Captivity Narrative (personal writing): Instead a basic personal essay or bio, I have students write about a time in their lives when they felt captive to another person, a situation, an idea or a lifestyle.  It fits in with the reading for the class, when we are reading the captivity narratives of Mary Rowlandson and Cabeza de Vaca.  It allows them to begin the class writing about themselves, but also helps them by getting them to focus on a specific part of their lives.

Speeches and Speeches/Politicians and Preachers (persuasive writing):

After reading some sermons by Puritan ministers and seminal political documents (Common Sense, Dec of Independence), I introduce the idea of audience, purpose and persuasive writing with this writing assignment. Students choose a "small" topic about which to write a persuasive essay so we work on developing clear thesis statements as well as clear sense of audience and purpose.

Exploring Nature (multi-genre essay): Along with our foray into Transcendentalism (Emerson, Thoreau) including a trip to a local arboretum, I assign a multi-genre essay in which students pull together different types of writing (the experiential writing they did at the arboretum, writing about a poem, song or short story, writing about a film and writing about an image) into a unified essay about some theme related to nature (e.g. seasons, landscapes, weather, etc).  They must also incorporate some Emerson and Thoreau into the paper.  At this point in the semester, I want them to try juggling a few different types of "sources" and find a way to bring them together with a clear thesis, as well as working on transitions to make these different segments flow together.

Viewing the 19th Century (film analysis): This is an extended film analysis.  My students  have done a few viewing logs for me by this point and written one segment of their multi-genre paper on a film, so for this paper, I ask them to expand interpretative skills to a full paper.  I assign specific films to individual students based on their interests and ask them to analyze their film from a standpoint of their choice (e.g. aesthetic, cultural, historical, etc). The films all take place in the nineteenth century U.S. or are based on literature written during that century, which coordinates well-with the readings in the course.

The Lessons of Slavery (editorial/letter writing): Because the course ends with the Civil War, we spend the last week looking at the issue of slavery through literature (Uncle Tom's Cabin, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Narrative of Frederick Douglass), film (Roots, Amistad, Beloved) and art (Turner, Copley, among others).  I ask them to think about their previous knowledge of slavery and write a letter to someone (e.g. former teacher, school board, newspaper) explaining how they believe this important issue should be taught.  The idea from this paper came to me the first time I taught this course when I realized how uninformed students were about slavery.

