I 
check. 

8. Thinks he or she has the greatest Web site in the world, and dies to give people the 
URL (Internet address).  
Nope, not me. I don’t have my own Web site. (But if I knew how to create one, I think I’d be 
interested.) 

9. Logs onto the Net while already busy at work.  
In regard to schoolwork, yes, I check my e-mail or go to the Internet several times while 



busy on other assignments. I find that my Internet use is most frequent when I’m 
procrastinating over an urgent assignment or when I’m waiting for an idea to “hit me.” I 
dodge the pressure of schoolwork by exercising the power I have online to communicate 
with others or locate mountains of useless information. 

10. Sneaks online with a sense of relief when spouse or family members are not at 
home.  
Not anymore. I’m pretty open with my time online. However, I do find myself secretly hoping 
that other people think I’m studious—doing homework—rather than writing another measly 
e-mail. 

 

Cold Turkey 

The results of this “Internet Addiction Test” indicated that I answered yes to 7 of the 10 

symptoms and “may very well be addicted to the Net.” I was shocked! Sure, I spend more time 

online than most other people I know do, but I never realized that my time on the computer 

could become an addiction. It was at this point that essayist Askold Melnyczuk’s words hit 

home: “Technology is addicting: the habit is hard to break. Like heroin, it feeds on our wish to 

escape the limits of time and space; and it consumes us.” 

In response to this discovery, I decided to take a 24-hour break from the Net—a standstill 

on e-mail, instant messages and Web surfing. I told my roommates of my decision and found a 

sign affixed to my computer screen the next day, holding me to my word: “Stay strong, my 

friend! 24 hours is only one day. You can do it! The clock is tickin’! NO E-MAIL marathon. The 

messages will still be there…” 

It wasn’t easy going cold turkey. Every time I walked into my bedroom, my hands instantly 

clenched as that obtrusive sign prevented me from taking a minute to “Get mail.” While I did go 

to bed earlier—not allowing myself to check for the latest arriving messages at 1 a.m.—I hated 

this moratorium, and I complained about it to my roommates. When the 24 hours were finally 

up, I ran back to my room and clicked on my cherished “Get mail” to find 12 new messages 

waiting. 

After this 24-hour marathon, I realized that I had real friends in cyberspace. Without the 

Internet, I compromised my ability to stay in touch with these people. I enjoy communicating 

through instant messages with my mom and brothers. Just the other night I had three small 

windows on my screen: one from my brother in California, one from my brother here at college 



with me, and one from my mom. I was able to chat with all three at the same time—for free! I 

guess I’m just not quite ready to go cold turkey. 
 

Final Evaluation 

I wonder how many frequent Internet users have taken time to evaluate how the 

technology has impacted their personal lives. I wonder how many of those who have considered 

its impact have permanently pulled the plug, cut the modem wire, and tossed out the computer, 

and how many others, like myself, took a short vacation, then ran back to the sleeping monitor. 

Like me, many college students are attracted to the unrestricted, free, and unlimited 

Internet access available on campuses across the nation. Psychologist Kimberly Young of the 

University of Pittsburgh-Bradford said, “College counselors are starting to see those students 

who can’t stop surfing the Net at the risk of jeopardizing their grades.” So far, my problem has 

not become this big. My grades are not slipping, and I am not in need of counseling. 

I admit that I’m addicted to spending time on the computer, and it is difficult for me to go 

without it. Yet I refuse to completely reject the medium just because of my use of it is somewhat 

irrational. The Internet provides me with a practical form of communication and offers an easily 

accessible source of information. I enjoy spending time online. I have not substituted Internet 

relationships for real-life relationships, and my Internet addiction is not a threat to my financial 

and emotional security, so I don’t see a problem with it. 

However, if I ever do find that I’ve gone over the edge, I know I can e-mail Dr. Young at 

her Web site (www.addictionrecov.org). Or I can go to a weekly meeting place for Internet 

addicts, a chat channel called Addictions.com. After all, Internet junkies always know where to 

turn online for help. 
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EC 
 
Alita, the tenth-grade writer of this model, presents a cluster of incidents that work together to form a 
unified piece presenting one theme. Alita links the incidents in an effective, creative manner. 
 

Snapshots 
Most of the snapshots of my life are held in the photo albums of my mind. Some 

were captured by a camera, and those pictures I keep in a shoebox under my bed. I’m 
lucky to have “shoebox photos” of the earliest things I can remember. For example, 
three days after my third birthday, Katherine Emily arrived. I remember my dad taking 
me to see my new baby sister; we stopped at a gas station on the way to the hospital 
and bought my mom candy and a cola. 

That day, the camera caught the tiny smile only a big sister could have as she 
holds one of the best birthday presents ever. I don’t take up even half of a blue hospital 
chair as I cradle Katie in my arms. She is wrapped all in white, like the little angel that 
every baby is. My white, hooded sweatshirt has faint patches of sky blue, and just a tiny 
crimson triangle of a T-shirt peeks out from behind the zipper. Looking closer, a third 
person can be seen: my mother’s wrist-banded hand holds Katie’s head up. My tiny 
arms weren’t quite strong enough for that task. 

That was the first time I ever posed with Katie. Looking at that photo makes me 
remember all the other pictures I have of Katie and me, even when there was no 
camera with film and batteries ready to go. It’s these pictures that I’ll never lose. 

Before Katie and I went off to school, we spent our days in the tunnels and caves 
of cardboard boxes and secret hideaways under the kitchen table. Our house has never 
been short on toys (there were six kids born before Katie and me), but boxes have 
always been a favorite. I remember being able to easily slide through the long 
passageways, my back not even brushing against the “ceilings” of our tunnels and forts. 
Katie had an even easier time but often needed a flashlight in the darkness. Our cities 
of cardboard were draped in rainbows of blankets and quilts. On the insides, however, 
the less light we had, the better. It’s too bad my memory camera has no flash. 

“Picture Sales” were the basis for the kids’ economy in our house. Competition 
was fierce in our system of capitalism. Jake is three years older than I am, and I’m three 



years older than Katie, but we all tried to outdo each other drawing pictures, attractively 
placing them around our bedrooms, and bringing in the customers. Prices ranged from 
1 to 25 cents, and we loved counting the money at the end of the night. Katie and I often 
combined our assets and tried to steal Jake’s business. Our walls were lined with neat 
rows of crayon drawings. We stocked anything from flowers to people, but supportive 
parents and older siblings made purchases from all of us. 

Katie and I loved having our big sister Megan take us for summer walks. She was 
in high school, and hanging out with her added “coolness” to our status at Winkler 
Elementary. Filled with excess energy on the way to the park, beach, or the Hunny Tree 
gas station for pop and candy, we always loved to run ahead. Megan would let us, 
usually to the next telephone pole or two, where we would have to stop and wait for her. 
Shorter legs made the telephone pole seem distant, growing slowly closer as the Queen 
Anne’s lace flew past in the ditch. I can recall countless times that Katie and I woke up 
late and found ourselves running down the road to catch the bus. Looking back, this has 
to be one of the more ironic rolls of my “memory film,” because I ended up running 
cross-country; Katie wound up in poms and football. 

Of my six sisters, Katie is the closest to me in age, and she’s often been my 
closest companion during family events. We are usually the only teenage kids around at 
family gatherings and on shopping trips in the family van. This explains why Katie and I 
are expert mimes. The shopping trips provide hours of being stuffed in the van with our 
younger siblings, Scarlet and Michael; the visits to Minnesota to see relatives yield 
seven hours of driving each way. On one occasion, Katie and I boarded the van, 
choosing the back seat. After 10 minutes of being annoyed by everyone else, we 
formed an invisible wall between the two front seats and ourselves. We mimed a 
smooth, perfectly flat, soundproof surface to perfection. The last picture on that roll of 
memories was Mom telling us to stop it. 

The Niagara Falls/Canada/New York trip last year was the closest Katie and I 
have been. The same week of our shared 16th and 13th birthday-bonfire party, we 
spent days cramped in the back of my sister Sara’s car, next to her one-year-old 
daughter, Hannah. Our quiet brother-in-law Brad was driving, and Hannah cried the 
whole way. That trip provided enough scenes to make a full-length movie, but I have 
only one shoebox picture of Katie and me in front of Niagara Falls. We are both bundled 



up like we were in the picture taken 13 years earlier. This time, though, we wear dark 
blue jeans and gray sweatshirts, our matching brown hair pulled back, hers in a ponytail 
and mine behind a pale pink bandana. The background doesn’t take us to a quiet 
hospital room, but to the continuous rumble of beautiful Niagara Falls. On the left, the 
American Falls turn over beneath a rainbow of October foliage. Farther away, on the 
right, Horseshoe Falls bubbles under a mist that slowly rises above the horizon. Katie 
and I lean against the heavy, black railing, and against each other. Our smiles are 
sweet and happy, reminiscent of Katie’s first birthday. 

These two shoebox pictures of Katie and me are just two snapshots in a shared 
photo album, filled with every cake, thought, joke, and sweater we’ve shared. In the 
midst of looking through the collection, Katie yells at me, “Hey, that’s my shirt!” 

“You borrow my stuff,” I reply. 

“Not without asking.” 

“You had my black skirt for three months.” 

“I asked for it.” 

I let the fight peter out, not wishing to waste a memory on an argument about 
clothes. There will be plenty of hair-pulling, name-calling, and angry situations between 
Katie and me to come. I want to save my film for better times. 

	  


