ENGL 3160 Beginning Creative Nonfiction
Spring 2026 | T/TH 9:30-10:50 AM
AUDB 212

Dr. Kimberly Grey
Kimberly.grey@unt.edu
Office: AUDB 206B
Office Hours: Tuesday & Thursdays 12:30-2:30 PM
& by appointment (in-person or zoom)


“The essay is a form of inquiry” — Philip Lopate

“To remember is to reassemble the past.” — Rebecca Solnit


Course Description

“The universe is made of stories, not of atoms,” said Muriel Rukeyser. The creative nonfiction genre presents itself as a space to examine, quarrel with, and recreate a single framed story of the real world through language. This course will explore the various forms of creative nonfiction including memoir, the personal essay, literary journalism, portraits, and essays of place. We will discuss fundamental aspects of craft, learn how to effectively structure time, access memory, overcome inhibitions, incorporate research, and understand what makes personal stories universal. We will read a variety of works by authors including Joan Didion, Jamaica Kincaid, David Sedaris, David Foster Wallace, Amy Tan, and Cheryl Strayed. In-class writing exercises will be used to kick-start creativity and give expressive shape to our ideas and imaginations. Students will have the opportunity to write three essays and obtain useful and encouraging feedback from their instructor and peers in a workshop setting. We will seek to answer the questions: what is “creative” about creative nonfiction, how can memory be represented accurately or aesthetically, and what are the ethical considerations a writer must consider when exploring their own lives and outside events? This class is open to anyone who wants to be part of a warm and engaging community of storytelling. 

Learning Outcomes 

1. Students will learn various craft techniques specific to creative nonfiction including the use of the scene, summary, reflection and various external essay shapes and modalities.

2. Students will learn to mine from their own unique lenses of the world to write thoughtful and interesting pieces that surprise them and contribute to larger conversations about the human condition.

3. Students will grow and evolve their empathy and world view by reading essays from a diverse set of authors of various backgrounds and experiences.

4. Students will grapple with the ethics of storytelling when it involves real people and real events.
5. Students will enhance their writing skills and evolve their own creative processes while building a portfolio of creative work.

PRIMARY TEXTS

The Touchstone Anthology of Contemporary Creative Nonfiction, edited by Lex Williford & Michael Martone
Tell It Slant 2nd Edition, Edited by Brenda Miller and Suzanne Paola

COURSE REQUIREMENTS 

ASSIGNMENTS 
 
Class Participation (30%) 
 
A seminar classroom is a place where many different people and ideologies converge into meaningful, illuminative discussion. In order for us to truly benefit from each other, everyone must be present with all assignments and readings completed. Every person’s voice is necessary here and I expect a high level of curiosity and investment by all. To earn all participation points for the semester, I need to hear everyone’s voice every class period at least once. Excessive absences mean the inability to contribute to the course discussions and will be reflected in your participation grade. Part of your class participation is the completion of peer letters for workshop. Missing letters will result in a deduction of your overall participation grade.

 
Weekly Reading Responses (20%) 
 
Each week you will be responsible for responding to the assigned reading in a Canvas post of at least 250 words. You should respond to the piece of your choice with thoughtful and specific references to the text and to our class discussion. You must quote “Tell it Slant” once and the creative essay of your choice once to gain credit. There are a total of eight reading responses and each is worth 2.5 points.


Two Workshop Essays (20%) 
 
Students will be given weekly exercises to write to and they will develop their essays from these writing exercises. During the semester, you will have the opportunity to workshop two complete pieces. You will be responsible for handing out copies of your essays to the class for workshop. The essays should be between 3-6 pages double-spaced (with slight flexibility). If you do not bring copies of your essay the class before your workshop to distribute as announced, you will miss your workshop and thus, your grade will be affected. To obtain full credit you must both write, distribute, and workshop your essay.

 
Discussion Leading (10%) 
 
Each student will be responsible for choosing one text to lead a class discussion on for 15 minutes in which they discuss the piece(s) and prompt the class with thoughtful questions regarding form, genre, and content. You will provide a handout (paper or projected) as a guideline for the class to follow. A rubric is used for grading purposes. 

 
Final Project (20%) 
 
Students will complete a writing constellation. This is a mapped, reflective portrait of who you are as a nonfiction writer at this moment. This project asks you to place your work in relation to your influences, literary ancestors, and evolving relationship to language and truth. You will identify the writers, texts, ideas, and forms that shape how you see the world—and how you choose to render it on the page. This will likely take the form of a PowerPoint or Canva project and be presented to the class during the final weeks of the semester.

 
Grading
 
Class Participation: 30% 
Weekly Reading Responses: 20% 
Final Project: 20% 
Two Completed Essays: & Workshops 20% 
Discussion Leading: 10% 
 
A (90%—100%)
B (80%—89%)
C (70%-79%)
D (60%-69%)
F (59% and below)

Course Rules & Expectations

While in this course you are a citizen of a community of writers and thinkers who are practicing experimentation, introspection, and vulnerability. I expect that everyone will treat each other with the utmost care, kindness, and enthusiasm. We are each other’s audience and will meet with the work with thoughtful and empathetically framed feedback. We are here to witness each other’s stories, thought processes, and emotionality. As such, we hold in the highest regard our responsibility to each other during our time together to be a positive presence in the room.

You are expected to be on time to class and come prepared to discuss that day’s assigned reading. You must have the text we are discussing with you (hard copy or digital). If you do not have the text, you cannot meaningfully participate in discussion and this will affect your participation. You are expected to complete all assignments to the best of your ability with the knowledge that there is freedom built into what you write, how you write, and what you get out of this class. I promise to do everything in my power to make this an interesting, valuable, and fruitful course for you. I expect the same effort in return.

Topics in this course will touch on aspects of identity, culture, history, and the personal realm. The hope is you will engage with this content in thoughtful and fruitful ways. I will always give heads-up on topics that might involve violence, sex, or other difficult subject matter. If you feel you cannot engage with a particular subject matter for personal reasons, please let me know and I’m happy to give you an alternate assignment or classwork to accommodate you. My expectation is that you will advocate for your own needs as they arise. 

In terms of student work, I do not censor the topics students choose to write about. Please be sure what you bring in is appropriate to share with the class. For example, curse words are fine, offensive slurs are not. If you have questions, I’m happy to meet to discuss beforehand. You are welcome to also offer your peers a “heads up” on subject matter prior to workshop if you think it is necessary.

Late work is accepted only under extraordinary circumstances and must be turned in immediately. I will allow one late request on discussion responses if turned in by the Friday following its due date. Most assignments like workshop essays, workshop feedback, and discussion leading cannot be made up due to the schedule. This is firm and any requests for makeups will not be accommodated due to the course schedule.

Absences

You get TWO free absences this semester. Please use them wisely and save them for unexpected illness or circumstance. Absences beyond two will result in a 3 points final grade drop. If you miss more than five classes, you cannot pass the course. Workshops and seminar discussion leading cannot be made up or rescheduled. 

E-Mail & Office Hours

I check my email once a day Monday-Friday and respond as quickly as I can. Weekend responses will be slower. I will communicate with you often through Canvas Announcements so please make sure those are checked or forwarded to your email. Please feel free to drop into my office hours if you have questions or would like to discuss anything. This time is reserved specifically for you. If my designated office hours don’t work for you, please feel free to email me to set up an alternate time to meet.

Procedures

As part of your participation in a workshop course, you must budget for copies this semester. You are expected to make copies of both of your workshop essays for each member of the class. You are also expected to print your workshop letters. Please do not wait until five minutes before class to visit the copier! 

Course Accommodations 

The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with disabilities. Students seeking reasonable accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Access (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide you with a reasonable accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding your specific needs in a course. You may request reasonable accommodations at any time; however, ODA notices of reasonable accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester to avoid any delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of reasonable accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. Students are strongly encouraged to deliver letters of reasonable accommodation during faculty office hours or by appointment. Faculty members have the authority to ask students to discuss such letters during their designated office hours to protect the privacy of the student. For additional information, refer to the Office of Disability Access website (http://www.unt.edu/oda). You may also contact ODA by phone at (940) 565-4323. 

Academic Integrity

The University of North Texas promotes the integrity of learning and embraces the core values of trust and honesty. Academic integrity is based on educational principles and procedures that protect the rights of all participants in the educational process and validate the legitimacy of degrees awarded by the University. In the investigation and resolution of allegations of student academic dishonesty, the University’s actions are intended to be corrective, educationally sound, fundamentally fair, and based on reliable evidence.

UNT CARES

The University of North Texas cares about the well-being of our students, staff, and faculty. Because of this commitment, we provide multiple resources and services that support campus members. In an effort to be proactive, UNT created a network of professionals who are committed to a caring program of identification, intervention, and response in order to support students, staff, and faculty, and to provide our community with the greatest level of protection. Please contact the CARE team at careteam@unt.edu or visit University Union, Suite 409.

Audio Recording Policy

To protect intellectual property and student privacy, audio recording of class sessions is not permitted unless a student has received prior approval through the Office of Disability Access (ODA) as an official accommodation. Documentation must be provided in advance.

For students authorized to record, the following conditions apply:

1. Recordings and any transcripts may be used only as a personal supplement to notes taken in class.
2. Course content is protected under copyright law and may not be shared, published, posted, or quoted without the instructor’s explicit written consent and proper attribution.
3. Any unauthorized use or distribution of recordings will be reported to the Dean of Students’ Student Conduct and Community Standards office.

AI Statement

The use of AI for assignments is prohibited in this course and will be considered academic dishonesty. All work generated by AI will be given a failing grade. 

**Syllabus and assignments subject to change depending on evolution of the course. I will communicate all changes with you.





SCHEDULE

Week 1: Welcome & Introductions

      	Tues Jan 13 – Course Introduction & What is CNF?; Syllabus Overview; In-class writing

Thurs Jan 15 – “The Particular Challenges of Creative Nonfiction “ (pg. 145 in TIS)
			Discussion on “A Sketch of the Past” by Virginia Woolf (excerpt)

		*Reading Response #1 due by class time

Week 2: Memoir & The Voice of Innocence

Tues Jan 20 – “Visitor” by Michael C. Cox (pg. 141 in Touchstone), “Letter to Marjorie” by John Rybicki (link), “The Body of Memory” (pg. 3 in TIS)

Thurs Jan 22 – “Somehow Form a Family” by Tony Early pg. 167 in Touchstone), “The Basics of Good Writing in Any Form” (pg. 163 in TIS)

*Reading Response #2 due by class time

Week 3: Memoir & The Voice of Experience

Tues Jan 27 – “Notes of a Native Son” by James Baldwin (link), “Time Has a Color” by Jodi Daynard (link),“Writing the Family” (pg. 17 in TIS)

Thurs Jan 29 – “The Love of My Life” by Cheryl Strayed (pg. 500 in Touchstone), “Return to Sender” by Mark Doty (pg. 152 in Touchstone), “Gathering the Threads of History” (pg. 55 in TIS)
			*Reading response #3 due

Week 4: Personal Essay & Research

Tues Feb 3 – “The Pain Scale” by Eula Biss (pg. 28 in Touchstone), “Grief-Keeping” by Minadora Macherete (link), “The Tradition of the Personal Essay” (pg. 89 in TIS)

Thurs Feb 5 – “Gunmetal” by Lia Purpura (link), “Song of Mr. Green Jeans: A Meditation on Fathers” by Dinty W. Moore (pg. 389 in Touchstone), “Using Research to Expand Your Perspective” (pg. 71 in TIS)
		    
 *Reading Response #4 due



Week 5: Literary Journalism

Tues Feb 10 – “Boys Least Likely To” by Colin Rafferty (link), “Leap” by Brian Doyle (pg. 165 in Touchstone), “Writing the Larger World” (pg. 63 in TIS)
		       
Thurs Feb 12 – “Consider the Lobster” by David Foster Wallace (pg. 525 in Touchstone), “Slouching Toward Bethlehem” by Joan Didion (link)
	
*Reading Response #5 due

Week 6: WORKSHOP #1

Tues Feb 17 – Workshop #1

Thurs Feb 19 – Workshop #1

Week 7:
	
Tues Feb 24 – Workshop #1

Thurs Feb 26 – Workshop #1

Week 8:

Tues March 3 – Workshop #1

Thurs March 5 – Workshop #1

Week 9: SPRING BREAK 

Tues March 10 – No Class

Thurs March 12 –  No Class

Week 10: Portraits of People & Place

Tues March 17 – “Mother Tongue” by Amy Tan (pg. 514 in Touchstone, “Goodbye to All That” by Joan Didion (link)., “Taking Place”: Writing the Physical World” (pg. 25 in TIS)

*Reading response #6
		      
Thurs March 19 – Flex Day

Week 11: WORKSHOP #2

Tues March 24– Workshop #2
		        
Thurs March 26 – Workshop #2

Week 12: WORKSHOP #2

Tues March 31 –  Workshop #2

Thurs April 2 – Workshop #2

Week 13:

Tues April 7 – Workshop #2

Thurs April 9 – Workshop #2

Week 14:
	
Tues April 14 – Revision Lecture/Workshop, “The Writing Process and Revision” (pg. 181 in TIS)

			*Reading Response #7: Revision Response

Thurs April 16 – Final Project Overview/Library Research

*Reading Response #8: Outline of Final Project

Week 15: Final Presentations

Tues April 21 – In-Class Lab/Final Prep

Thurs April 23 – Final Presentations: GROUP 1

Final Week

Tues April 28 – Final Presentations: GROUP 2

Thurs April 30 – Final Presentations: GROUP 3
			*Last class celebration!

