
Enjoy at home – Writing a narrative poem 

Empathy | Using narrative.  

 

This workshop focuses on EMPATHY and PERSPECTIVE TAKING. Humans are able to 

imagine what it is like being somebody else. Doing so can make us more likely to be kind by 

acknowledging that, although it feels like we are the star of our own life movie, everyone else 

is also at the centre of their own life movie. They may bit a bit part in yours, but you’re only 

a bit part in theirs.  

 

INSTRUCTIONS 

1. READ / WATCH one or two of these poems.  

Alden Nowlan – Weakness https://ronnowpoetry.com/contents/nowlan/Weakness.html  

Neil Hilborn – OCD (YouTube link) https://youtu.be/vnKZ4pdSU-s  

Billy Collins – The First Dream https://www.poemhunter.com/poem/the-first-dream/  

 

Story might be the most effective empathy machine we have. Each of these poems uses 

narrative to give us another person’s perspective and experience.  

 

2. FREE WRITE  

• ON YOUR OWN FAILINGS. Think of a mistake you’ve made or a ‘fault’ 

you’ve had. Small or large, public or private, anything from never saying 

please, to stealing. Describe what happened, then explain why you think you 

made that mistake or where that ‘fault’ came from. What changed for it to be 

different now?  

• ON SOMEBODY ELSE’S FAILINGS. Think of somebody who has 

irritated, hurt, or disappointed you, or who has a ‘fault’ that is in some way 

damaging to themselves or others. Describe what they did, or do, then explain 

what you think caused them to make that mistake or to be the way they are. 

Begin from the assumption that they aren’t just evil. What motivated them? 

What did they want? What did they not know? What were they scared of?  

• ON IMAGINED OR FIRST TIME EXPERIENCES Imagine somebody 

experiencing something for the first time and what that would be like for 

https://ronnowpoetry.com/contents/nowlan/Weakness.html
https://youtu.be/vnKZ4pdSU-s
https://www.poemhunter.com/poem/the-first-dream/


them. It could be the first human to experience a particular thing as in BILLY 

COLLINS’S The First Dream, or just the first time a person experiences 

something lots of people have already experience, like drinking orange juice, 

or surfing, or reading Hamlet. Imagine and describe the experience. 

 

3. EXPAND ONE OF THESE THREE NARRATIVES / MOMENTS  

Stories need a few things. They need a character who wants something, an obstacle or 

challenge to getting that thing or achieving that goal, and a change. The change is key. 

Without change, there is no story. Broadly speaking, two types of change may occur, a 

change in the external world (Frodo destroys the ring), or a change in the internal character 

(Scrooge becomes kinder). It may be that both of these things happen.  

 

Try to isolate the main change in your narrative. This may be a change in status, the 

achievement of a goal, the gaining of understanding and insight. This last point, about 

learning, will certainly be part of the first two FREE WRITES, above. It is more powerful to 

show this change than to tell it. For instance, Neil Hilborn’s OCD is the story of him getting a 

girlfriend (one change), losing her because of his OCD (another change), then trying to 

control and reduce his OCD in order to win her back (big internal change). The power of the 

poem comes from him showing us this change through a change in his behaviour. There is a 

before (switching the lights off and on and locking the door over and over), and an after 

(leaving the door unlocked and leaving the lights on). In Alden Nowlan’s poem there is also a 

before (leaving the horse for the night), and an after (turning back and spreading a blanket 

over the horse to try to give it some physical comfort). What are the before and after in Billy 

Collins’s The First Dream? Try to show before and after in your poem.   

 

4. EDITING. Read over your piece. Once you’ve ensured the change is clear, try to 

improve the writing by:  

• Adding specific detail. Can “she was reading” becoming “She scanned the 

newspaper, sneering at the headlines” or else “she was glued to a book of 

poetry, her lips moving as she read.”   

• Adding sensory information other than sight. Is there any smell, sound, taste 

or touch information you could include? 

• Showing emotions rather than telling them. “She grit her teeth and counted to 

ten” rather than “she was angry”.  


