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Now, I tell my sister, these poles, these wires, do not look the 
same to me. Nothing is innocent, my sister reminds me. But 

nothing, I would like to think, remains unrepentant. 
 

EULA BISS 
 
For this mid-semester assignment, you will switch modes of writing and fall fully into the 
creative side of things to experiment with nonfiction storytelling as a method of showing 
something important and startling about your topic.  
 
Your task will be to write a short essay that tells an important and perhaps difficult-to-bear 
story about your topic while also telling us something about your experience with doing 
extended research on this topic. That is, you’ll write with a strong “I,” and like Rankine, Biss, 
and Spahr, your essay should seamlessly weave together themes of research as a process of 
discovery with larger themes about your topic.  This is an opportunity to engage with your 
topic thoughtfully, personally, and creatively, to write as someone who is seeking and 
grappling with a set of personally urgent questions. 
 
This assignment is also a writing challenge. Creative writing forces us to think more carefully 
about the sentences we write: how to be evocative, descriptive, and entertaining; how to 
achieve rhythms and flow; how to sweep our readers away or hit them again and again with 
the hard facts of reality. You’ll find that honing your sentence craft will help you with other 
writing and revisions in this class, even your white paper—a purposeful, poetic attention to 
language can help raise the bar on all sorts of creative and non-creative genres of writing.  
 
 
TIMELINE 
 

• Compose & workshop rough drafts: Friday, February 20 

• Finished drafts due by class time: Monday, February 23 
 
 
PROCEDURE 
 
Your primary writing strategy for this assignment will be imitation, and your model will be 
Eula Biss’s “Time and Distance Overcome.” Imitation is an excellent learning tool; it forces us 
out of our old habits and our taken-for-granted voices and introduces us to new rhythms of 
writing. So, what does it mean to imitate “Time and Distance Overcome”? Obviously, you 
won’t imitate Biss’s content—you’ll be telling a different story related to your own topic—but 
you will take up some of her techniques. You’ll have to think about the way she uses short 
paragraphs and white space, the way she incorporates sources, the purpose of her “Notes” 
following the essay, the role of her “I,” and the rhythm and repetition of her sentences—and 
ultimately you’ll have to decide which handful of techniques to carry over into your own essay. 
We’ll talk more about techniques and imitation as part of our reading discussion on 
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Wednesday. Later in the semester, you’ll have the freedom to revise this piece as far away 
from Biss as you’d like. 
 
 
PRELIMINARIES 
 

• 1,000-1,200 words, single or 1.5-spaced in a 12-point font of your choice. 
 

• Your research narrative should include new research on your topic and tell a story 
about a branch of your topic that you have not yet explored. 

 
• Include a “Notes” page in the style of Biss’s, which credits your sources and discusses 

the process of researching and writing this piece. 
 

• Following the genre of creative writing, you should clearly identify direct quotes from 
others, as well as identify those you are paraphrasing. See how Biss does this (and to a 
similar degree, Spahr). You do not need to include in-text citations or a citations page. 

 
 
TIPS FOR GETTING STARTED 
 
A large part of the success of this assignment will have to do with your interpretation of it and 
your willingness to experiment with how to tell a story about some small and evocative piece 
of your topic. I can tell you one thing straight off the bat: this essay should not be a longer 
rendition of the personal investment/background section of your project proposal. You’ll have 
a lot of freedom to interpret the shape of your narrative, but here are a couple tips to help you 
get started: 
 

• Orient your essay towards a specific object (broadly interpreted) which has some sort 
of relationship to your topic: a photograph, a telephone pole, a place, tool, textile, 
fragment, bacterium—the list goes on. Choosing an interesting object—an object that 
has a story, an object that is complicated and that illuminates your topic in some way—
is the first step toward writing an interesting research narrative. 

 
• When you read this week’s selections from Eula Biss, Juliana Spahr, and Muriel 

Rukeyser—and as you reflect on Citizen—you will find that part of what these authors 
are doing is writing towards some unanswerable question. The authors don’t 
necessarily explicitly state these questions, but we get the sense of their urgency and 
the way they resist easy answers. Such a question, explicitly stated or not, should be at 
the heart of your research narrative: a question—the question—that haunts you most 
when it comes to your topic. Part of what your narrative should be is a story about 
trying to answer this question—or, perhaps more importantly, about learning how to 
live with this unanswerable question in the world.  
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EVALUATION 
 
Your research narrative is worth 10 points. Exceptional research narratives (8-10 points) will be 
proofread, free of errors, and polished. This assignment calls for a particular care with 
sentences—sentences that are not just well crafted and grammatically sound, but also vivid, 
full of descriptions that engage the senses. Every sentence should count! Exceptional research 
narratives will use active verbs and descriptive language, making every effort to show instead 
of tell. They will demonstrate thoughtful decisions in regard to storytelling and audience—
provocative openings, memorable endings, the visualization of time and place, etc.—and take 
risks in regard to voice, form, organization, and so on.  
 


