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COURSE DESCRIPTION  
 
This course is for upper-level undergraduate students interested in writing creative nonfiction. 
“Creative nonfiction,” a common but sometimes misleading term, exists on a spectrum that 
stretches between researched, journalistic articles on the one hand, and lyrical personal essays on the 
other. The genre is “nonfiction,” and so it tries to be true—with the recognition that truth is various 
and not always objective, and that it exists within a contract established between the writer and the 
reader. At the same time, the genre is “creative” and uses many of the techniques of fiction, such as 
scenes, dialogue, characters, setting, sensory detail, narrative, plot, story, point of view, conflict, 
rising tension, climax, denouement, anecdote, etc. The genre has a history, and we can learn from 
great writers if we learn to read as writers. The genre also has a host of formal attributes and uses 
many of its techniques with almost formulaic consistency. In this course, we will explore and 
practice many styles within the genre of creative nonfiction, though the subjects we study will be 
largely of an autobiographical and personal nature.  
 
The course is divided in two: the first section will involve reading published work, and the section 
half will involve workshopping student writing. Throughout the course, you will be completing 
prompted, brief essays. These essays are intended to provide you with various perspectives and craft 
tools in order to complete the major project of the course, a 2,000-word autobiographical essay.  
 
 
COURSE OBJECTIVES  
 
By the end of the course, students will demonstrate the ability to: 

• Identify the primary craft techniques of nonfiction and how these elements of craft are 
apparent outside of strictly nonfiction prose 

• Analyze and interpret complex texts and representations of various forms of nonfiction 
• Gain experience reading and composing in several styles to understand how style 

conventions shape and are shaped by readers’ and writers’ practices and purposes 
• Develop facility in responding to a variety of nonfiction styles calling for purposeful shifts in 

voice, tone, level of formality, design, and structure 
• Use various styles and techniques to compose in multiple nonfiction styles 
• Practice applying constructive analysis and criticism to their peers’ (and their own) creative 

nonfiction 
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COURSE MATERIALS  
 
Oates, Joyce Carol, and Robert Atwan, editors. The Best American Essays of the Century. Houghton 

Mifflin Co., 2000. 
 
Please order the above text immediately. I will post the first two weeks’ reading on Canvas, but you 
will be responsible for bringing this text to class after that point. You should be able to find a good, 
cheap, used copy online. I have compiled the other texts we will read in the class on Canvas, where 
they are organized according to the days on which we will discuss them. You will need to access 
those texts via laptop during class. More generally, you will also need: 

• Internet and printer access 
• A good dictionary (oed.com or merriam-webster.com work just fine0 

 
 
COURSE POLICIES 
 
Attendance 
Florida State University maintains a strict attendance policy to which this course adheres: an excess 
of four absences is grounds for failure. You are required to be an active member of the ENC 3310 
classroom community, and if you do not attend class regularly, you cannot fulfill that requirement. 
You should always inform your instructor, ahead of time when possible, about why you miss class. 
Save your absences for when you get sick or for family emergencies. It is your responsibility to know 
how many absences you have accrued during the term.  
 
If you have a reason for going over the allowed number of absences, you should call Undergraduate 
Studies (644-2451) and make an appointment to discuss your situation with them. If you can provide 
proper documentation of extreme circumstances (for example, a medical situation or some other 
crisis that resulted in you having to miss more than the allowed number of classes), Undergraduate 
Studies will consider the possibility of allowing you to drop the course and take it the following 
semester. Please note: our departmental attendance policy does not violate the University 
Attendance Policy that appears in the “University Policies” section later in this syllabus. Our policy 
simply specifies the number of allowed absences, whereas the University Attendance Policy does 
not.  
 
You must arrive at each scheduled class period on time. Three tardies constitute an absence. Missing 
more than twenty minutes of a class will result in your being marked absent for that class.  
 
 
Participation & Decorum 
Participation 
Participation is central to learning in this course, and you are expected to make a meaningful, good-
faith contribution to the work being done in class. This work can take the form of group 
discussions, small group work, workshops, or individual writing. In any of these cases, you are 
expected to contribute ideas and to analyze the ideas contributed by your peers. During full and 
small group discussions, you are expected to make thoughtful and substantive contributions. On 
workshop days, you are expected to provide critical, constructive feedback for your peers.  
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Social Media, Email, and Homework 
We may occasionally use the internet as part of our coursework and discussions. Using the internet 
during class time for anything other than class purposes or working on coursework for another 
course during our class time will result in an absence.  
 
You must arrive each day prepared and with your homework completed. You must come to class 
with the materials necessary to participate. Coming to class unprepared will result in an absence. 
 
Phones 
Do not answer your phone or text during class. Use of phones during class will result in an absence. 
If there is an emergency for which you need to be available via telephone during class, please let me 
know at the beginning of class; in emergency cases, you will not be counted absent.  
 
Civility 
In this course, we may discuss emotional, controversial, and personal issues. Such conversations can 
become lively, and while I encourage you to express your ideas, you must always be respectful of 
your peers. No disrespectful, profane, abusive, or hateful language will be tolerated. Should such 
language be used, you will be asked to leave class. Civility also applies to our treatment of one 
another in general. Disrespectful behavior will result in your being asked to leave the class, which 
will result in an absence.  
 
 
UNIVERSITY POLICIES  
 
University Attendance Policy  
Excused absences include documented illness, deaths in the family and other documented crises, call 
to active military duty or jury duty, religious holy days, and official University activities. These 
absences will be accommodated in a way that does not arbitrarily penalize students who have a valid 
excuse. Consideration will also be given to students whose dependent children experience serious 
illness.  
 
 
Academic Honor Policy  
The Florida State University Academic Honor Policy outlines the University’s expectations for the 
integrity of students’ academic work, the procedures for resolving alleged violations of those 
expectations, and the rights and responsibilities of students and faculty members throughout the 
process. Students are responsible for reading the Academic Honor Policy and for living up to their 
pledge to “...be honest and truthful and...[to] strive for personal and institutional integrity at Florida 
State University.” (Florida State University Academic Honor Policy, found at 
http://fda.fsu.edu/Academics/Academic- Honor-Policy.)  
 
 
Americans with Disabilities Act  
Students with disabilities needing academic accommodation should: (1) register with and provide 
documentation to the Student Disability Resource Center; and (2) bring a letter to the instructor 
indicating the need for accommodation and what type. This should be done during the first week of 
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class. This syllabus and other class materials are available in alternative format upon request. For 
more information about services available to FSU students with disabilities, contact the: Student 
Disability Resource Center 874 Traditions Way 108 Student Services Building Florida State 
University Tallahassee, FL 32306-4167 (850) 644-9566 (voice) (850) 644-8504 (TDD) 
sdrc@admin.fsu.edu http://www.disabilitycenter.fsu.edu/  
 
Free Tutoring from FSU  
On-campus tutoring and writing assistance is available for many courses at Florida State University. 
For more information, visit the Academic Center for Excellence (ACE) Tutoring Services’ 
comprehensive list of on-campus tutoring options at http://ace.fsu.edu/tutoring or tutor@fsu.edu. 
High-quality tutoring is available by appointment and on a walk-in basis. These services are offered 
by tutors trained to encourage the highest level of individual academic success while upholding 
personal academic integrity.  
 
Liberal Studies for the 21st Century  
The Liberal Studies for the 21st Century Program at Florida State University builds an educational 
foundation that will enable FSU graduates to thrive both intellectually and materially and to support 
themselves, their families, and their communities through a broad and critical engagement with the 
world in which they live and work. Liberal Studies thus offers a transformative experience. This 
course has been approved as meeting the Liberal Studies requirements for English and thus is 
designed to help you become a clear, creative, and convincing communicator, as well as a critical 
reader.  
 
Syllabus Change Policy  
Except for changes that substantially affect implementation of the evaluation (grading) statement, 
this syllabus is a guide for the course and is subject to change with advance notice.  
 
Plagiarism  
Plagiarism is grounds for suspension from the university as well as for failure in this course. It will 
not be tolerated. Any instance of plagiarism must be reported to the Director of Undergraduate 
Studies. Plagiarism is a counterproductive, non-writing behavior that is unacceptable in a course 
intended to aid the growth of individual writers. Plagiarism is included among the violations defined 
in the Academic Honor Code, section b), paragraph 2, as follows: “Regarding academic assignments, 
violations of the Academic Honor Code shall include representing another’s work or any part 
thereof, be it published or unpublished, as one’s own.”  
 
 
STUDENT RESOURCES  
 
 
Reading/Writing Center (RWC)  
What is the RWC? 
Part of the English Department, the RWC serves Florida State University students at all levels and 
from all majors. Think of the RWC as an idea laboratory: it is a place to develop and communicate 
your ideas!  
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Who uses the RWC? 
In short: everyone! The RWC’s clients include a cross-section of the campus: first-year students 
writing for composition class, upper-level students writing term papers, seniors composing letters of 
applications for jobs and graduate schools, graduate students working on theses and dissertations, 
multilingual students mastering English, and a variety of others.  
 
Where is the RWC located? 
As of Fall Semester 2015, the RWC currently has four locations: the newly remodeled Williams 222 
location, the gleaming Johnston Ground location, the happening Strozier Library location, and the 
up-and- coming Dirac Library location. For students who are distance learners, online tutoring is 
available. Contact Dr. McElroy at smcelroy@fsu.edu for information.  
 
What are the hours? 
Hours vary by location. Check the online schedule for availability.  
 
Who works there? 
The tutors in the RWC are graduate students in English with training and experience in teaching 
writing, and undergraduate students who have completed a 3-credit English elective course in 
tutoring writing and who have been apprentice tutors in the RWC.  
 
What happens in a RWC session? 
Many things! You can come with a prompt and talk about your ideas with someone who will be an 
active listener and ask questions to help you figure out what you think. You can come with a few 
ideas jotted down, and you can talk through your organization with a tutor. Once you have written 
parts of a draft or a whole draft, you can see if you communicated your ideas clearly by having a 
tutor be your “practice audience.” They will listen as a reader and explain to you what they are 
thinking as a reader. If they hear what you intended to communicate, hooray! If not, you have an 
opportunity to revise before you give your work to your actual audience. The tutors will even help 
you learn editing and proofreading strategies so you can independently communicate your ideas 
clearly.  
 
How do I make an appointment? 
The best way is by using our online scheduling website: http://fsu.mywconline.com Instructions for 
making an appointment can be found here: http://wr.english.fsu.edu/Reading-Writing-
Center/How-to- Make-an-Appointment. While we will accept walk-ins if a tutor is available, it is 
usually best to book ahead.  
 
How much tutoring help can I have? 
All FSU students can have 1.5 hours of tutoring a week FOR FREE! This includes all locations, i.e., 
NOT 1.5 hours in Williams, 1.5 hours in Strozier, etc. Students who opt to register for ENC 1905, 
REA 1905, or ENG 5998 may have more time depending on the number of credits they choose to 
take. Appointments are limited to 60 minutes/day.  
 
 
The Digital Studio  
What is the Digital Studio? 
The Digital Studio provides support to students working individually or in groups on a variety of 
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digital projects, such as designing a website, developing an electronic portfolio for a class, creating a 
blog, selecting images for a visual essay, adding voiceover to a presentation, or writing a script for a 
podcast. The DS has both Macs and PCs, and some of the cool software available in the DS 
includes Photoshop, InDesign, Windows Movie Maker, iMovie, and more!  
 
Who uses the DS? 
Any FSU students who want to complete digital class assignments (e.g., for FYC or WEPO) or to 
improve overall capabilities in digital communication. Students also use the DS to make Prezis, 
business cards, flyers for their own student organizations, and more!  
 
Where is the DS? 
There are two DS locations: Williams 222 and Johnston Ground.  
 
What happens in a DS session? 
Like the RWC, think of the DS as an idea lab, only it is a place to explore ideas in digital texts and to 
learn new technologies to communicate ideas in those mediums.  
 
How do I make an appointment? 
The best way is by using our online scheduling website: http://fsu.mywconline.com The DS does 
accept walk-ins, but the DS gets booked by large groups and is very busy at the end of the semester, 
so it is best to plan ahead.  
 
How much tutoring can I have? 
You can use the DS as much as you’d like!  
 
 
MAJOR PROJECTS AND GRADING  

 
Please note: the subject for this class’s projects and prompts is you. But that does not mean that you should feel 

obligated to disclose anything—and I mean absolutely anything—about yourself that makes you feel uncomfortable. 
You are the subject of these prompts because you’re the best expert when it comes to who you are. The idea here is that 
you, as a subject, will be generative for these prompts; but if any aspect of your work in this class begins to feel invasive 
or uncomfortable, please check in with me at least three days before your work is due, and I’ll be happy to work with 

you to create a prompt that feels right. 
 
Brief Essays  
You will complete four out of five brief essays. Do not complete all of them; you will not receive 
extra credit if you do. Which brief essay you skip is up to you, but I would strongly advise you to 
skip the brief essay due during the week when you’re workshopped. You have the option to turn in 
as many of these as you wish to with revisions, provided you include the originals with my grade.  
 
Make sure (1) your essays are clearly labeled (in their headers) in terms of the prompt to which 
they’re responding; (2) your essays are double-spaced, stapled, and written in twelve-point font; (3) 
your essays are handed in as a hard copy, not via email; and (4) your essays end with an exact word 
count. Failure to comply with any of these points will result in a full letter-grade reduction, with a 
total possible grade reduction of 40 points before promptness and content are evaluated and graded.  
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Participation (Verbal)  
Because this class is based primarily around discussion of published work and workshops of student 
work, verbal feedback and participation is absolutely essential. Here’s the breakdown: if you speak 
up at least once every class day, you’ll get full credit for verbal participation; if you frequently do, 
you’ll get 3⁄4 credit; if you sometimes do, you’ll get 1⁄2 credit; if you rarely do, you’ll get 1⁄4 credit; 
and if you never do, you’ll get 0 credit. Speak up: every day, say one thing.  
 
 
Participation (Written) 
Written participation will be monitored via discussion boards on Canvas. Before workshop classes, 
you must leave written feedback as a response to the discussion boards in which those being 
workshopped have posted their drafts. With one exception, two pieces will be workshopped on 
workshop days. Your responses should be constructive (include what you liked as well as what could 
be improved, please), specific (cite specific lines from the original text, and include page numbers), 
and a minimum of 200 words (include a word count for full credit). Because of the grade 
breakdown, each instance of written feedback for your peers is worth one point of your final grade. 
Tardy feedback will receive 0 points; work that violates the criteria established here (constructive, 
specific, 200 words, include a word count) will receive 1⁄2 credit.  
 
 
Final Project  
Your final project in this course is a 2,000-word autobiographical essay. While the essay should 
engage a particular narrative and theme having to do with your biography, there are no other theme-
based restrictions or prompts for this project. Most students will use one or more of the course’s 
brief essays and in some way expand on the content they’ve already created. Please note that while 
you can use some material from your brief essays, you may not use more than 750 words of material 
total. Your final project is not a portfolio of your brief essays. At least a week in advance of your 
workshop, you should arrange a time during my office hours to speak about your ideas for your 
essay.  
 
While your final project can certainly range in its formal ambitions, and while it may incorporate 
various form of media, please note that the use of various media (photographs, etc.) or formal 
decisions (poetry- like line breaks, etc.) cannot stand in for a reduced word count. The emphasis 
here is on your writing and on how successfully you take on various nonfiction techniques we’ve 
discussed over the term.  
 
Workshop Draft (1,500 words; MLA format; due 72 hours before your assigned workshop) 
This draft is the first 1,500 words of your essay. While the essay is obviously not complete at this 
point, this draft should be as polished and refined as possible. This is not a first or rough draft: the 
essay should evidence hard work, and it should be clean of typos and other errors of mechanics. 
Your peers are going to spend time on this draft and on helping you. If you demonstrate that you do 
not value that time and work (for example, by submitting your work late to the discussion boards, or 
by submitting a rushed, very rough draft full of typos, or an outline), your overall project grade will 
be marked down by at least ten points.  
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Final Draft (2,000 words; MLA format) 
This is your completed project. It should be titled, polished, well-considered, and significantly 
revised since your workshop. It should stand as a piece of nonfiction on its own, and it should 
reflect the craft- based learning that you’ve accomplished in this course.  
 
 
Grade Breakdown  
Brief Essays: 40%  
Participation (Verbal): 10%  
Participation (Written): 20%  
Final Project: 30%  
 
 
Final Grades  
   A 93 – 100  C 73 – 76  
   A- 90 – 92   C- 70 – 72  
   B+ 87 – 89   D+ 67 – 69  
   B 83 – 86   D 63 – 66  
   B-  80 – 82   D- 60 – 62  
   C+ 77 – 79    F 0 – 59  
 
 
Late Work  
Unless otherwise stated above, work not turned in at the beginning of the class when it is due is 
considered late. 10% will be deducted from your grade for every day that work is late. (Note that 
every day does not mean every class day.)  
 
Excuses for late work (such as printing errors, a missing flash drive, a file saved in the wrong file 
type, and so on) will not be accepted. Make sure that you have your work ready well in advance of 
class, and you’ll be fine.  
 

* * *  
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COURSE SCHEDULE 
The policies, dates, and information in this course policy sheet and schedule are subject to change. 

 
 
Jan. 7 & 9: 
 Introduction to class and syllabus. In-class reading: Brian Doyle: “Joyas Voladoras” (2012). 
 
 Mark Twain: “Corn-Pone Opinions” (1901). W.E.B. Du Bois: “Of the Coming of John”  

(1903). Essay 1 Prompt on Canvas. 
 
Jan. 14 & 16: 
 T. S. Eliot: “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1919). Zora Neale Hurston: “How It  

Feels to Be Colored Me” (1928). 
 
 Richard Wright: “The Ethics of Jim Crow: An Autobiographical Sketch” (1937).  
 
Jan. 21 & 23: No class Monday—MLK Day. 
  
 Robert Frost: “The Figure a Poem Makes” (1939). Langston Hughes: “Bop” (1949).  
  Due: Brief Essay 1 
 
Jan. 28 & 30: 
 Mary McCarthy: “Artist in Uniform” (1953). 
 
 James Baldwin: “Notes of a Native Son” (1955). Essay 2 Prompt on Canvas. 
 
Feb. 4 & 6: 
 N. Scott Momaday: “The Way to Rainy Mountain” (1967). Joan Didion: “On Keeping a  

Notebook” (1968)—Canvas. 
 
 Maya Angelou: “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings” (1970). 
 
Feb. 11 & 13: 
 Maxine Hong Kingston: “No Name Woman” (1975). 
 
 Joan Didion: “The White Album” (1979). 
  Due: Brief Essay 2 
 
Feb. 18 & 20: 
 Richard Rodriguez: “Aria: A Memoir of a Bilingual Childhood” (1980). 
 
 Cynthia Ozick: “A Drugstore in Winter” (1982). Gloria Anzaldúa: “How to Tame a Wild  

Tongue” (1987)—Canvas. Essay 3 Prompt on Canvas. 
 
Feb. 25 & 27: 
 Joyce Carol Oates: “They All Just Went Away” (‘95). Saul Bellow: “Graven Images” (‘97). 
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 Carl Phillips: “A Politics of Mere Being” (2016)—Canvas. 
 
Mar. 4 & 6: 

Jaquira Díaz: “You Do Not Belong Here” (2017)—Canvas. Erica Berry: “Crywolf” (2017)— 
Canvas. 
 

 Workshop 1 (Two Students). 
Due: Brief Essay 3 

 
Mar. 11 & 13: 
 Workshop 2 (Two Students). 
 
 Workshop 3 (Two Students). Essay 4 Prompt on Canvas. 
 
Mar. 18 & 21: No class—Spring Break.  
 
Mar. 25 & 27:  
 Workshop 4 (Two Students). 
  Due: Brief Essay 4 
 

Class cancelled—instructor out of town.  
 
Apr. 1 & 3: 
 Workshop 5 (Two Students). 
 
 Workshop 6 (Two Students). Essay 5 Prompt on Canvas. 
 
Apr. 8 & 10: 
 Workshop 7 (Two Students) 
 
 Workshop 8 (Two Students) 
 
Apr. 15 & 17: 
 Workshop 9 (Two Students) 
 
 Workshop 10 (Two Students) 
  Due: Brief Essay 5 
 
Apr. 22 & 24: 
 Workshop 11 (Two Students) 
 
 Class roundtable and evaluations. 
  Due: Final Project & Brief Essay Revisions (optional)  


