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Rationale 

This fiction exercise teaches high school students to write stories from the 

structural standpoint of the historical present. Students learn to control a non-

linear structure, as well as tense and pacing. Historical present is an 

important technique for students to master because it incorporates all the 

vital aspects of storytelling: structure, character, pacing and plot.  

Guidelines for Historical Present 
 

Historical present (unlike historical fiction, which all my students initially 

think this assignment covers) is a structural technique using tense. Simply 

put, the story being told has already happened, years in the past, but is 

being told in present tense. This is so the narrator of the story has had time 

to reflect on the events of the story. This means, unlike a present tense 

story, the narrator knows exactly why she is telling her story and why she is 

telling it now. Perhaps she has finally come to terms with the events; 

perhaps she has realized she never will.  
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The Exercise 

First, read Michael Cunningham’s White Angel. (See references for the story, 

below.) This is a great example of the use of Historical present. I read this story aloud 

with my classes. As you read, note when the story moves from past tense to present 

(page 230, “Here is Carlton”). This move from past to present allows the reader to 

recognize the story as historical present. We know that Frisco is narrating from the 

present moment, which is the distant future from the plot of the story.  

After finishing the story, we discuss why Frisco is telling us this story. If it was 

just about Carlton’s death this story could’ve been written in present tense and utilized 

the immediacy of that tense. Since it’s written in historical present, we know that what 

has happened afterward to Frisco is what the story is “about.” We return to the present 

moment at the end, without switching tenses, to sit with what Frisco knows now.    

After discussing the story, I hand out the guidelines below and we discuss those 

as well. If necessary, we brainstorm ideas for students to start with in class. I assign 

the actual writing as homework, since I want the students to take their time on the 

assignment.  

 

Sources  
 

Cunningham, Michael. “White Angel.” The Scribner Anthology of Contemporary 

Short Fiction: Fifty North American Stories since 1970, by Lex Williford and Michael 

Martone, Simon & Schuster, 1999, pp. 229–243. 
OR 

https://www.northernhighlands.org/cms/lib5/NJ01000179/Centricity/Domain/142/Whit

e_Angel.pdf  

OR 

White Angel can also be found in Best American Short Stories, 1989  
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