Creative Nonfiction Writing, ENGL 399.002

Courtney Brkic							Office: Planetary Hall (formerly 
E-mail: cbrkic@gmu.edu					      Science and Tech I), 113
Meeting Time: W, 16:30 – 19:10	Office Hours: T: 15:30-16:30,
Meeting Place:  E 134	       W: 15:30-16:30

Course Objectives: 										

This course explores nonfiction through memoir, nature writing, the personal essay, literary journalism, and other forms. We will read and discuss original student writing and work by established nonfiction authors. The course will provide a setting in which you begin to define your voices as writers, learn to critically regard your own work as well as the work of classmates and practice the fine art of revision.

Schedule:

Class 1: August 29
Introduction + Writing Exercises

Class 2: September 5
Read “Notes for Young Writers” and “The Creative Nonfiction Police?” from In Fact.
Assignment #1 Due
In-Class Writing Exercises

Class 3: September 12
Read “Three Spheres” and  “Searching for Emmett Till” from In Fact.

Class 4: September 19
Read “An Album Quilt” and “Dinner at Uncle Boris’s” from In Fact.
Assignment #2 Due
In-Class Writing Exercises

Class 5: September 26
In lieu of class, you will attend any “Fall For the Book” reading you like. A one-page reaction of that reading is due at our next class meeting. A full schedule of events can be found at fallforthebook.org under “Schedule”.

Class 6: October 3
Read “The Brown Study” and “Finders Keepers: The Story of Joey Coyle” from In Fact.

Class 7: October 10: 
Assignment #3 Due 
In-class student conferences
Writing Challenge

Class 8: October 17
Read “Chimera” from In Fact and “The Fourth State of Matter” (I’ll send this one out by e-mail) 
In-Class Writing Exercises

Class 9: October 24		
Workshop 1

Class 10: October 31
Workshop 2

Class 11: November 7
Workshop 3

Class 12: November 14
Workshop 4

November 21
No Class/Thanksgiving Recess

Class 13: November 28
Workshop 5

Class 14: December 5
Workshop 6

Writing Exercises:  							

Always come to class with pen and paper. We will do in-class writing exercises throughout the semester. These are intended as a starting point for your three assignments and Workshop piece. They will not be collected.

Assignments 1, 2 + 3 (3-5 pages each):  							

Assignment 1 - Profile: Interview someone you know. Focus interview questions on some aspect of that person’s history, interests or aspirations. For example, you can ask a friend or co-worker about childhood, a sibling about a preferred hobby, a parent about why they chose – or fell into – the career they did. Then write an essay about that person. The idea is not to do a direct transcription of the interview, but to describe the person in an engaging way, and using your own powers of observation and interpretation. 

Assignment 2 - Review: Choose a book, film, piece of music, painting (basically, anything) that you really like…or really hate. Explain your reaction to it. 

Assignment 3 - Memoir: Describe some aspect of your past. This can be a relationship, a trip, a decision (again, anything goes). 

Workshop Piece (10-20 pages):  							

[bookmark: _GoBack]You will have one formal workshop (so make it count). You can choose to base your workshop pieces on revised assignments, on an in-class writing prompt or on a completely new idea. We will assign you a workshop date later in the semester. 

If you are workshopping: Distribute 23 copies of your piece during class, one week before your workshop date. For example, if you are scheduled to workshop on October 31 you must distribute your piece on October 24. It should be in 12 pt. font, double-spaced and on only one side of the paper. While you are not allowed to participate in the discussion of your piece as it is being workshopped, you will be given a few minutes at the end to respond to any criticism. Take pride in your work. It should represent your best writing and be free of grammatical errors. If you have not taken the time to edit your piece appropriately, I will e-mail your classmates and tell them not to read it and you’ll receive a zero. 

When you read someone else’s work: There is one golden rule of workshopping: if you expect feedback on your work you need to provide it to others. To this end, you should type up comments for every piece you read (a paragraph or two is fine) AND participate in our class discussions. Bring two copies of your comments to class – one for the writer being workshopped, one to hand in to me. There are complimentary – and critical – things to say about most pieces. You don’t have to like everything but please be diplomatic. 

Attendance:							

Everybody gets one free pass but I always appreciate an e-mail letting me know that you will be absent. Any further absences will result in a lower grade unless there is a compelling reason (such as a family emergency or illness). End-of-semester crunches do not count. Please note that if you miss more than three classes, you will not pass this course.

It is important that you attend class on the days that you are distributing work or are scheduled to be workshopped. If you need to miss your distribution day, please arrange for a classmate to distribute your work or get it to me before class begins. If you miss your workshop day, you will receive a zero (again, unless there is a compelling reason for your absence). 

Ground Rules: 								

· Show up. Show up on time. 
· Read everything that is assigned. This means both pieces by established authors and work by classmates.
· Hand your work in on time. 
· Participate actively in discussions and workshops.
· Provide feedback to others, both in the form of written comments AND during the workshop sessions.
· Do not miss more than one class as this will result in a lower grade. 
· All your work must be original. Plagiarism is a serious violation of GMU’s Honor Code. The English Department Composition Handbook defines plagiarism as the use of “words, opinions, or factual information from another person without giving that person credit.  Writers give credit through accepted documentation styles, such as parenthetical citation, footnotes, or end notes; a simple listing of books and articles consulted is not sufficient.  Plagiarism is the equivalent of intellectual robbery and cannot be tolerated in an academic setting.” 

Basis for Grading:							

Class Participation and Feedback to classmates			1/3
Assignments 1, 2 + 3 						1/3
Workshop Piece						1/3

To understand how I assign grades, consider the following: 

A students typically hand in exercises/Workshop stories that they have thought about in depth. Not satisfied with a first draft, they have worked and reworked their writing so that it is cohesive, interesting, well-written and free of errors. They are generous with their advice to classmates and provide helpful feedback. They have excellent attendance and participate actively in all class discussions. 

B students think seriously about their work but do not spend the amount of time polishing it as students in the category above. They tend to be satisfied with a solid first or second draft. They provide advice to classmates most of the time. They have very good attendance and participate in most discussions.

C Students tend to distribute work that needs more thorough revision. Although their ideas may be very good, the realization of them is rocky. They are hesitant to provide feedback to others, and often remain silent during workshops and class discussions. 

D-and-below students are students who do not distribute their work when scheduled, or who fail to provide feedback to classmates or participate in discussions. Or, they have accumulated a larger than acceptable number of absences. 

Text:

In Fact: The Best of Creative Nonfiction, Lee Gutkind and Annie Dillard

