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This is a course in the writing of nonfiction.  As my colleague Lee Zacharias, who designed and for many years taught this course, (and to whose tutelage and guidance I owe full credit in organizing this course)  said, “Nonfiction is the only genre that is named for what it is not, which means that its scope is incredibly broad.  It might include anything from a cookbook to a brief factual report to a lyrical book-length meditation.” Part of our charge here is to define the type of literary nonfiction writing currently referred to as “Creative Nonfiction.”  Our emphasis will likely be on the personal essay. Though this is a workshop, with an emphasis on student work, we will also read examples of various forms and types of nonfiction to expand our knowledge of the nearly limitless boundaries of the genre.

The text is Phillip Lopate’s The Art of the Personal Essay, available in the bookstore, as well as handouts and essays posted on blackboard. (!)   You are also responsible for making copies of your essays.  If you want to make copies through the MFA office, you need to put your work in the nonfiction folder by noon on Tuesday, the day before the due date.  Students who do their copying through the MFA office should turn in 3 reams of paper, with your name and English 623 written on the wrapper.

Written Requirements for the course are two short essays (1-3 pages), two longer essays (8-12 pages) and written critiques of all student essays discussed in class.  Please make two copies of these critiques---one to turn in to the author on the date of the discussion, the other to be turned in to the instructor in a portfolio due the last day of class.   You will also be responsible for written critiques of the shorter student essays by members of your small group;  you should  turn copies of these in as a part of your portfolio as well.

Grades will be based on the quality and improvement of your essays as well as the quality and improvement of your critical work  (both class discussion and written critiques.) We are aware, as always, that workshops traffic in first drafts, and that the purpose of any workshop discussion is to give constructive and critical suggestions toward refinement and precision.  There will be no grades given until the final grade;  if you wish to discuss your progress at any time, please see me.  If you are unsure about your critiques, you may show me a copy of an early critique for suggestions.   Attendance is mandatory.  No unexcused absences.   If for some reason you must miss class, I would like to know about it in advance.  

The first short essay will be a personal essay based in memory.  Examples of similar essays will be handed out in class.  The second short essay may be a personal essay but does not have to be.  It should not be based in memory.  It might be an observation which goes beyond mere reportage, a meditation, a portrait of someone, a piece of cultural criticism, etc.  Examples of similar essays are posted on blackboard.   

The longer essays are completely open as far as subject matter and form.  You may write a longer personal essay based on memory, a piece of cultural criticism or literary journalism, an essay based on travel or place, etc, so long as you avoid reportage, a formal or academic paper, or a piece of pamphleteering or propaganda.  Above all, you should avoid turning in a piece of fiction.   (We shall spend quite a few hours distinguishing between fiction and nonfiction, as the difference is not as obvious as it seems.)   The essays we will read in class as well as other essays found in the Lopate anthology will suggest  a full range of exemplary possibilities, both formal and thematic, but if you have any questions about whether or not your longer essays qualify as nonfiction, please see me immediately.

My office hours this semester are from 3:30-5:30 on Wednesdays, but you can also email me to schedule another time if necessary.    My office is in 3308 MHRA.  The best way to get in touch with me is by email.  

CALENDAR AND READING/WRITING ASSIGNMENTS  (Note:  I will assign essays out of Lopate and those posted on Blackboard (!) in class over the course of the semester.)

JANUARY

21—Introduction and writing exercise.  Assignment:  Read Introduction in Lopate;  short essay #1 (memory-based.)

28—Discuss Lopate intro;   Short Essay workshop in  groups.  Assignment:  Short essay #2 (non-memory based.)  Reading Assignment TBA.

FEBRUARY

4—Short Essay Workshop in groups.  Assignment:  Long Essay #1.  Reading Assignment TBA.

11-Discuss Reading Assignment.  Work on Long Essay #1.  Reading Assignment TBA.

18-Discuss Reading Assignment.  Long Essay #1 Due. 

25-Workshop Long # 1.  Reading Assignment TBA

MARCH

4-Workshop.  Reading Assignment TBA.

18-Workshop.  Reading Assignment TBA.

25-Workshop.  Reading Assignment TBA. Long Essay #2 Due.

APRIL

1-Workshop.  Reading Assignment TBA.

8-Workshop.  Reading Assignment TBA.

15-Workshop.  Reading Assignment TBA.

22-Workshop.  Reading Assignment TBA.

29. Workshop.  FINAL PORTFOLIO DUE.

