The Personal Essay

Due tomorrow, Thursday 9/9.

Read the passage below.

1. Color code the essay for narration, description (including imagery), and reflection. Create a color code key.  (If you don’t have markers at home, you can use the margins to label the essay instead.) You will not color code every sentence.

2. Draw a star near the climax or main realization of the essay.

3. Box one sentence that reveals the most about the author’s identity.

On Being a One-Eared Musician

Lee Goodwin

My handicap is my gift and my obsession. I was born without hearing in my left ear. This complicates my life because I don’t hear in stereo. The hearing in my right ear is perfect, but I can’t tell where sound comes from and I have to strain to hear conversations. If you are to my left and call my name I may not hear you, and if I do, I still can’t tell where you are in the room. One might assume that because my hearing is diminished, that I would not enjoy music. To the contrary, I find myself obsessed with music, and I constantly want to play my guitar or drum out a beat on anything that resonates. Since I was little, I’ve had to concentrate in order to hear and understand a conversation. Because I hear only in one dimension, I tend to concentrate on only one thing at a time. I have memories of when my older sister played the family’s beat up baby grand piano; I would crawl under it and put my good ear up to the wood and find myself encompassed in music. I’ve concentrated so hard on listening my whole life that now I hear music fully and in all its depth. I play guitar in every spare moment, and the concentration has grown into a spiritual connection—a meditative and fulfilling practice that consumes all my spare time.


When I was five years old, I remember sitting in the corner of a room during a party. I had my good ear pressed to the speaker listening to classical music. A grown-up came over and saw that I was crying and asked me why. I told him that the music was sad and made me cry. Today I can still feel the sadness that music evokes. I also feel the joy and the whole range of feelings that music communicates to any of us, regardless of our native tongue. I think music is a language in and of itself. For me, someone who has to strain to hear a voice and who occasionally has to read lips, music is easier to listen to than having a spoken conversation.


Making music with others is a natural extension of the language of music. Earlier this year I played with a group of musicians once a week, during school, for two months.  This class was my first improvisational music experience and it has shown me the differences in musical expression. I understood the differences of musical tongue between the musicians, which helped me with my musical expression. When this class was over I became desperate. I needed to play with others. I would try and gather anybody no matter how experienced they were and make music. I would listen to them, play for them, and play with them. I craved to be engaged with other musicians and loved to surround myself with improvised riffs.


When going through my daily routine, I find myself making music in all sorts of ways. I carry my guitar to classes, just in case I get a few minutes to play. When I walk, I’m aware of the beat, and if my hands are free, I’ll snap my fingers. I tap my teeth together and play songs in my mouth. Sometimes I wake up at night with a sore jaw because I chitter and chatter in my sleep. I even drum on my bongo while I drive. Sometimes late at night, when my house is completely silent, except for the buzz of the refrigerator, I’ll grab my guitar and pull a heavy down blanket over myself and lightly finger pick at my classical guitar’s nylon strings. With the blanket around my body, I feel the vibrations more intensely and the music opens my mind to a spiritual experience.


The reason why I love music is because I have an ear. Sometimes I feel sad that I’m deaf in one ear, but then I feel glad that I have four other perfect senses. I appreciate sound because I realize that I’m not completely deaf and I’m happy that I have something instead of nothing. If I had two good ears, I’d still love music. But I wouldn’t hear it as well.

4.  The author does not hear out of one ear. Is it possible to define yourself by something that you’re missing? Explain.

5.  Fill out the following steps to finding theme. Then write your own theme statement for the essay.

Title: _________________________________________________

Topic: ________________________________________________ (should apply to everyone)

Climax: _______________________________________________ (describe)

Changes: ​​​​​______________________________________________________________________________

Theme sentence (not cliché, can be a contradiction, must use your topic word):

