
ENG4160: Writing Machines 
Dr. Kyle Jensen 
Office: Language 409 G  
Office Hours: T,Th 11am-1:30pm & by appointment 
Email: kyle.jensen@unt.edu 
Website: http://www.engl.unt.edu/~kjensen/courses/writingmachines 
 
When university instructors teach writing courses, they often help students adopt more effective 
writing habits so as to bolster their literate development and improve their communicative 
facilities. Consequently, students often leave these courses assuming that its sole purpose was to 
enhance their writing skills. In such instances, writing is understood primarily as a verb, as in: I 
learned to write, in this class we are writing, or, the exercise of writing is crucial to my success as 
a university student. But what if writing courses focused on something other than learning to 
write more skillfully? What if a writing course, by emphasizing writing's status as a noun (a thing, 
an object of study), could undertake a historical and theoretical account of what we mean when 
we say something has been written? Could this type of class cut to the heart of what it means to 
be human and, if so, cause us to reorient our ethical commitments? Would it sharpen our 
understanding of what counts as writing and thereby lead to more ambitious or sophisticated 
approaches to the work of writing? Could it inflect our sense of the scope of writing activity and 
thereby punctuate the immense levels of networked collaboration that must take place in order for 
us to put pen to page or fingers to keyboard? And would it challenge our sense of who gets to 
write and under what conditions do they count as writers?   
 
The purpose of this course is to raise and begin answering these questions by focusing on the 
machinic technologies that participate in and carry out writing processes. Our goal will be to 
develop a more ambitious definition of writing that, in accounting for its complex role in our lives, 
causes us to confront the difficulty of the work at hand. In addition, our goal is to follow writing 
into new terrain that enables us to raise different questions about what it might mean to write. 
This new terrain will call our attention to new concepts, or redefine familiar concepts, so as to 
broaden our perspectives and create new opportunities for research. Ultimately, students will 
develop a deeper sense of the complexity of writing and thereby approach the work of writing, 
broadly defined, with greater care. 
 
Assignments & Evaluation 
Attendance & Participation (20%) 
Since this course meets twice a week, missing two classes is commensurate with missing a full 
week of course content. I will allow two unexcused absences throughout the term. Every 
unexcused absence following the first will result in a half grade lower on your final course grade. 
If extenuating circumstances should emerge, please let me know and we will adjust accordingly. 
If you have missed more than five courses, I will advise you to drop the course. 
 
To receive full participation credit, you will need to come to class having read the assigned 
materials, be active in small & large group discussions, turn in high quality work that evinces a 
careful reading of the assignment prompt, & seek out additional help if you need it. I will consult 
your hupomnemata as a source for making decisions on your level of preparation and engagement. 
 
  



Hupomnemata (15%) 
 

Hupomnemata or a notebook—In ancient Greece, hupomnemata were used as 
memoranda where one “entered quotations, fragments of works, examples, and actions to 
which one had been witness of or of which one had read the account, reflections or 
material memory of things read, heard, or thought, thus offering these as an accumulated 
treasure for rereading and later meditation. They also formed a raw material for the 
writing of more systematic treatises in which were given arguments and means by which 
to struggle against some defect . . . or to overcome some difficult circumstance” . . . “no 
technique, no professional skill can be acquired without exercise” 

—Michel Foucault “On the Genealogy of Ethics” (273). 
 
Although I will offer specific directives on how to create and use this text throughout the term, 
generally I ask that students purchase a Moleskine notebook (or its off brand equivalent) and use 
it to copy crucial passages in the readings; raise questions about those readings for further 
discussion; catalogue popular artifacts that resonate with the course readings; and, sketch ideas 
for future papers. In effect, these notebooks should provide you a space to begin testing the initial 
arguments that you will elaborate in the short papers for this course and, eventually, your final 
project. 
 
Precis/Synthesis (2 x 15%) 
Although a considerable amount of the labor in this course involves reading books, learning to 
read with precision requires the work of writing. These assignments are therefore designed to 
help you improve both your reading and writing abilities. A precis, simply put, is a recapitulation 
of an argument. But, as a synthesis, this precis assignment asks you to read for arguments across 
two texts, identifying key themes and drawing out implications from those themes. We will 
discuss, in detail, what it means to draw out implications from the text and what constitutes a 
relevant connection. 
 
These assignments should be completed with the utmost care, as if you were turning in a final 
project for a final grade. Upon completion, I will give you feedback on your precis and you will 
have the option to revise it for a higher grade. We will discuss what you need to produce for me 
in order to be eligible to revise. The due dates for each precis/synthesis are on the course schedule. 
Late work will not be accepted. A completed precis will be one page, single-spaced, 10pt. TNR.  
 
Final Project (35%) 
Your final project begins at the outset of the course. Your job is to identify a series of popular 
artifacts related to or commenting upon writing and use the theory we have read in this course to 
make sense of it. You may focus, for example, on how the media depicts non-human writing 
machines. Or, you may focus on how new writing machines cause us to rethink what it means to 
engage in the act of writing. The key in this project is to (1) use the focus of the course (writing 
machines) as an occasion to deepen your understanding of writing and the world around you & 
(2) use the course materials as an occasion to think through these issues with precision and 
purpose. Here's the twist: I want you to turn in two versions of your final project, one using a 
writing machine that you find familiar such as a computer or word processor and one you find 
unfamiliar. In the second project, you will need to include a one-page reflection on how changing 
machines affected the argument of your final project. 
 
Please feel free to ask questions about these assignments during class and office hours or via 
email. 
 



Grading Policy 
My policy is to leave final grade determinations open until the day grades are due to the 
university. This means that if you receive a grade that you would like to change, you may revise 
the assignment in order to earn a higher mark. The final project is, as the title indicates, final, but 
you may bring drafts of your project in during office hours to gauge the type of grade you might 
receive.  
 
Academic Honesty 
For the UNT’s policy on academic honesty, please visit:   
http://www.vpaa.unt.edu/academic-integrity.htm 
 
Drop Information 
For information regarding UNT’s course drop policy, please visit: 
http://essc.unt.edu/registrar/schedule/scheduleclass.html 
 
Related Issues 

 
“The University of North Texas is on record as being committed to both the spirit and 
letter of federal equal opportunity legislation; reference Public Law 92-112 – The 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 as amended. With the passage of new federal legislation 
entitled Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), pursuant to section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act, there is renewed focus on providing this population with the   same 
opportunities enjoyed by all citizens.” 

 
If you have a learning difference and would like to learn more about the accommodations offered 
by Disability Concerns, you can contact their office at (940) 565-4323 (voice). 
 


