English 506: Research for Narrative Writing, Spring 2012
Thursdays, 7:20 to 10 p.m., Research Hall 202
Kyoko Mori   617-899-5972 (cell)   Email: kmori@gmu.edu
Office:  Science and Tech I, 119; Office Hours: Thursdays 5- 6:30 and by appointment

This class is designed to teach creative writers how to find information and how to feed it seamlessly into a compelling nonfiction story or essay.  The first part of the class will focus on research and story-definition: how to find an appropriate topic, how to find information on that topic, how to keep track of the information you found, how to re-shape the story now that you've found the information you thought you were looking for (and learned many things you hadn't thought about), and how NOT to use everything you found in your research so that your piece is written in your own voice rather than in the many voices of your various sources and its overall structure rises out of the story you decided to tell rather than from the information you found.  The second part of the class will focus on your work in progress, in workshop discussions.
What you are working toward is a 20-page (or so) nonfiction story or essay that is NOT a strictly personal story or memoir, written for a general rather than an academic audience.  You can still choose a topic that has personal significance, such as an important event that happened in your hometown (that you were not directly involved in), an ancestor you have heard about in family stories, a product, practice, or animal that you always wanted to know more about, or a particular trend in or a lesser-known practitioner of a sport you play, music you love, or hobby you practice, etc.  The research and the story-development should give YOU a sense of discovery.  You should choose a topic about which you do not have a strictly fixed idea or a feeling of total familiarity.  Your topic should have some historical, geographical, political, scientific, biographical, social, cultural, anthropological, or artistic significance rather than a strictly personal focus.  The resulting story or essay will have end notes and bibliography, but the text will NOT contain numbered footnotes.  In fact, your reader will not always be able to tell, as he or she reads your story, exactly what you got out of your research and what you always knew.  Readers who want to find out will have to look at your end notes and bibliography.  Not all the sources need to be books or articles—some may be interviews, government documents, recordings, photographs, personal diaries, internet sources, etc., but there should be a significant number of traditional paper resources (books, essays, reviews, and articles that were NOT self-published).
Please remember that a 20-page piece (typed double-spaced) is relatively short.  You need to narrow down the topic.  If the story or essay you wrote grows into a larger topic for later investigation, that's great (many students come up with their MFA theses by expanding or continuing the essay from this class) but you should be able to turn in a story or an essay or an excerpt that stands on its own.  If you're already working on a larger project that requires research and you are a nonfiction MFA student, then talk to me, and we can arrange for you to work on a particular portion of it for this class and turn in excerpts/chapters.  If you are in the MFA fiction program or have studied or written fiction extensively in a formal setting (published a short story in a literary journal other than your undergraduate college’s annual magazine or taken several undergraduate workshops and at least one graduate fiction writing workshop), you may elect to write a short story or novel chapter based on your research.  Otherwise, your story should be nonfiction.

At the end of the semester, you will turn in: 
1.  about 20 pages of revised prose: nonfiction story/essay, nonfiction book excerpt, or, if you are a fiction writer, a short story you could only write after extensive research, or a chapter from a novel you could only write after extensive research.
2.  An annotated bibliography with at least ten sources you've consulted (even if you didn't use all of them); there should be at least three traditional paper sources, even if you didn’t quote from them.  Your annotation will make clear what you got out of all these sources even if you did not directly quote from them or refer to them in your piece.
3.  end notes
4.  a brief process essay (about 3 pages double-spaced) in which you describe how you found the information, shaped and re-shaped your work in consideration of that information, and then told the story or developed the essay, putting the information in the backseat instead of the driver’s seat.  This will be a good place to say a few words about the sources you consulted and learned from even if you did not directly use them.

Grading will be based on your class participation (1/3), the conscientiousness with which you conducted your research (1/3: judged by the smaller assignments you turned in along the way and by the bibliography, end notes, and the 3-page process essay you turned in at the end), and the quality of the final project (1/3).

Required Reading:
Course Packet (contains Nick Paumgarten, “Up and then Down”; Peter Hessler, “Wheels of Furtune”; Joan Accocella, “A Few Too Many”; Robert A. Orsi, “When 2 + 2 = 5”; Lauren Collins, “Check Mate”; Jessica MacCaughey, “Aligning the Internal Compass”; Nick Paumgarten, “Brilliant Mistakes”; Elizabeth Kolbert, “Sleeping With the Enemy”; David Owen, “Survival of the Fitted”)

A recommended reference book:
Thomas Mann, The Oxford Guide to Library Research
Thomas Mann works as a research librarian at the Library of Congress.  He will also be giving us a library orientation.    

Schedule:

1/26		introduction

2/2		Read Nick Paumgarten, “Up and then Down”; John Accocella, “A Few 
Too Many”; “Peter Hessler, “Wheels of Fortune”; from the packet
Bring to class: three possible topics for your project-- a brief (2 or 3 sentences will do) description of each

2/9	LOC research orientation: the class will meet at the Library of Congress from 7 p.m. to 9 p.m.

2/16	Read Lauren Collins, “Check Mate” and Nick Paumgarten, “Brilliant Mistakes”	

2/23	Read Robert Orsi, “When 2 + 2 = 5”; Jessica McCaughey, “Aligning the Internal Compass”; Elizabeth Kolbert, “Sleeping With the Enemy”; David Owen, “Survival of the Fitted”

3/1	AWP conference/no class meeting.  Work at home		

3/8	Attend the Marion Winik reading at 7 p.m. in Research Hall Room 163.  Before 11:59 p.m., email me a 2-3 page description of what you think your story or essay will be about, what information you've found so far, and what information you still need to find

3/15	spring break—no class

3/22	Attend the Tom Perotta reading at 7:30 p.m. in Grand Tier III, Center for the Arts.  By 11:59 p.m., email me a tentative outline of your piece, a paragraph describing your piece somewhat more informally but still clearly, or a draft of the first few paragraphs of the piece itself  

3/29	Workshop

4/5		Workshop

4/12	Workshop

4/19	Workshop

4/26	Workshop

5/3	Workshop

 (Your project is due at 11:59 p.m. on Monday, May 14, by email).





