
Writing Assignments about Place 

Just recently, I have become interested in having students explore the idea of place through their 

writing, due to my learning that a former student of mine, who now teaches at the University of 

Southern Mississippi, has designed semester-length classes in which her students write about the 

area immediately around Hattiesburg.  I am not yet at that point—I don’t yet feel I have thought 

enough about the subject to be able to pull that off—but I am most definitely intrigued by the 

subject, and I want to give students a chance to discover that they might be interested in it as well.  

So, I have created some prompts on that subject for the various types of papers students write in my 

Comp I classes.  As you’ll see from the texts of the prompts, I hope they will pursue this idea across 

all the writing assignments, but I’m reluctant to force them to do that until I have a better sense of 

how the prompts will work.  At least for now, I like these; in my head, I think they will make for 

good papers. 

 

(For a Description Paper) 

In his book Place: An Introduction, Second Edition, geography professor Tim Cresswell has this to say 

about the concept of place:   

 

So what links these examples: a child’s room, an urban garden, a market town, New 

York City, Kosovo and the Earth?  What makes them all places and not simply a 

room, a garden, a town, a world city, a new nation, and an inhabited planet?  One 

answer is that they are all spaces which people have made meaningful.  They are all 

spaces people are attached to in one way or another.  This is the most 

straightforward and common definition of place—a meaningful location.  (11-12) 

 

Put another way, “place” is that combination of boundaries, objects, emotions and memories which, 

for example, makes a house feel like a home, or which makes any space, no matter its size, feel as 

though it in some way “belongs” to you, and yourself to it.  It would be a locale which you would 

describe or take someone else to as a way of conveying something essential about yourself. 

Think of a place—again, the definition is “a space that is meaningful to you”—and describe it in 

your paper.  It does not have to be a place near where you currently live; it can be public or shared 

as well as a place that is yours and yours alone.  The main thing is that you have clear memories of it 

and, moreover, that you feel a sense of belonging when you are there.  What/Where is it?  What are 

its boundaries?  How often do you go there?  (If you no longer are able to visit it, when was your 

last visit there?)  When did you know or feel that this place was “yours”?  What does it contain (or, 

as the case may be, not contain) that causes you to feel as though you and it belong to each other?  

(Again, remember that you can feel this way about a public place as well as one that only you 

possess.)  When you go there, what do you do?  Most important of all, what do you think it is about 



this place that causes you to feel so connected to it? What makes it “yours”?  (This last question is 

especially important if the place you describe is one that you have not visited in a long time.)  You 

may want to include pictures of this place as a way of focusing your writing (and your reader’s 

attention), though you certainly don’t have to. 

 

 (For a Narrative Paper)  

Places—spaces that are meaningful to us—become that way because of sets of associations with 

them that we collect as memories over time.  Many of those memories are narratives.  For this 

prompt, relate a story (or a collection of shorter narratives unified by a theme) that to your mind 

serves to define something essential about the place you described in your first paper.  It doesn’t 

have to be some drama-filled sequence of events; all it has to be is the sort of story or stories of 

which you should be able to say, “This is why this place matters to me.” 

 

(For a Process Paper) 

Draw a map of the place you wrote about for your description paper, and write a paper in which you 

tell why you chose to include the things you did on it.  You can hand-draw it or plot it with a 

computer; just be sure to make it as neatly as possible and include it with your paper.  Whatever 

you do, though, do not simply cut and paste a Google Maps screenshot of the place: The 

map should be your creation.  The map should of course include and name physical objects; 

however, being that place is defined as “a meaningful space,” keep in mind that what makes a place 

meaningful are events that occur there.  Thus, your map should also indicate locations where 

moments occurred that are of importance to you.  As a well-known example what I mean, look 

online for William Faulkner’s map of Yoknapatawpha County, the fictional place in Mississippi that 

he created as the setting for most of his novels and stories—you’ll see that he includes place-names 

but also, for some of them, briefly describes something that happened at those places. 

 

 

(For a Compare/Contrast paper) 

Choose one of the following options: 

a) Think about how your place has changed over the time that you have known it.  Compare the 

way it is the last time you visited it to the way it was the first time you visited it (or, the earliest 

memory you have of it); in addition to its features, be sure to discuss as well your sense of your 

emotional attachment to it. 



b) Compare your place to another, similar place that you also know well.  Make certain you are 

comparing “similar” to “similar”: If, for example, your place is Wichita, it would be appropriate to 

compare it to, say, Miami, but not to the entire state of Florida.   

c) Traditional ideas about place have always assumed that some physical space that can be inhabited 

and/or visited is intrinsic to it.  However, the emergence of the Web and the hyperconnectivity of 

various devices are changing how some people think about the physical aspects of place.  Even 

though we all live in and move about in physical space, many of us devote hours and hours of time 

in virtual space: interacting with others via texting, social media, and playing online games or 

inhabiting environments such as Second Life and There.  Oftentimes, these other people don’t even 

live on the same continent we do; even though we have known some of these people for years and 

even may count them as friends, we have never met many of them in person, and we may never 

meet them.  Given all of that, do you think such spaces can also be considered or can become 

“places”?  Think about and discuss those various attributes of place that you think are important and 

compare/contrast virtual places’ versions of them. 

 

(For a Division/Classification Paper) 

In his book The Third Plate: Field Notes on the Future of Food, Dan Barber writes about the dehesa region 
of southern Spain, a region known for its excellent, distinctive-tasting hams and cheeses.  He notes 
that the dictionary definition of the Spanish word tierra is “land,” but the Spaniards he interviewed 
understand that word to mean much more than that just the soil or some acreage: it also 
incorporates the climate, its plants and animals, and the people who live there and work to sustain all 
of it. He makes the argument that it is the very specific qualities of the soil itself and the plants and 
trees that grow there, and its farmers’ willingness to perpetuate those qualities, that have sustained 
this sort of farming for at least a thousand years. As one of the farmers interviewed by Barber puts 
it, “It’s very much a question of values, not just value.  That’s what explains how the traditional 
farmers and producers have behaved for generations, and why still today they put tradition, nature, 
or instinct before technology, choosing to produce better, not just more” (Kindle edition).  If any of 
those qualities changes too much or is lost, the entirety of the tierra is changed. 
 
The idea of tierra is very close to the idea of place, too; and just as with changes to the tierra, a change 
to any one aspect of a place threatens to be disruptive to our perception of the whole.  Sometimes, 
we are not sure why that change seems so disruptive; we just sense that we won’t like it.  This is why 
we are often reluctant to see our places change and why our nostalgia for the way they once were is 
so strong.  For this prompt, then, spend some time identifying and thinking about three or four 
elements or aspects of your place that seem especially important to you.  The introduction should 
introduce, of course; meanwhile, for each of the body paragraphs, think and write about how 
altering that element or aspect would also alter the others you have identified.  These changes, you 
may find, need not necessarily be negative ones, so don’t worry if you find that a change might 
actually be beneficial in some way.  Your paper’s conclusion, then, should make some statement 
about what you have learned about your place and/or about yourself. 
 



(For a Definition Paper) 

Competing notions of what a place is or should or could be, or what is or should be permissible 

behavior there, often come into conflict with each other.  Examples of this can range widely: a teen 

and her parents will disagree on what privileges she has in “her room.”  New Orleanians constantly 

discuss what constitutes “real New Orleans,” especially with regard to foods and traditions.  

Shopping mall landlords prohibit skateboarding on their property.  Native Americans want access to 

certain areas on public lands that they consider sacred.  The Occupy! movement’s encampment in 

Zuccotti Park, near Wall Street in New York City, became the site of intense discussions about the 

nature of public space—that is, to whom public space “belongs”—a couple of years ago.  Rarely, if 

ever, is there not some sort of ambiguity regarding the essence of any given place. 

Think about the place you have been writing about this semester.  Have you had disagreements with 

others about how to define that place; or, if it is a public place, do you know of people who disagree 

over its boundaries, its rules, and/or its significance?  In this paper, describe as fairly as you can how 

you and these other people or groups “define” this place—that is, for you and these other people, 

what makes this place a place? 

 

(For an Argument Paper) 

Closely related to the topic of place is the subject of public space—space designed to be shared and 

used by many people in various ways—and how new technologies alter how people use those 

spaces.  In an article titled “Down with Selfie Sticks,” Aarian Marshall writes,  

Technology that enables us to isolate ourselves in new and increasingly dorky-

looking ways has serious implications for cities, which are full of spaces—streets, 

plazas, town squares—often expressly designed to promote human and even 

democratic action.  What happens when we stop talking to each other there? 

In 2012, urban planner Tali Hatuka described to CityLab the effect of smartphones 

on the way people use urban space.  “The whole idea of public/private as binary is 

becoming much more complex,” she said.  “Instead of thinking about public and 

private, we have to think about the private sphere becoming more dominant in 

public.  For the smart-phone users they’re totally, constantly engaged with the private 

sphere, and it’s reducing the basic roles of public space.”  The same can be said of 

selfie-stick users, who transform the very public act of vacation photo-taking to a 

private interaction between you and whomever you’re travelling with.  (CityLab.com. 

The Atlantic.  7 Jan. 2015.  Web.  10 Jan. 2015). 

Most people agree that smartphones are a potentially-dangerous distraction for drivers, but do you 

agree with this article’s implicit assumption that human interaction in public space is a social good 

and that the pervasive use of smartphones in those spaces is potentially detrimental to that social 



good?  Why or why not?  How would you rebut those who don’t share your opinion?  Look for and 

read the CityLab article I’ve quoted from here to use it as your own paper’s starting point in the 

introduction (that is, your introduction should make reference to and/or quote from this article 

before going on to say whether you agree or disagree with it), and look for two other articles to 

provide support for your arguments on behalf of your paper’s thesis (in addition to good old Google 

and databases, be sure to follow the links in the CityLab article). 

 

 


