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It's our last writing assignment! A note before we begin: these six classes have given you a lot of 
information in a short time. You shouldn't feel pressured to finish this course with a piece of perfect 
writing. Instead, think about this last assignment as a chance to step back and look at what you've 
been doing. As Chris Merrill said, "For me, so much of writing takes place in a kind of darkness. I 
don't know where I'm going. And then as I get toward the end, I see: oh, this is where I'm going, 
what an interesting thing. Now, let's go back and see if I can't reinforce those themes, build on those 
layers in someway that will make the piece more vivid." 
 
Your last assignment is to refine your writing by examining, expanding, and editing your 
use of images, patterns, and rhythms. We're going to walk through this together: 
 
So for this last assignment, pick something you've written for this course. It could be 
something you wrote very early on, in week 1 or week 2 and haven't looked at in a while. Or it could 
be something you've been working on consistently through the last few weeks of structure and 
world building. 
 
Whatever you pick, try to read it as if it is new to you. Even if you were working on it just a few 
days ago. Really try to let yourself see it anew: maybe print it out and take it away from your desk 
and read it in a park, in a cafe, on a bus. Maybe read it out loud to yourself, or ask a friend to read it 
out loud to you. As you read it, take a break after each paragraph (maybe even closing your eyes) and 
consider these things: are there images coming to you? Are you noticing repetitions of the same 
words? Or similarities in the words you use to describe thoughts or actions or emotions or details of 
your scenes? Try to find the places where your writing has already begun to form patterns, where 
you may already be moving into the use of image to suggest the central meaning of your work. 
 
If you have trouble noticing any of these things, try another way: read it back to yourself again, 
paragraph by paragraph, taking a break between each one, and consider these things: are you 
noticing a dominant emotion? Is there a descriptive detail that really stands out? Are your characters 
moving in quick or slow ways? Are you narrating quickly or slowly? Are there rows of long 
sentences, or of short ones? 
 
If you didn't see any strong patterns, but you noticed a single moment that you like: 
 
If you found a moment where you have described something perfectly, a moment where your 
character has moved or spoken in a way you love - think about why you like that moment so much. 
Then try to find a way to expand on it, to experiment with how it could be signaled earlier in the 
work or echoed later. This may not feel easy or obvious, and you don't have to force it to be 
obvious: if the moment you love is your description of a red rose, that doesn't mean you have to 
start sprinkling red roses all over your narrative. Just think about why you love that description of 
the rose so much. Maybe it's the color that really matters to you: try just adding a few other notes of 
warm hues to your setting, or editing a description here and there so that an orange pops up here 
and a dark red there. When you try that, do these notes of warmth support the feeling of your piece, 
or create a sense of connection from one part of the next? If it's the rose itself that matters to you, 
what does it mean, and how can you hint at that meaning with other images in other places - 
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perhaps a flower pattern in a dress, or a glimpse of a garden, or an empty vase? When you try that, 
how do these hints add up to create a sense of a theme through imagery? 
 
Or, if the moment you love is a short, sharp sentence, look at what surrounds it. If it is surrounded 
by long, flowing narration or lengthy dialogue, is it saying something different from the lines around 
it, something unexpected? Is it saying something important that sums up those lines around it? If so, 
are there other places where something unexpected or important could be said in a short, sharp line? 
If you try highlighting these interesting moments by using a short sentence and surrounding that 
sentence with longer lines, you might find that the pace of your narrative is now moving in a pattern 
that supports the arrival of each important moment. 
 
As you try this, think about how Patricia Foster explained that a single description can become a way 
to explore the meaning of an overall narrative: 
 
"My husband had a very rare form of cancer. I'm actually writing a memoir about the relationship, 
the sort of way that illness gives voice to a marriage and marriage gives voice to an illness, both 
ways, and there's a moment where, the day he's having surgery, well, of course it's a moment of out 
of control. We have no control over what will happen to him. 
 
"But I wear the lucky dress, and it's a dress that's talismanic to me. It's a dress that I think is very 
pretty. It's a dress that's always bought good luck. It's my lucky dress. 
 
"And what happens in the scene that I write about that moment is that I'm very pleased to be 
wearing the lucky dress, but only when I go into the surgical waiting room do I discover how utterly 
inappropriate that dress is. It's an expensive dress. It's a dress that you would wear to give a keynote 
speech or to somebody's birthday party. But I'm in a waiting room with people who are wearing 
sweatpants and t-shirts and tennis shoes, and all of the sudden, I feel terribly self-conscious. 
 
"So there's this wonderful parallel between the kind of impotence, a sense of lack of control I have 
over my husband's surgery obviously, and the sudden utter self-consciousness I have about the dress 
and about a sort of vanity that can go with presentation. 
 
"And what's interesting to me is I ended up folding the two pieces together in a piece of writing 
about that moment, and when an editor saw it, one of the editors wrote back to me and said, I love 
this piece, but we want more dress. The very thing I would have thought they would have thought I 
should cut more, but they realized that it's the detail, it's the sense of something that is very personal 
and at the same time, implies a kind of self-consciousness and a lack of control that very much 
shadows the kind of real story, the deeper story, of lack of control for my husband in terms of his 
hospital stay." 
 
Once you've tried the above, expanding a moment into a pattern, now try this: 
 
Or, if you already found a pattern from rereading your work, try this: 
 
Work with it! Look back at how Karim Alrawi describes moving between the societal and the 
personal - meaning, making a relationship between the larger world of your piece and the specifics 
of your characters or your narrator or the people you have studied: 
 



	 3 

The personal: "Mona, who is Tarek's wife, is pregnant. And it's taking a long time for the baby to be 
born." 
 
The societal: "The novel starts off with the first line telling us that this a time when babies refuse to 
be born and mothers cease to give birth. So right from the start, it's signaling that there is something 
unnatural that's going on." 
 
The pattern: "So right from the start, it's signaling that there is something unnatural that's going on. 
And then we move into a story that is largely realistic before the fantastical element starts to reassert 
itself. And so there's a repetition, a process, a kind of a rhythm that runs through the story that is a 
rhythm of the real being interrupted by the fantastical." 
 
So now begin to work with pattern, with repetition, in a deliberate way. If you've noticed an 
emergence of connected images or if you've just created a repetition of the same images, look at how 
and where those images appear in the text. Are they adding up to create a sense of a central image in 
order to show the reader a central meaning? Are you showing the reader these images in the right 
order, at the right moments? If your patterns are based in the rhythms of sentences, how is the pace 
working overall? Do the sentences speed up and slow down when they should? Does the ending 
come quickly but not too quickly, or slowly but not too slowly? 
 
About this process: 
 
Sometimes this process feels like a deep, slow revision of your work's foundations. Sometimes it 
feels like many tiny adjustments. No one else can really tell you exactly if an image or a moment 
should be built on to create a pattern. No one else can really tell you if the patterns in your writing 
are loud enough or clear enough or too loud or too articulated. This process requires you to try to 
feel your way along inside the writing you want to produce - and again, it requires you to try to listen 
to your piece, to try to understand the shape it should take. It might feel strange or hard, but we 
hope you'll enjoy the discoveries you make. 
 
Suggested word range: 1000-5000 words. 


