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For assignment 5, write a piece of fiction or nonfiction in which you create a sense of a fully 
developed world. 
 
Your piece can be a short story, part of a novel, a memoir essay, part of a memoir, a personal essay, 
or a work of literary journalism. 
 
You can write something new, or you can take one of your previous assignments and revise it. 
 
This week, we're looking at world building. That's a term heard most often in discussion of 
speculative fiction (such as fantasy and science fiction), but it's sometimes also applied to all fiction 
writing; and we're applying it to nonfiction writing as well. World building, as we're defining it here, 
means creating a complete and immersive experience for your reader. 
 
In writing fiction, successful world building most likely requires a combination of research 
and imagination. On research: you're writing something set in the past in a particular city, you 
probably don't need to know everything about what it was like to live in that city at that time. But 
you may need to know some particular facts, such as what public transportation was available or 
what dialects people spoke. And if you're writing about a social issue in this setting, you probably 
need to know that issue's history there, which might include things like environmental concerns tied 
to a particular industry or racial discrimination in the real estate market. On imagination: of course, 
imagination is central to fiction writing! And if you've been writing fiction for your past assignments, 
you've been working imaginatively for weeks. But this week, turn your imaginative focus on 
constructing a sense of a complete world. This doesn't mean you need to tell or show the reader 
every detail of this world: if your characters stood in a room and talked for five minutes, and you 
described every single thing those characters saw, thought, felt, and said, those five minutes would 
fill many pages. That might be fine, but if you gave that much space to every five minutes, your story 
or novel would probably become very long and your reader would probably become discouraged. 
World building means creating a sense of a complete world, and that refers us back to the structure 
discussions we had in weeks 3 and 4: what do you need to show your reader about these people, 
their place, their cultural/societal context, their history, their motivations and emotions that will 
create a sense of a complete world and also serve to help advance your story's plot? 
 
In writing literary journalism, research is crucial to world building. On research: your focus 
here will be on gathering the information you need simply to write about your topic from an 
informed place. This may include getting different sides of the story and/or researching the history 
of the place and community where your topic is set. On imagination: pure invention doesn't apply 
here. But you do need to use your imagination with regard to the structural decisions we discussed 
during weeks 3 and 4. Once you have the facts and the witness accounts and the background that 
you need, you'll have to decide how you want to tell this story. Your literary journalism piece is 
probably presenting the reader with some current information, some backstory, some quotes or 
thoughts you gathered from people you interviewed or researched, and some description of the 
setting. When you think about how to structure your piece, think about what will create an 
immersive experience for your reader. Literary journalism is most often effective because it places 
the reader inside the situation; it gives us a full report on the event or situation, but it also gives us 
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an understanding of what a particular event or situation is really like for the people involved. And 
that helps the reader understand why it matters. 
 
If you are writing a memoir or a memoir essay, your lens is everything. A successful memoir 
may include the creation of a connection between the personal experience and the universal 
experience. But it's more likely that the author's narration of their experiences of difficulty and 
discovery will compel the reader to reflect on their own moments of growth and change, and as the 
reader reflects, they may notice both commonalities and differences between the author's 
experiences and their own. Your lens is everything because, since a memoir's focus is generally fairly 
narrow, the world you show the reader must be rich and compelling. On research: research will 
involve both interrogating some parts of your recent and/or distant past – most likely including your 
family of origin, your community of origin, and the relationships you've formed and communities 
you've identified with during your life – and investigating the societal context of your past. On 
imagination: as with literary journalism, the imaginative side of world building in memoir is 
essentially structural. If you consider that, like literary journalism, you are writing for both 
comprehensive accuracy and immersion, you will need to choose what moments are needed to 
achieve fullness and what order to present them in. And like literary journalism, you are also offering 
the reader an internal understanding of what it was like to be there, and what it meant to be there, in 
the moments you choose for them to experience. 
 
If you are writing a personal essay, you are offering the reader your perspective on a 
particular topic, but also trying to use your narrative on this topic to illustrate an aspect of 
universal human experience and/or to capture a commonly felt emotion. On research: in 
order to find ways to make those connections between your experience and universal experience, 
you'll need to think through what those connections may be and then do the research necessary to 
illustrate them. For example, you may see a parallel between the experience of watching the lakes 
and rivers in your area dry up, a little more each year, until the swimming holes of your childhood 
are mere puddles; and the impact of climate change on your region. But unless you are well versed in 
environmental studies, you probably won't know enough about how broadly and deeply climate 
change affected your region without doing some research. On imagination: as with literary 
journalism and memoir, the imaginative side of world building in memoir is essentially structural. 
Consider the instructors' discussions on structure, and your structure-oriented assignments, from 
weeks 3 and 4; and decide how you want to lead the reader through this essay. You want to tell a 
personal story; you want to show the reader ways in which your personal story relates to or reflects 
parts of their life and their story; you want to show the reader ways in which your personal story is a 
part of the huge and collective human narrative. What information do they need, in what order? 
What's the most compelling way you can draw them into this world? 
 
Suggested word range: 1500-4500 words. 


