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ENG 101: Profiling Places in Queens
This sequence of three assignments for English Composition students at Queensborough Community College is structured as a response to the Goings On newsletter published in the May 2025 issue of The New Yorker, which showcased seven short profiles of the staff writers’ favorite ‘Only in New York’ spots. Featured under “Local Gems,” four of these pieces focused on spots in Manhattan and three on places in Brooklyn. To counter this well-worn pattern of borough discrimination, QCC students write a letter to the editor that criticizes the magazine’s decision to overlook Queens, the Bronx, and Staten Island and a 250-word-profile of their favorite spots in Queens, imitating the rhetorical features of the New Yorker pieces they have studied in class. For their capstone project, they pretend they have been invited by The New Yorker to contribute a longer, more ethnographic profile of a local place in Queens that combines storytelling and description with primary and secondary research. The intended outcomes are for students to apply what they learn in ENG 101 to their local, everyday contexts and to make their communities visible to a larger audience. Using Queens as a resource and as a teaching tool, this curriculum aligns with the goals of a culturally relevant-sustaining pedagogy.

Assignment 1: Letter to the editor (5%)
In the Goings On newsletter of The New Yorker, Shauna Lyon explained how she and other editors had asked staff writers to chronicle their favorite ‘Only in New York’ spots, describing these as  “places that are indelibly charming in their specificity—places that you never knew you needed but once you discover you’d be sad if they were gone—often thanks, especially, to the fascinating characters who created them and to the dedicated people who keep them running.” Seven staff writers collaborated on the Local Gems column: 
"Our Favorite 'Only in New York' Spots"
However, four of these pieces focus on spots in Manhattan and three on places in Brooklyn. What does this reveal about the editorial board’s priorities?
For this assignment, you will write a letter to the editor that criticizes the magazine’s decision to focus exclusively on places in Manhattan and Brooklyn. Position yourself as a resident of your borough or municipality and as a Queensborough Community College Student and explain your reasoning, using one or more of these devices: rhetorical question, hyperbole, comparison, analogy. Make a compelling case for including Queens, the Bronx, and Staten Island in a profile of ‘Only in New York’ spots and support your position with facts from 3-4 reliable nonscholarly sources. Finally, mention a few spots in Queens that you think should have been included in the Local Gems column and include details that show readers how they are unique or interesting. If you don’t know the name of the neighborhood in which the place is located, you can find it on this interactive map of New York City: 
"An Extremely Detailed Guide to an Extremely Detailed Map of New York City Neighborhoods"
Limit your letter to 250 words. Make sure your last sentence is short and packs a powerful punch. 
Make sure you can check off each item on this list before you decide on a spot that you think the editors should have included in the Local Gems column. 
[image: unchecked]It is not well-known (not a franchise, mall, or cultural landmark).
[image: unchecked]It is in Queens.
[image: unchecked]If it is a business, it is privately owned, in one specific location, and offers a unique experience to its clientele.
[image: unchecked]If it is an outdoor space, it is the site of an activity that tells a story about your community (e.g., basketball court in a park, a corner where your favorite street vendor sells corn on the cob). 
[image: unchecked]If it is a public space like a gallery, performance venue, or farmer’s market, it should be local, not well-attended by people outside the neighborhood. 
[image: unchecked]It does not have to be in one place; it can be a series of places, but they must be in the same neighborhood and have something in common. 

Checklist for Letter to Editor
 [image: unchecked]My letter is dated and appropriately addressed.
[image: unchecked]I begin the letter by mentioning what I found problematic about The New Yorker’s “Our Favorite ‘Only in New York’ Spots,” clarifying the rhetorical situation. 
[image: unchecked]I discuss why I found The New Yorker’s Local Gems column problematic, offering compelling reasons and relying on 1-2 of these devices: rhetorical question, hyperbole, comparison, analogy.
[image: unchecked]I position myself as a resident of my borough or municipality and as a QCC student.
[image: unchecked] I make a compelling case for why places in Queens, the Bronx, and Staten Island should have been included, supporting my position with facts from 3-4 reliable nonscholarly sources. 
[image: unchecked] I mention a few spots in Queens that I think should have been featured in the Local Gems column and include details that arouse the reader’s curiosity.
[image: unchecked]My last sentence is short and to the point, packing a powerful punch.
[image: unchecked]My letter is two paragraphs and no more than 250 words.


Rubric for Letter to Editor
	Rhetorical effectiveness (25%)
	Excellent- 25

Word choice and tone are appropriate for the genre and audience. Writer effectively uses 2 of these devices: rhetorical question, hyperbole, comparison, and analogy.
The letter writer’s purpose is clear.

The last sentence packs a powerful punch. 
	Good- 20

Word choice and tone are appropriate for the genre and audience, with minor exceptions. One of these devices is used: rhetorical question, hyperbole, comparison, analogy

The letter writer’s somewhat clear; the writer may not fully unpack the situation the letter is responding to in the opening sentences. 

The final sentence could have packed more of a punch. 
	Needs improvement-15

Word choices and tone are not appropriate for the genre and audience. None of these devices are used--rhetorical question, hyperbole, comparison, analogy—or they are not used effectively.  

The letter writer’s purpose is unclear; the writer may not mention the situation s/he is responding to. 

The final sentence does not offer a sense of closure.

	Strength of reasoning and research (25%)
	Writer thoroughly explains why Queens, the Bronx, and Staten Island should have been included and supports argument with facts from 3-4 reliable nonscholarly sources

	Writer adequately explains why Queens, the Bronx, and Staten Island should have been included and supports argument with facts from at least 3 reliable nonscholarly sources. 

	Writer does not adequately explain why Queens, the Bronx, or Staten Island should have been included; writer may overlook one or more of these boroughs. Evidence is weak or does not appear to have been researched.

	Development (25%)
	Writer mentions a few spots in Queens that should have been included in the Local Gems column and explains why, incorporating details that readers of The New Yorker would find intriguing.
	Writer mentions a few spots in Queens that should have been included in the Local Gems column and explains why, incorporating details that would interest readers of The New Yorker.
	Examples may not be sufficiently varied; writer may mention a spot in Queens but not discuss why it is worth including in the Local Gems column. 


	Style, mechanics, and other requirements (25%)
	There are few or no grammatical errors. 

Writing is clear and concise, free of redundancies or overly wordy sentences.

The letter is dated, appropriately addressed, and no more than 250 words.
	There are a few grammatical errors. 

Though the writing is clear, there may be a few unclear phrases or redundancies.

The letter adheres to two of the following: it is dated, appropriately addressed, and no more than 250 words. 
	There are more than a few grammatical errors that are distracting the reader.

The writing may be imprecise, overly wordy, or full of redundancies.

The letter adheres to one or none of the following: it is dated, appropriately addressed, and no more than 250 words.



Post-assignment reflection on process (5%)
To receive full credit, answer each question thoroughly (one paragraph minimum).
· What did you learn about Queens, the Bronx, and Staten Island through this assignment? 
· What did you find most enjoyable about this assignment? What did you find most difficult or challenging?
· List the sources you used in MLA format. How did you vet them for reliability? 
· What did you learn about writing a letter to the editors? Identify a few takeaway points and discuss.
· Which suggestions from the instructor and peers did you find most and least helpful in revising your essay? What changes did you make to your first draft? Are you satisfied with these changes, or do you feel that there’s still room for improvement? Explain. 
Assignment 2: Favorite Spot in Queens (5%)
Pretend that The New Yorker has published your letter. They reach out to you by email, apologizing for their oversight, and invite you to contribute to their Local Gems column for next month’s issue. For this assignment, you will create a descriptive portrait of one of the spots in Queens that you mentioned in your letter to the editors, focusing on what interests you the most in 250 words or less. The neighborhood in which your favorite spot is located should be clear, and you should include a fun fact about this part of your borough, drawing from a relevant chapter in The People’s Guide to New York City or another reliable nonscholarly source. 
The pieces in The New Yorker can be considered profiles. Below is a definition from The Norton Field Guide to Writing, 6e.
Profiles are written portraits—of people, places, events, or other things. We find profiles of celebrities, travel destinations, and offbeat festivals in magazines and newspapers, on radio and TV, on the web and through various social media. A profile presents the subject in an entertaining way that conveys its significance, showing us something or someone that we see every day but don’t know much about.
There’s room for flexibility with this genre: you can write in the first person or write from an omniscient, all-seeing perspective like Kelefa Sanneha in her description of the coffee corridor in East Williamsburg; include snippets of dialogue; focus intently on an object, a person, or something else; address the reader directly, as “you.” What you don’t want to do is comment on what you see. Show rather than tell; describe rather than analyze. A profile is not the place to get personal. Journalists write profiles, and they are primarily concerned with informing and engaging their audience. 
Below is a profile of the Alley Pond Giant: 
"SMELL: The Alley Pond Giant, The Oldest Living Organism in New York City"
Research requirements: 2 sources in total. One of these could be secondary: a relevant chapter in The People’s Guide to New York City or another reliable nonscholarly source. The other should be a primary source: an interview with a person connected to the place or an artifact obtained from a site visit. Note: Since you are writing for The New Yorker and not for an academic journal, there is no need to include parenthetical citations or a Works Cited page; you will let me know which sources you used and how you vetted them for reliability in your post-assignment reflection. 
Style requirements: The New Yorker is a highbrow magazine, so you should keep your diction precise and sophisticated. Feel free to use contractions and take a stance towards your subject (serious, sarcastic, ironic, sympathetic, pensive). 
Submission instructions: The first draft should be uploaded to Perusall in Peer Review and Instructor Review by _______. The final draft should be uploaded to Padlet by the deadline specified in class.

Checklist for Mini-Profile/Favorite Spot in Queens 
[image: unchecked]I mention the name of the neighborhood in which my favorite spot in Queens is located and include a fun fact.
[image: unchecked]My writing is descriptive, full of sensory imagery (sights, sounds, smells, tastes, textures)
[image: unchecked]I avoid commenting or reflecting on what I see.
[image: unchecked]I focus on what interests me the most. (Your profile of a place can easily turn into a 
profile of a person, like Michael Shulman’s or Jia Tolentino’s).
[image: unchecked]My profile is no more than 250 words.
[image: unchecked]I include a relevant photo.

Rubric for Mini-profile
	Rhetorical effectiveness (25%)
	Excellent: 25

Word choice is sophisticated and precise, appropriate for readers of The New Yorker.
	Good: 20

Word choice is mostly appropriate for readers of The New Yorker; diction could be more precise or sophisticated.



	Needs Improvement: 15

Word choices and tone are not appropriate for readers of The New Yorker; diction is imprecise, and word choices too basic.



	Creativity and design (25%)
	The writer crafts interesting descriptions, using vivid sensory imagery.

The profile is written from a specific angle that conveys the writer’s interest. 

The photo is well-chosen, a visual representation of the profile’s theme.
	Descriptions are somewhat interesting. More sensory imagery could have been used.

The writer’s interest in the place is clear, but the profile could have been more focused; it explores a favorite spot from a few different angles. 
 
The photo may or may not be well-chosen. 
	Few descriptive details of people or places are offered.

The profile does not explore a place from a specific angle; the writer’s interest in the place is unclear.

The writer does not include a photo, or the photo does not connect with the written description of the place

	Development (25%)
	The writer mentions a neighborhood in Queens by name and includes a fun fact. 

The writer incorporates relevant information based on an interview or an artifact retrieved from a site visit. 
	The writer mentions a neighborhood in Queens by name but may forget to include a fun fact. 

The writer incorporates information from an interview or an artifact obtained at a site visit. 

	The writer may not mention a neighborhood in Queens by name or include a fun fact. 

The writer fails to incorporate information from an interview or an artifact obtained at a site visit. 

	Clarity of expression, grammar, and punctuation(25%)
	There are no errors in word choice, grammar or punctuation. 
 
	There are minor errors in word choice, grammar, and punctuation.
	Errors in word choice, grammar, and punctuation are distracting.



Suggested Resources 
Kroessler, Jeffrey A. Rural County, Urban Borough: A History of Queens. New Brunswick, 2025. 
Munoz, Carolina Bank et. al. The People’s Guide to New York City, World, 2022,
A People's Guide to New York City

For background information on Bayside: "Immigrant Bayside"

To learn about the origin of the names of different neighborhoods in Queens:
"Neighborhoods in Queens And How They Got Their Names"

Queens Street Name Stories- oral history and audio documentary project based in Corona, 
Jackson Heights, and Elmhurst:
"Queens Street Name Stories"

Queens Memory Project-Urban Archive: "Queens Memory Project Collection"

Post-assignment reflection on process (5%)
To receive full credit, answer each of the following questions in a paragraph.
· How did you go about deciding on a place? 
· How did you find your angle? Did you have an idea of what you wanted to communicate before you visited the site, or did your ideas emerge in class discussions or while writing? Explain. 
· What did you learn about creating a profile in this assignment? Identify a few takeaway points and explain in detail.
· List your primary and secondary sources in MLA format and explain how you used them. 
· What did you find most enjoyable about this assignment? What did you find most difficult or challenging? Explain.
· Which suggestions were most helpful for you in revising your profile? What changes did you make to your first draft? Are you satisfied with these changes, or do you feel that there’s still room for improvement? Explain. 

Assignment #3: Profile of a Local Place in Queens (20%)
The editorial staff at The New Yorker liked your “Local Gem” piece so much that they have asked you to contribute a longer, more ethnographic profile of a local place in Queens; it could be the same place you profiled for their Local Gems column or a different one. They offer to pay you as a guest writer if your article meets these criteria:
· It focuses on a local place in Queens that plays an important role in the life of a community. Your first step might be to locate places that serve as community resources in the neighborhood you visited for your last assignment. 
· It tells a story about a community that others would find interesting or important. 
· It is thoroughly researched, offering relevant background information on one or more communities in a specific neighborhood in Queens. 
· It is 5-7 pages, double-spaced. 
While your audience is the same, you are writing for a different purpose: to investigate what the place means for one or more communities. Therefore, you will need to visit the site multiple times and conduct observations and interviews with at least two people whose lives are intimately connected with this space. Jordan Salama’s profile on La 69 and an East Elmhurst apartment is a good example of the genre. Through her focus on these connected sites, she gives readers of The New Yorker an inside perspective on what it means to be an undocumented worker in the Jackson Heights-Corona area: 
"Twelve Migrants Sharing a Queens Apartment"
While you should still describe what you see more than analyze, you will want to situate the community within its social, cultural, and historical contexts and draw conclusions from your findings. This will mean paying close attention to how dynamics of class, race, gender, ethnicity, citizenship status, and/or sexual orientation impact the relationship between a community and a place, which can be more than one site within a specific neighborhood in Queens. 
Research requirements: 6 sources. Two of these should be interviews from site visits; at least 2 people should be interviewed. The rest can be a combination of scholarly (at least 2) and nonscholarly sources (at least 2), which can include artifacts from the site. 
Style requirements: Your profile should have an original title and be 5-7 double-spaced pages in length. In-text citations and an MLA Works Cited page are required (Your article will not appear in MLA format in The New Yorker, but preparing the article as if it were an academic essay will 
make the fact checkers’ jobs easier). 
Submission requirements: The first draft should be uploaded to Perusall in Peer Review and Instructor Review by _______. The final draft should be uploaded to Padlet by the deadline specified in class.

Checklist for Profile of a Local Place in Queens
[image: unchecked]My profile focuses on a place in a specific neighborhood in Queens that plays an important role in the life of a community.
[image: unchecked]I make the reader care early in my essay through storytelling and descriptive details.
[image: unchecked]My profile tells a story about a community that others would find interesting or important. 
[image: unchecked]I include facts and statistics that amplify the issues at stake for the reader.
[image: unchecked]I include the perspectives of at least two different community members. 
[image: unchecked]I situate the relationship between a community and a place in its social, cultural, and historical contexts, addressing how it has been shaped by dynamics of class, race, gender, citizenship status, and/or sexual orientation.
[image: unchecked] At least four secondary sources inform my research, two of which I have located from an academic database through the QCC library website. 
[image: unchecked] My article is at least 5 pages in length and includes a title. 



Rubric for Profile of a Local Place in Queens
	Rhetorical effectiveness
	Excellent: 25

The writer profiles a place that tells an interesting story about a community in a specific neighborhood in Queens, engaging an audience of New Yorker readers while amplifying the issues at stake. 

Word choice and tone are appropriate for the genre and audience. 

	Good: 20

The writer profiles a place that tells an interesting story about a community in Queens, but s/he could have done more to engage the reader’s interest and amplify the issues at stake. 

Word choices and tone are mainly appropriate for the genre and audience. 
	Needs improvement: 15
The writer profiles a place in Queens, but the story it tells about a community is unclear. The location of the neighborhood may not be given. Writer does little to pique the reader’s curiosity or amplify the issues at stake.

Word choices and tone are inappropriate for the genre and audience.  

	Development
	The writer combines storytelling and description with well-chosen facts and statistics and interviews at least two people, giving readers an informed, in-depth perspective on what the place means to one or more communities.

	The writer combines storytelling and description with facts and statistics and interviews with at least two people, giving readers an inside perspective on what a place means for one or more communities. More thought could have gone into the writer’s choice of sources. 
	The profile may lack one of the following elements: storytelling, description, facts, statistics, and/or interviews. The reader has some understanding of what a place means for one or more communities, but it is incomplete; a more thorough investigation of sources is needed. 

	Organization and style
	Effective transitions are made between sentences and paragraphs. Paragraphs have topic sentences.

Prose is clear and concise, descriptive when necessary. 

A Works Cited page and in-text citations are included. MLA citation conventions are followed.
	Effective transitions are made between sentences and paragraphs, with some exceptions. Most paragraphs have topic sentences. 

Prose is mainly clear and concise, with a few redundancies or overly wordy phrases.

A Works Cited page and in-text citations are included. MLA citation conventions are followed, with minor errors.
	Effective transitions between sentences and paragraphs are needed. Topic sentences are needed in many paragraphs.

Prose may be full of redundancies and unclear word choices. 

A Works Cited page and in-text citations are needed, or MLA citation conventions may not be followed. 

	Other requirements
	All research requirements are met. 

The profile has an appropriate title, is properly formatted, and at least 5 pages in length. 
	All research requirements are met. 

The profile meets at least 2 of the following criteria: it has an interesting title, is properly formatted, and at least 5 pages in length.
	Only some of the research requirements are met. 

The profile meets only one or none of the following criteria: it has an interesting title, is properly formatted, and at least 5 pages in length. 



Post-assignment reflection on process (5%)
To receive credit for this assignment, answer all the following questions as thoroughly as you can (one paragraph per question minimum). 
· Did you write about the same place you wrote about for the second assignment, or a different one? How did you decide? Explain your reasoning. 
· Compare the short profile you created about a local gem in Queens with this longer, more ethnographic profile. How was your purpose in this assignment different, and how did this difference in purpose inform the rhetorical choices you made?
· What did you learn about a community in Queens through this assignment? Which method yielded the most important discoveries, primary or secondary research? Explain your reasoning. 
· What did you find most enjoyable about this assignment? What did you find most difficult or challenging? Explain.
· Which suggestions were most helpful for you in revising your profile? What changes did you make to your first draft? Are you satisfied with these changes, or do you feel that there’s still room for improvement? Explain. 
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