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Paper 1 Assignment: Creative Non-Fiction Essay  
 
In our reading so far we’ve talked about the relationship between language and identity. In this 
assignment I’ll ask that you consider your own experiences with writing and reading and how these 
practices have shaped who you are. I want you to consider also the relationship between your racial 
and cultural identity and your language use, especially as it relates to writing.  
 
If English is your first language, have you ever thought about your ability to write and communicate 
being associated with your racial identity? Have you ever been forced to think of yourself as “raced” in 
some way? Think about the box you check on forms for your racial identity. How does this make up 
part of your identity? How does it limit who you are? If English is not your first language and you’re 
fluent in another language or languages, think about how your identity is influenced by your language 
use and your ability to write and speak well in English.  
 
I encourage you to use “I” in this piece since it’s ostensibly about you, though you do not need to 
divulge any personal information you wish to keep private. It’s your choice what you write about 
(within the bounds of this assignment anyway), but I encourage you to think about the following as 
you begin to plan: 
 

• Your early relationship to language: how you learned to read, write, and speak English or your 
home language(s) 

• Important experiences inside and outside school with reading and writing  

After you’ve considered ways of approaching this paper, begin to narrow your focus. What would you 
consider the most important factor or event or season in your development as a writer and reader and 
user of language?  
 
One example 
There are a number of ways to approach this paper—as many as there are of you in this class because 
each of your stories is different.  
 

                                                   
Image source: “Millions March NYC,” used with permission under Creative Commons licensing 

 



 

 2 

If you can’t think of how to approach it, I encourage you to just start writing. A focus likely will come 
to you in that process. An example of this process: 
 
[Following is a focused free write about this topic, not worrying about grammar, punctuation, 
organization, or how well it sounds]  
As someone coded “White” growing up in Texas (which has no real geographical identity; it’s just 
“Texas”) I never had to come to terms with being “raced.” I was in the majority and had the privileges 
that go with that position. I was, though, the daughter of a postal worker and a stay-at-home mom, 
and no one in my family finished college. The public schools I went to ensured that I got a good 
education and was in a position to go to college despite having no money to do so. I didn’t have to 
struggle with being thought of as inferior because of my race. I didn’t have to consider it much at all. 
Since I learned English when I was young and it’s my native language, I didn’t struggle with feeling like 
an outsider until I traveled to a country where I couldn’t speak the language. In September of 2001 I 
spent three weeks in Argentina, arriving in Buenos Aires on September 10. [It occurs to me now that 
this event with feeling like an outsider because of my language is a good place to go with this piece. I’ve 
found my central narrative around which I can comment on the relationship between language and 
identity. I could go to describe how I felt being out of the country on 9/11 and the isolation I  
experienced. I could describe being huddled by the television watching CNN in Spanish and not being 
able to communicate very well, not knowing when I could leave the country and go home. I could 
describe the remainder of my time there and how I wished I spoke Spanish more fluently, how I 
realized what a minority English speakers are the world—really realized it experientially for the first 
time—and how limited I began to see the educational system in the U.S. for not mandating second 
language learning in all public schools at an early age for multiple years, and how I began to see this 
focus on English as racist and ethnocentric at its core.]  
 
Purpose of this assignment 
The main purpose of this piece is to serve as a gateway into the questions we’ll explore over the course 
of the semester:  
 
What does it mean to be “white,” to be “black,” to be “Asian”? Since only one “race” exists among 
humans—the human race—why do racial categories exist? How have they served the interests of 
certain groups and disempowered others? What is the relationship between race, language, and 
identity? What is your own relationship to race? What is your relationship to writing—and how are 
these two concepts related?  
 
What makes a good creative non-fiction essay? Think about the pieces you’ve read so far: Malcolm X’s 
Autobiography excerpt, “Homemade Education,” Amy Tan’s “Mother Tongue,” and Adrienne Rich’s 
“Split at the Root: An Essay on Jewish Identity.” What is the focus of each piece? Is there a central 
narrative in each one of them? How does each writer organize her/his story? What keeps you reading 
[if you would have aside from its being an assignment]? How do they begin and end? Is there a 
unifying metaphor or event in the stories? What did you take from the stories?  
 
We’ll create a series of criteria that you feel constitute a good creative non-fiction piece after you read 
all three pieces, and you’ll use these criteria to help give feedback to your writer’s group in class and I’ll 
use them to grade your work.  
 
Paper specs: 
1,500-1,800 words / ~ 5-6 double-spaced pages  
15% of course grade 
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Important dates: 
• Tues, Sept 8:  Discuss rubric for assessing good creative non-fiction pieces; invention work

   for your paper in class 
• Sept 10 & 15  No classes: Labor Day make up and Rosh Hashanah 
• Th, Sept 17:  Peer and instructor review of draft 1 + writer’s reflective letter describing your

   choices, process, and thinking about your piece so far, and instructions for
   readers to help them give you feedback 

• Tues, Sept 22  No classes: Yom Kippur 
• Th, Sept 24:  Final revised essay + writer’s reflective cover letter due 


