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Project One: Personal Essay/Photo Essay 
 

We have been talking these first few classes about thinking and writing as processes of inquiry. 
Specifically, we have begun discussing how exploring, explaining, evaluating, and reflecting represent 
different approaches to – and often yield very different perspectives on – any topic.  We have also begun 
looking at how these different forms of inquiry can be brought together to produce richer, more complex 
understandings of ourselves and the world around us.  

In this first project, you will practice this work further by exploring, explaining, evaluating and 
reflecting on a series of photographs/images as a means of inquiring into some event or aspect of your 
past that has had an impact on who you are and how you look at the world. After thinking carefully and 
critically about your own past, you will incorporate these images into an essay in which you attempt to 
make someone else see why this past event or aspect of your life has been so important to you, and in the 
process, try to make them realize something about themselves and/or the world they did not already 
know.  

In other words, your essay should be both personal (creatively reflecting your own experiences 
and outlook on the world) as well as public (attempting to communicate to someone else in terms that will 
make sense to them.) And while all personal essays are in a sense memoirs (vivid accounts of their 
writers’ “memories,” told in the first person), a good photo essay also serves as a kind of history (a record 
of actual events that attempts to explain their importance in a wider context.) For example, beginning with 
a picture of your grandmother, you might reflect on your family’s history in your hometown, or vacations 
you took together, or even the meals that were cooked on special occasions. In thinking about these 
things, you might discover a lot about your grandmother’s place in your family, your family’s 
relationships with each other, or even how you have come to think about important things in your life. 
But the photograph of your grandmother literally documents a moment in time as well, an actual day, a 
place, particular articles of clothing, an event. And all the memories you have of her, and everything you 
can recall of your family that this image triggers, is also historical – each reflects a particular person 
(you), in a particular family, in a particular town, in a particular region, in a particular culture, in a 
particular country in the world, at a particular moment of history, etc.  

Thus, whatever images you end up selecting or event you choose to explore, remember that your 
ultimate goal is to try to communicate both what’s personal and unique about your experiences, but also 
what makes them representative and meaningful in a wider sense, to a wider audience.  
 
Audience: Someone who is unfamiliar with your background, experiences, upbringing, and/or culture.  
 
Purpose: To describe and explain some aspect of your own past in a way that helps someone else realize 
something about themselves and/or the world that they did not already know.  
 
Style/Format: You must incorporate at least five images into your essay, at least two of which must be a 
photograph of picture of an actual person, place or event from your past. Your essay should be typed, and  
have an original title that supports the main theme/points you are trying to make.  
 
Length: 3-4 pages (approximately 750-1000 words) 
 
Due Date: At the beginning of class, Tuesday, October 10th. 
 
Student Learning Outcomes: After successfully completing this project, you should: 1) have a better 
understanding of how to use writing to explore, explain, evaluate and reflect on your experiences; 2) see 
that serious writing can take multiple forms (i.e., much writing you will do from now on will move 
beyond the simple five paragraph essay); and 3) consider your audience and purpose more carefully when 
making decisions as a writer. 


