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Martin—268—Winter, 2005


ENGLISH 268

WRITING OF CREATIVE NONFICTION I

WINTER, 2005

INSTRUCTOR:
Lee Martin

OFFICE:

Denney Hall 166
HOURS:

MW   4:30-5:30




or by appointment

PHONE:

292-0648 (Office)




292-6065 (English Dept.)




767-0298 (Home)

E-MAIL:

martin.1199@osu.edu

REQUIRED TEXT:


Miller, Brenda and Susan Paola. Tell It Slant. New York: McGraw-Hill, 2004.

GEC COURSE OBJECTIVES:

English 268 is a course that fulfills GEC (General Education Curriculum) requirements under  Category # 5 (Arts and Humanities), letter “B” (Analysis of Texts and Works of Art), # 2 (Visual/Performing Arts). This creative writing workshop emphasizes the close reading of literary essays as a means of learning how to write such essays oneself. This course, then, will allow students to evaluate significant writing. Such study develops capacities for aesthetic and historical response and judgment; interpretation and evaluation; critical listening, reading, seeing, thinking, and writing; and experiencing the arts and reflecting on that experience.

COURSE DESCRIPTION:

We’ll spend a certain amount of class time in every workshop analyzing the artistic choices and effects present in professional models with an eye toward how we can then practice specific techniques in original work. We’ll also engage in workshop discussions of student-written essays as we practice textual analysis, enhancing the oral expression and critical thinking skills essential to a deeper understanding of literary texts and necessary to our revision of original work and the creation of new work that reflects a more sophisticated grasp of creative nonfiction. Through the reading, class discussions, the practice of techniques common to literary nonfiction, and the production and analysis of original work, you’ll gain a fuller appreciation of the humanities and the arts. By paying attention to theoretical issues relevant to the genre, you’ll become more astute participants in the interpretation and evaluation of artistic works inside and outside the genre. You’ll leave the class not only with an increased understanding of the historical and aesthetic development of the genre, you’ll also acquire critical skills, both verbal and written, necessary to the further enjoyment and appreciation of all forms of art. Finally, you’ll gain the skills of expression and depth of thought essential to the further study of a wide range of disciplines.

SOME THOUGHTS ON CREATIVE NONFICTION:
Creative nonfiction is a genre with a number of varieties that often overlap-- nature writing, travel writing, memoir, the personal essay, journals and diaries, literary journalism--and therefore is difficult to define succinctly. Some practitioners such as Sydney Lea and Patricia Hampl resist the demand to define the genre at all, preferring to spend their time thinking about how to do what they do with greater skill. Such is our task in this workshop. 

In general, creative nonfiction, unlike the more formal, thesis-driven essay, is characterized by the personal element and is more concerned with artistic expression than with the mere transmission of information. So while the writer stays true to the factual, he or she also considers the stylistic shaping of fact in much the same way the fiction writer shapes incident or the lyric poet tries to find an emotional truth within experience. Therefore, elements such as voice, characterization, detail, imagery, metaphor, scene, and dialogue enhance the factual and make it live on the page. Like a good story or poem, a good literary essay gives us more truth than we feel we have a right to expect. Phillip Lopate says the core of a good personal essay is a quest for as much honesty as possible. I’d say that it’s the same for any type of creative nonfiction, which, as I’ve already said, aligns it with fiction and poetry. Whether we’re talking about the memoir or the personal essay, travel writing, nature writing, or literary journalism, we’re considering a genre that’s a mode of inquiry, one that arrives at some moment of insight made possible through literary devices. Like fiction writers and poets, the writer of creative nonfiction is interested in the complexity of being human and the contradictions within the self and the world at large. The writer of the personal essay sees him or herself as what Lopate calls “a character in conflict.” The essay itself is a wandering conversation between the various parts of the writer and also between the writer and the reader.

REQUIREMENTS:

This course will begin with readings from our text for the purpose of thinking about issues of the craft of writing creative nonfiction. I’ll also assign six “Writing Activities” designed to help you generate material while practicing certain techniques. Please see the attached syllabus for the dates on which writing activities will be due. I’ll collect these “Writing Activities” in groups of three, and I’ll assign each group a grade based on creativity, effort, stylistic skill, and technical correctness. So by the end of this section, you’ll have three grades, the average of which will count as 25% of your final grade.

The second part of the course will involve our workshop discussions of the essays that we write and distribute to the other members of the workshop. On 2/9, we will begin these workshop discussions. Each person will have a chance to bring one essay to workshop and to listen to our suggestions for revision. I’ll expect everyone to engage in these discussions and also to prepare a written critique for the writer that shows a significant effort to articulate what the writer has attempted in his or her essay, where that attempt has been successful, and what might be done to make it even more so. The total number of essays that each student will present to the workshop will be one. The total number of written critiques that each student will write will depend on how many students are in the workshop; if there are twenty-two, for example, each student will be writing twenty-one critiques (students will not write critiques for their own essays). At the end of the quarter, these critiques will count as 25% of your final grade. I look at the critiques and the workshop participation (not to mention your attendance) as not only your chance to prove that you’re a good citizen in the workshop but also to provide evidence of your understanding of issues of craft. I’ll assign you a grade for the critiques based on the effort you put forth in giving good analytical criticism, grounded in an understanding of technique. Failure to hand in your own essay on time, failure to hand in all of the critiques (one written for each student essay presented to the workshop), and inconsistent or minimal effort in workshop discussions will all seriously impair your grade for the workshop portion of the course. 

At the end of the quarter, each student will hand in a significant revision of the essay that he or she brought to workshop. That essay revision will count as 50% of your final grade.

GRADES:

To sum up, the writing requirements and their respective grade values will be as follows:

Writing Activities: The average grade of these 6 activities will make up 25% of your final 

       grade.  
Critiques: These analytical responses to the essays written by other members of the workshop 

will make up 25% of your final grade. As I say above, the total number of critiques       will be one fewer than the enrollment of the class. If we have twenty-two students, each student will write twenty-one critiques.

Final Essay: At the end of the quarter, you’ll hand in a significant revision of the full-length 

          essay you shared with the workshop. This final revision will make up 50% of your 

          final grade.

Regular attendance is required. If you have more than two unexcused absences, I will deduct an entire letter grade from your final grade. In other words, if your work averages out to a “B,” you will receive a “C” as your final grade. If you become worried at any time about your performance in the class and would like some sort of sense of how you’re doing, please don’t hesitate to talk to me. 
When I evaluate your final essay, I’ll be looking for artistry and original thinking. To help further with any question that you might have about grading, allow me to offer the following descriptions:

The “A” student will work hard on revising drafts of essays, demonstrating an ability to use critical feedback to re-envision a piece of writing. It will be clear from each successive draft that this student has followed a central line of inquiry deeper and deeper into the heart of each essay, and has paid attention to the stylistic shaping of material. These essays will be ambitious, meeting a high standard of artistry, original thinking, and genuine engagement with the subject matter. The “A” essay will have language that is concrete, specific, vibrant, and fresh; the voice will be distinct and appropriate to the subject. The writer will present a specific world in vivid detail and will reveal multiple layers of character and situation, leading readers to emotional and intellectual truths that only the essays themselves make possible. The writer will also pay particular attention to the vital relationship between form and content. The core of a good essay, as Phillip Lopate says, is a quest for as much honesty as possible. The “A” essay will be a mode of inquiry and will arrive at some moment of discovery through the use of literary devices. It will be clear from these writers’ essays that they have cast themselves as characters in conflict and have used the essay form as a way of carrying on a conversation with the various parts of the self. We will see, as Lopate says, “the writer’s mind at work.” The “A” student will also be an exemplary citizen in the workshop, participating fully and generously in discussions, demonstrating his or her understanding of the key concepts of craft at the heart of the course. It should go without saying that the “A” student will have an impeccable attendance record. Unexcused absences will affect the final grade. It should also go without saying that the “A” essay will be free of grammatical errors.

The “B” student will write competent essays, free of grammatical errors and significant for their focus and clarity. The writing, however, will not be able to reach moments of truth with the intellectual and emotional sophistication common to the most outstanding essays in the class. The “B” student will also be actively and generously engaged in the workshop discussions and will have an admirable attendance record.

The “C” student will write essays that lack focus, contain significant grammatical errors, and demonstrate a lack of ease with typical literary devices. It is also possible that these essays will be competently crafted but lack any sort of intellectual or emotional depth. The “C” student will also be a passive member of the workshop, perhaps not attending on a regular basis, or having little to contribute to the discussion.

The “D” student may have a shoddy attendance record and/or demonstrate a lack of understanding of the craft, producing essays that are shallow and poorly constructed. This student may also have serious problems with grammar, committing frequent and significant language errors.

The “E” student is simply not involved in the workshop, missing numerous times, contributing nothing, and making little effort to use writing as a way of inquiring into thought and emotion. This student may also have serious problems with grammar.
WORKSHOP PROCEDURES:

Whether you are responding to work from members of the workshop, essays from the anthology, or your own work, your focus should always be on the artistic choices the writers have made and the effects those choices have produced. You might think about issues of narrative structure, characterization, point of view, detail, language, imagery, metaphor, and pattern. Please be prepared to discuss essays from an analytical perspective, pointing out how they achieve their intended effects and suggesting alternative choices if you feel they might help the essays become more fully realized or more artistically presented. In our early response to each other’s work, it will usually be helpful to pose questions about any piece of writing under consideration since so much of our work, particularly in the early stages of a piece, is to bring it more fully to the surface. As writers, we’re usually holding back somewhere--at least this is more often the case than not--and a good reader’s intelligent curiosity is often equally as helpful as an analysis of artistry. Finally, when a piece has come to a point where the writer has fully invested him or herself, it’s ready for the sort of analytical scrutiny needed to prepare it for publication. Then it’s time to pay close attention to what the writer intends and how successfully and artfully he or she has achieved the intended effect.  This is the point where we need to talk about choices in beginnings and endings, perspective, proportion and pace, scenic depiction, dialogue, voice. We also keep our eye out for lost opportunities, moments where the piece refuses to bear down and look more closely at the crucial truth that is rising in the text. When we begin discussing our own essays, I will expect everyone to come to class with notations written throughout the manuscripts and summary letters prepared for the writers. We will return our "marked-up" copies along with our letters to each writer once we have finished our discussion. I’ll also ask you to give me a copy of your letters so I can better gauge your understanding of the craft.

WORKSHOP COPIES:

You must rely upon your own resources to make copies of your work and then to distribute them to your classmates no later than one week before your workshop date. If you have to miss a class, it will be up to you to get the worksheets that we’ll be talking about during the next class meeting. 

ACADMIC MISCONDUCT:


It is the responsibility of the Committee on Academic Misconduct to investigate or establish
procedures for the investigation of all reported cases of student academic misconduct. The term
“academic misconduct” includes all forms of student academic misconduct wherever committed;
illustrated by, but not limited to, cases of plagiarism and dishonest practices in connection with
examinations. Instructors shall report all instances of alleged academic misconduct to the
committee (Faculty Rule 3335-5-487). For additional information, see the Code of Student
Conduct ( http://studentaffairs.osu.edu/info_for_students/csc.asp). Plagiarism is the representation of another's works or ideas as one's own: it includes the unacknowledged word for word use and/or paraphrasing of another person's work, and/or the inappropriate unacknowledged use of another person's ideas. All cases of suspected plagiarism, in accordance with university rules, will be reported to the Committee on Academic Misconduct.

DISABILITY SERVICES:


Students with disabilities that have been certified by the Office for Disability Services will be appropriately accommodated, and should inform the instructor as soon as possible of their needs. The Office for Disability Services is located in 150 Pomerene Hall, 1760 Neil Avenue; telephone
292-3307, TDD 292-0901; http://www.ods.ohio-state.edu/.
SYLLABUS:
1/3
Course Introduction

1/5
Chapters 1 and 2


“The Fourth State of Matter”

Writing Activity: p. 22, #3:  This is an activity designed to help you generate material and to also learn the basic building block of creative nonfiction, the well-crafted scene. You’ll recall an important scene in your own life and then dramatize it through action, description, characterization, and dialogue.

1/10
Chapter 3


“So Long Ago”

Writing Activity: p. 63, #16: This is an activity meant to give expression to senses other than the visual. You’ll take an inventory of the sounds, smells, tastes, and textures that have significant places in your memory and then craft a scene in which sensory details other than the visual not only help to dramatize the scene but which also carry the emotional content of the moment described.

1/12
Chapter 4







“Reading History to My Mother”


Writing Activity: p. 73, #1


WRITING ACTIVITIES DUE (p. 22, #3 and p. 63, #16)
1/17
NO CLASS (Martin Luther King’s Birthday)

1/19
Chapter 5


“An Entrance to the Woods”

Writing Activity: p. 89, #6: This is an activity that invites you to practice a brief piece of nature writing. You’ll recall a moment when the natural world connected with you either emotionally or intellectually and then offer a scene in which sensory details of nature lead you to a significant response.

1/24
Chapter 6


“Afternoon of an American Boy”

Writing Activity: p. 98, #3: This is an activity meant to encourage you to consider the role of historical events in the construction of the self. You’ll identify a significant historical event that was the backdrop for something personally important in your life, and then you’ll investigate how your personal story connects with or diverges from the historical occurrence.  In the process, you’ll think about how history shapes us and/or becomes a point or resistance for us.

WRITING ACTIVITIES DUE (p. 73, #1 and p. 89, #6)
           
1/26
Chapter 9 


“Becoming What We’re Called”


“The Clan of One-Breasted Women”

Writing Activity: p. 142, #5: This is an activity that asks you to practice a brief piece of literary journalism by writing profile of a colorful place nearby or an event in your community (a protest? a festival?). You’ll use reportorial style to capture the story, but you’ll also include your own presence as a character.  You’ll want to take advantage of literary devices, while respecting the factuality of journalism.

1/31
Chapter 10


“After Yitzl”


“Three Fragments”

Writing Activity: p. 157, #2: This is an activity that introduces you to the fragmented nature of the lyric essay. You’ll gather three objects that are quite different but that you sense “belong together.”Then you’ll arrange them in a way that you find artistically pleasing.  Finally, you’ll write for several minutes about each object, creating three distinct sections that cohere through the art of juxtaposition.

2/2
Chapter 11


“Total Eclipse”


“A Brief Natural History of the Plastic Pink Flamingo”

2/7
Chapter 12 and Epilogue: Last Words


“The Fine Art of Sighing”


WRITING ACTIVITIES DUE (p. 98, #3; p. 142, #5; p. 157, #2)
2/9-3/2
Workshops: Each student will bring one original, full-length literary essay to be discussed. The aim here is for you to use the skills we’ve practiced in the writing activities to fully explore a subject of your choosing in a particular form: memoir, personal essay, nature writing, lyric essay, literary journalism, etc. 

3/7 
NO CLASS (Conferences)

3/9
Final Essay Revision Due: The revision of the essay you brought to workshop should show evidence of your ability to more fully explore the individual aspects and nuances of your material. It should be a more fully realized version of the first draft’s intent, and it should be more artistically and technically sound. It should, in other words, be the best version of this essay that you can present at this time. I’ll look for evidence that you’ve taken to heart the suggestions offered by the workshop and the conversations that you and I will have had about your intentions and their executions.
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