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Introduction to Creative Nonfiction Writing

COURSE DESCRIPTION:
Students in English 354 work to define and explore the literary genre of creative nonfiction, with a focus on the short personal essay.  Through examination of example texts and immersion in the process of imaginative writing, participants come to better understand and express themselves and their world.

The course opens by directing your attention to some of the definitions and possibilities of creative nonfiction as a particular type of life writing, and by reviewing (or, for some students, introducing them to) the basics of good writing in any form.  We move through several thematic assignments, reading published short essays and responding to prompts for generating rough drafts.   As the course continues, students begin to work with particular shapes and forms of expression and move toward selecting their best drafts to revise, edit, and polish.

The capstone project generated for the course is a revised portfolio of essays with an accompanying memo that explains the learning unique to the participant.  
As is the case in any imaginative writing course, gaining the power to define the world, and to define yourself in it, is the essential benefit of creative expression.  Writer Gloria Anzaldua answered the question "Why write?" this way:

By writing I put order in the world, give it a handle so I can grasp it.  I write because life 

does not appease my appetites and hunger.  I write to record what others erase when I speak, 

to rewrite the stories others have miswritten about me, about you.  To become more intimate with

myself and you.  To discover myself, to preserve myself, to make myself, to achieve self-autonomy.

This is a course about inventing, shaping, and honing creative nonfiction; but more basically than that, this is a class—as Anzaldua stresses—about how language defines and changes our understanding of the world and who we are in the world.  All writing is drawn from our experience and our identity, and this is especially so within the genre of creative nonfiction.  Over and over and over, your topic in English 354 is language and self—even if you are writing an essay about your uncle Milton's love of pickled herring.  You don't have to be an angry rebel to write.  You do need to approach the world with an active mind, open to the belief that who we are (and what language can do) is always changing, growing, and in need of articulation to be fully understood.  You will leave the course a stronger writer, understanding parts of yourself previously silent and unworded.
BRIEF OVERVIEW:
Assignment One:  Foundations

Assignment Two:  Writing the Body / Writing the Family

Assignment Three:  Writing the Physical / Writing the Spiritual

Assignment Four:  Writing History / Writing the Arts

Assignment Five:  The Lyric Essay

Assignment Six:  The Object Essay / Pedagogy Exercise
Assignment Seven:  Portfolio Draft
Assignment Eight:  Revised Portfolio

TEXTBOOKS:
· Brenda Miller and Suzanne Paola, Tell It Slant: Writing and Shaping Creative Nonfiction.  McGraw-Hill 2005.  ISBN# 978-0-07-144494-1.  (Note that this is the “trade edition” of the book, with a white and yellow cover.  The edition with the red cover is different—more expensive, and the page numbers will all be different than the syllabus indicates.)

· Judith Kitchen (editor), Short Takes: Brief Encounters with Contemporary Nonfiction.  W. W. Norton, 2005.  ISBN#0-393-32600-4.
The textbooks may be obtained online through a price comparison website such as www.AddAll.com or www.amazon.com .  Plan on purchasing your textbooks early and be sure you purchase the correct edition of the book for the course (the ISBN number can help you determine the correct edition).
GRADING:
You will receive one grade for each assignment (eight total); each assignment grade reflects your work on every component of the assignment sequence.  Each assignment carries equal weight (a maximum 10 points) toward the course grade, as follows:
A 
10
A-         9.5
B+        9
B
 8.5
B-         8
C+        7.5
C          7
C-         6.5
D+        6
D          5.5
D-         5
F           below 5
All assignments are graded according to the following rubric:

“A” – Both the imaginative writing and the analytical writing in response to reading assignments demonstrate advanced understanding and practice.
· Uses original and insightful examples and details; observations note features that novice creative writers would rarely recognize; analytical commentary extends beyond the requirements in its depth and precision
· Writing demonstrates advanced understanding of concepts and techniques taught in the lesson; takes more risks and is more polished than required

· Responses are highly detailed and specific

· all terms/vocabulary are used correctly

“B” – Both the imaginative writing and the analytical writing in response to reading assignments demonstrate developing understanding and practice.

· Uses “safe” and relatively obvious examples and details; observations note features that novice creative writers would generally recognize; analytical commentary fully meets the requirements

· Writing demonstrates general or adequate understanding of concepts and techniques taught in the lesson

· Responses are general but adequate

· Terms/vocabulary are used in a cursory but correct manner

“C” – Both the imaginative writing and the analytical writing in response to reading assignments demonstrate emerging understanding and practice.

· Uses few examples or details; observations miss features that novice creative writers would usually recognize; analytical commentary is cursory or may focus on summary rather than ideas
· Writing demonstrates basic or superficial understanding of concepts and techniques taught in the lesson; takes fewer risks and is less polished than expected
· Responses are sketchy, general, incomplete
· Terms/vocabulary are avoided or used incorrectly
Your final course grade is based on total points on assignments one through eight, as follows:

77-80  =  A

73-76  =  A-

69-72  =  B+

65-68  =  B

61-64  =  B-
57-60  =  C+

53-56  =  C

49-52  =  C-

45-48  =  D+

41-44  =  D

37-40  =  D-

0-36    =  F
SUGGESTED CALENDAR OF ASSIGNMENTS:
Some students wish to complete Self-paced courses within a single quarter.  To do so, be aware that you will need to submit an assignment every week of the term.  It is best to wait for my response to one assignment before submitting another.  I usually respond to student work within one week of receiving it from the Western Online office.  However, I am sometimes away or snowed under by midterms or finals, and sometimes students are in a hurry to complete the course.  Consequently, you may submit two assignments at one time.  
HOWEVER, YOU CANNOT BEGIN ASSIGNMENT EIGHT (YOUR PORTFOLIO REVISIONS) UNTIL RECEIVING AND CONSIDERING MY FEEDBACK ON ASSIGNMENT SEVEN.  Don’t even think about trying to complete the course in less than eight weeks—you cannot compress a full term’s work into so little time.  Please plan accordingly.

FORMATTING YOUR WORK:
Double space all your essays and responses to the reading assignments.  “Author memos”  may be single spaced.  Use 1.00” margins all around.   Paginate (number the pages) of each assignment.  Title each creative essay draft (or title it “Untitled”) and put the total word count in parenthesis following the title of each piece (on the same line with each title).  Within each assignment, arrange your work according to the “sequence” and use the sequence numbers to designate each step in your work.  After printing your work, check that all pages are accounted for and in order, and that there aren’t weird spaces or breaks.  Students have received low grades on assignments simply because they thought they had included all the pages, but some pages failed to print.
SUBMITTING ASSIGNMENTS
ALWAYS make a copy of your work BEFORE submitting it.  If lessons are lost, it is far easier to resubmit a copy than to rewrite an entire assignment.  All assignments must be completed in order to receive credit for the course.  Under no circumstances may you submit all, or even most, lessons at one time.  You may submit a maximum of two assignments together for English 354, and assignment eight cannot be submitted until receiving and considering feedback on assignment seven.  All work must be submitted to the Western Online office.
Time Considerations (a message from the Western Online office)  -  Organize your time so that you spread the work out over 10 to 12 weeks, just like a regular academic quarter.  All assignments must be completed in order to receive credit for the course.  Treat your sElf-paced course as the serious learning experience that it is.  True learning takes time:  time for reading, time for processing new information, time for reflection.  When students get into trouble in a Self-paced course it is most often when they try to rush through a large part of the work at the end of the quarter or right before their own deadline.

Remember that grading takes time and our instructors have other classes and students, other obligations.  Therefore, your instructor may not be able to grade assignments instantly, to accommodate your deadline.  Allow time for mailing to and from the Western Online office and also back and forth between our office and your instructor.  If you have a deadline such as graduation, don’t turn in all your work in one batch at the end of the quarter or just a few days before your deadline.

Holidays, Intersessions, and Summer Session - When the University is closed for scheduled holidays and between quarters, delay in return of assignments and examinations must be expected.  In addition, some faculty members are off campus during the summer months and delays may be unavoidable.  The Western Online office will inform students of instructor absences, but it is important for students not to wait until close to a deadline to submit work.

HELP WITH THE COURSE:
Questions do arise and students should feel free to contact me.  The best way is via e-mail to Nancy.Pagh@wwu.edu .  If you do e-mail me, note in the subject that you have an ENGLISH 354 QUESTION.  I always respond to those e-mails first.  

ABOUT YOUR INSTRUCTOR:
Nancy Pagh was born and raised in Anacortes, Washington.   After college, she worked in the Publications Unit of the National Oceanic & Atmospheric Administration in Seattle before traveling to New Hampshire for graduate school.  She earned Master’s degrees in literature and in creative writing then attended the University of British Columbia for a Ph.D.   Her first book, At Home Afloat, is a study of the language women use at sea.  Her first book of creative writing, No Sweeter Fat, won the Autumn House Press book award.  Her second collection, After, won the Floating Bridge Press chapbook award.   
Nancy’s work appears in When She Named Fire: An Anthology of Contemporary Poems by American Women, Prairie Schooner, The Fourth River, Rattle, Poetry Northwest, Crab Creek Review, The Bellingham Review, Pontoon, Rock Salt Plum, Oprah magazine, and other journals.  She has been a featured performer at the Skagit River Poetry Festival and the Gist Street Masters Series in Pittsburgh, and was the D. H. Lawrence Fellow at the Taos Summer Writer’s Conference.  
Nancy has taught at universities in Washington State and New York, and has led writing workshops with the Whidbey Island Writers Association conference and the Field’s End program on Bainbridge Island.  She lives in Bellingham and teaches in the English and Canadian-American Studies programs at WWU.  Courses she offers at Western include Introduction to Creative Writing, Introduction to Writing Poetry, Introduction to Writing Creative Nonfiction, advanced writing seminars, and a wide variety of literature courses.  Some of her favorite thematic courses include Food Literature, Literature of the Wild, and Victorian Women’s Travel Writing.

ASSIGNMENT ONE
Foundations

OVERVIEW
The first sequence of the course introduces you to the “genre” of writing known as “creative nonfiction” and to the “personal essay” as an expression of that form.  All of your essays created for the course will be short personal essays.  If you have enrolled in 354 because you have a longer project in mind (a memoir, a family history), the skills learned through these shorter assignments will transfer to longer forms.  The short essays you draft can be on topics related to your longer personal project, and may serve you to consider possibilities for that work.
The reading and writing assignments ask you to think actively about the elements of strong imaginative writing present in any genre (including poems and fiction).

You will conclude the assignment by considering how essays begin (examining the “leads” that attract you) and by producing your own life writing that allows you to demonstrate you understand the differences between “scene,” “exposition,” and “reflection”—each important in its own way in creative nonfiction.

SEQUENCE

1. Read the following selections from Tell It Slant:

“Introduction: Where to Begin” (vii)

“The Particular Challenges of Creative Nonfiction” (73)

“The Personal Essay” (91)

Compose a paragraph summarizing your understanding of what, generally, the genre of “creative nonfiction” is and what the term “personal essay” means.  As the course continues, your definition will, hopefully, become more nuanced and complicated—but demonstrate here what you understand to be basic or foundational about this genre of writing.  Include this in your submitted assignment.
2. Read from Tell It Slant:

“The Basics of Good Writing in Any Form” (135)

Compose a paragraph giving an overview of your previous experience (if any) with creative writing, then go on to identify which features/terms of this chapter were review for you and which were new.  Do any of these terms confuse you—do you need the instructor to answer specific questions about these terms or how to apply these techniques?  Include this in your submitted assignment.
3. Randomly peruse your copy of Short Takes.  Read at least twenty “leads” (first sentences or couple of sentences from twenty different essays).  Create a list of your ten favorite leads: actually type them out word-for-word, paying close attention to the word choice (“diction”), the order of the words (“syntax”), and the flow/rhythm (“cadence”) created in these leads.  Give the page number in parenthesis after each of the ten leads.  Include this in your submitted assignment.
In your list of ten favorite leads from Short Takes, underline or highlight your two or three particular favorites.  Beneath the list, write a statement describing what you found most attractive about those particular leads—how does each invite you into their essays?  Comment on what you are learning “works” and “doesn’t work” when it comes to creating a successful opening to a creative nonfiction essay.  Include this in your submitted assignment.
4.  On pages 136-139 of Tell it Slant you learned about the difference between “scene” and “exposition.”  Now use the following prompt to compose a “scene” from your own life, about a paragraph in length:  “Write about the moment things changed.”  In order to write this scene, be sure to create a setting and to show yourself and other characters (if there are any) in it.  Don’t forget to use images, physical details that allow your reader to experience this scene through our senses.  Work on “showing” not “talking about” or explaining this moment when things changed.  Include this in your submitted assignment.
Write a second paragraph of “exposition” about the scene you just composed.  In it, explain the context or background for that scene—what was happening in your life, why did that moment matter, what happened next?  Exposition will likely be significantly shorter than scene.  Include this in your submitted assignment.
Write a third paragraph of “reflection”:  how have you come to understand the power of that moment later?  What meaning are you coming to make from that scene?  Why do you think it lingers in your memory?  What would you still like to discover and express, from that memory?  Reflection can be short or long, depending on how ready you are to “make meaning” from your memory.  Include this in your submitted assignment.
ASSIGNMENT TWO
Writing the Body / Writing the Family
OVERVIEW

This sequence initiates you to the writing and revision process then invites you to explore two of the most common and fruitful themes available to the creative writer—especially to the novice creative writer:  the body, and our families.  Tell it Slant will introduce you to the connections between the five senses and the work of imaginative writing in chapter one.  Chapter two will help you negotiate and enter the topic of writing about family—the context for our earliest definitions of self.  You will engage as a critical reader of example essays from Short Takes on these themes, perhaps selecting some to emulate as you engage in drafting your first two short essays.
SEQUENCE

1. From Tell it Slant, read “The Writing Process and Revision” (151).
2. From Short Takes, read the following short essays:

“Night Song” (28)

“Winter Wheat” (82)

“Confessions” (88)

from Two or Three Things I Know For Sure (93)

“Muskgrass Chara” (104)

“Getting Yourself Home” (235)

“Afternoon with Canals” (239)

“The Mother” (302)

“The Big Nap” (322)

Compose a paragraph about which two of these essays you found to be the most pleasurable or delightful to read, and why, and which two essays you found to be the most instructive (“instructive” in the sense that they helped you better understand what a personal essay can do, or how it can do it), and why.  Include this in your submitted assignment.
3. From Tell it Slant, read “The Body of Memory” (3) and complete one of the “Try It” exercises on pages 12-16.  As this is private writing, do not include it in your submitted assignment.
4. From Tell it Slant, read “Writing the Family” (17) and complete one of the “Try It” exercises on pages 22-24.  As this is private writing, do not include it in your submitted assignment.

5. Draft a short (250-750 words) essay connected to the theme of “the body.”  You might extend your exercise on this topic (sequence 3), re-use your scene from Assignment One (you can use it in any essay during the course, if you choose), or use a piece from the Short Takes readings as a model or inspiration.  Be sure to include a title for this, and for all, essay drafts.  Remember to check the word count for the essay and include it in parentheses after your title (follow this format for all creative essay drafts).  Include this in your submitted assignment.
Include a brief (one paragraph) author’s memo describing the process of composing this piece, the difficulties or joys you encountered, and your sense of what the draft does and does not achieve.  Include this in your submitted assignment.
6. Draft a short (250-750 words) essay connected to the theme of “the family.”  You might extend your exercise on this topic, or use a piece from the Short Takes readings as a model or inspiration.  Include this in your submitted assignment.
Include a brief (one paragraph) author’s memo describing the process of composing this piece, the difficulties or joys you encountered, and your sense of what the draft does and does not achieve.  Include this in your submitted assignment.
ASSIGNMENT THREE
Writing the Physical / Writing the Spiritual
OVERVIEW

This assignment invites you to consider that crucial element, “setting,” not simply as a backdrop for living but as a form of character.  In this sequence you will explore ideas about writing the physical world then take a turn to the site of your own existence or “being.”  The personal essay is, at its core, an attempt to word the truth (your truth) about what it means to exist.  In this sense, creative nonfiction—even essays about rather mundane topics—are “ontological” (concerned with the nature of being).  Although you may or may not consider yourself a spiritual person, you are invited to explore the essential questions (what does your life mean? how does your life mean?) through image and detail—the concrete things of the world, which may be used to give your life shape, substance, order.
SEQUENCE

1. From Tell it Slant, read “‘Taking Place’: Writing the Physical World” (25) and complete one of the “Try It” exercises on pages 35-38.  Because this is private writing, do not submit it with your assignment.
2. From Tell it Slant, read “Writing the Spiritual Autobiography” (39) and complete one of the “Try It” exercises on pages 45-46.  Because this is private writing, do not submit it with your assignment.
3. From Short Takes, read the following short essays:

“Moving Water, Tucson” (19)

“Signs and Wonders” (35)

“In Wyoming” (51)

“Those Who Stay and Those Who Go” (54)
“Someone I Love” (68)

“Opposite of South” (128)

“Random” (147)

“Salt Hay” (343)

Compose a paragraph about which two of these essays you found to be the most pleasurable or delightful to read, and why, and which two essays you found to be the most instructive (“instructive” in the sense that they helped you better understand what a personal essay can do, or how it can do it), and why.  Include this in your submitted assignment.
4. Draft a short (250-750 words) essay connected to the theme of “writing the physical world.”  You might extend your exercise, or use a piece from the Short Takes readings as a model or inspiration.  Include a brief (one paragraph) author’s memo describing the process of composing this piece, the difficulties or joys you encountered, and your sense of what the draft does and does not achieve.  Include these in your submitted assignment.
5. Draft a short (250-750 words) essay related to the notion of “the spiritual autobiography.”  You might extend your exercise, or use a piece from the Short Takes readings as a model or inspiration.  Perhaps create an essay about one memory or moment that feels sacred to you—even if others may differ in their definition of sacred.  Include a brief (one paragraph) author’s memo describing the process of composing this piece, the difficulties or joys you encountered, and your sense of what the draft does and does not achieve.  Include these in your submitted assignment.
ASSIGNMENT FOUR
Writing History / Writing the Arts
OVERVIEW

This assignment asks you to stretch beyond writing the private self, and to consider the larger and more public sphere of history in which we all exist.  Here you are also invited to consider some of the strategies for using the arts as a “way in” for generating a personal essay. 
SEQUENCE

1. From Tell it Slant, read “Gathering the Threads of History” (47), and from Short Takes, read the following:

from Mexico’s Children (41)

“Tenino” (44)

“What Sacagawea Means to Me” (133)

“The War at Home” (160)

“Capital Realism” (219)
“The Spinners” (292)

Draft an essay (350-1,000 words) that strives to connect your personal or familial history with the larger historical stage.   You might take one of the readings above as your inspiration or model, or use the “Try It” prompts from Tell It Slant to discover an angle.  Include a brief (one paragraph) author’s memo describing the process of composing this piece, the difficulties or joys you encountered, and your sense of what the draft does and does not achieve.  Include these in your submitted assignment.
2. From Tell it Slant, read “Writing the Arts” (53), and from Short Takes, read the following:

“Clean Slate” (305)

from A Postcard Memoir: “Six Postcards” (75)

Lawrence Sutin wrote a memoir, a whole book, in small vignettes (these are six of them), each composed in response to an antique postcard from his collection.  Each small self-contained essay is about Sutin’s own life, but each postcard is simply an image he liked and purchased.  In his book, each postcard is printed alongside the small essay it prompted.  Each essay is roughly brief enough to be printed on the back of a postcard.  This technique of creating small essays in response to images is a study in compression, concision, brevity, and focus.  In “Clean Slate” you can see Joanna McNaney doing something similar—except in her case she is using a family photo as a prompt.

Choose either a family photo or an image that sparks some memory, some response to your own or your family’s history, even though the image itself may have nothing to do with your family.  You can browse for images at   
http://www.metmuseum.org/works_of_art/collection_database/ .

Write an essay of 100-1,000 words.  Create an author’s memo describing the process of composing this piece, the difficulties or joys you encountered, and your sense of what the draft does and does not achieve.  Include all three (image, essay, memo) in your submitted assignment.
3. Compose a paragraph about which two of the essays assigned to read in this entire assignment you found to be the most pleasurable or delightful, and why, and which two essays you found to be the most instructive (“instructive” in the sense that they helped you better understand what a personal essay can do, or how it can do it), and why.  Include this in your submitted assignment.
ASSIGNMENT FIVE
The Lyric Essay
OVERVIEW

This assignment asks that you enter the experimental terrain of the “lyric essay” and its sub-genre, the “hermit crab” essay.  Some students will feel provoked and uncomfortable with the shapes of these essays—other s will feel like they have finally come home to a kind of expression that feels natural or exciting.  Approach this assignment as an opportunity to play, to “try on” and to see what happens when you frame your life in unexpected ways.

SEQUENCE

1. From Tell it Slant, read “The Lyric Essay” (105), and from Short Takes, read the following:

“Planet Unflinching” (91)

“Undercurrent” (107)

“A Second Time” (110)

“Standard Time” (152)

“The Unknown Soldier” (274)

“Some Cloths” (359)
The territory of the lyric essay is "the life beneath this life"—the flowing stream of consciousness, fantasy, imagery, and emotion that we know in an elemental or mythological sort of way, not in a logical way.  How to express that layer of self in words?  In the examples above, notice the way these writers use sounds, repetitions, associations, gaps, silences, fragments, and juxtapositions to create word collages.  Their essays are more about states of mind, moods, and questions than about ideas, stories, or answers.
Draft a short (250-1,000 words) lyric essay:  a collage-shaped essay dominated by attention to the sounds and rhythms of words as it seeks to articulate a state of mind. Include a brief (one paragraph) author’s memo describing the process of composing this piece, the difficulties or joys you encountered, and your sense of what the draft does and does not achieve.  Do you have specific questions for Nancy to answer in giving you feedback on this piece?  Include these in your submitted assignment.
2. From Short Takes, read the following “hermit crab” essays:

“Disclaimer” (173)

“Contributor’s Note” (176)

“Son of Mr. Green Jeans: An Essay on Fatherhood, Alphabetically Arranged” (283)

“The Ghetto Girls’ Guide to Dating and Romance” (295)

As our textbook outlines, the “hermit crab” borrows its shape from another kind of writing or expression—it doesn’t look like a traditional essay.  Pick one of the shapes listed below to use as a “container” for a short (250-1,000 words) “hermit crab” personal essay . . . or think of your own borrowed container for this project.  It’s fine to use a repeated shape, such as a series of text messages.
· a personal ad

· a horoscope

· a field guide

· a test or quiz

· a resume, application, or job posting

· a recipe

· a course syllabus

· a mathematical proof

· a manual

· a consumer bulletin
· a movie, book, or restaurant review

· an obituary

Write a brief (one paragraph) author’s memo describing the process of composing this piece, the difficulties or joys you encountered, and your sense of what the draft does and does not achieve.  Do you have specific questions for Nancy to answer in giving you feedback on this piece?  Include the essay and memo in your submitted assignment.
3. Compose a paragraph about which two of the essays assigned in this assignment you found to be the most pleasurable or delightful to read, and why, and which two essays you found to be the most instructive (“instructive” in the sense that they helped you better understand what a personal essay can do, or how it can do it), and why.  Include this in your submitted assignment.
ASSIGNMENT SIX
The Object Essay / Pedagogy Exercise
OVERVIEW
This assignment invites you to try one last shape or form of essay:  an essay organized around any object you select.  The assignment also asks you to engage in one pedagogical (having to do with the theme of teaching) exercise, reflecting on ways this genre can be taught to others.
SEQUENCE

1. From Short Takes, read the following:

“September” (81)

“January” (112)

“Moon Snail” (196)

“Getting Rid of the Gun” (314)

“Bullet in My Neck” (318)

Notice the different ways that each author has selected an object as an organizing principle for a personal essay, using it as a kind of “touchstone.”  Compose a short (250-750 words) personal essay shaped by reflections on an object from your own life.  This essay can be a narrative (“story”), a collage, a lyric, a hermit crab—any shape appealing to you.  The essay need not be “about” the object you select; it may simply use that object as an approach or a tool to take you into your real topic.
Include a brief (one paragraph) author’s memo describing the process of composing this piece, the difficulties or joys you encountered, and your sense of what the draft does and does not achieve.  Do you have specific questions for Nancy to answer in giving you feedback on this piece?  Include the essay and memo in your submitted assignment.
2. Select from exercise (A) or exercise (B), described below.
(A)   Flip and skim through the essays in Short Takes that were not assigned in this class.  Settle in and read several that most appeal to you or surprise you.  Select  one essay that you feel would be most useful for students to read in English 354.  

Compose a short (250-750) analytical essay outlining why you feel this essay would beneficial for students as an example text:  in what precise ways is this essay instructional?  What does it show a developing creative writer, and how does it do that?  It will be useful to quote the essay and provide examples.  Include this short analytical essay in your submitted assignment.
(B) If you are taking English 354 for credit toward an Education degree, or as you work toward teacher certification, think about the ways you could engage your future students with the genre of creative nonfiction—or ways you could use creative nonfiction in the successful teaching of other material.
Create a detailed lesson plan (including clearly defined outcomes) for using elements of creative nonfiction or the personal essay in a class you imagine yourself teaching.  Include this work in your submitted assignment.
ASSIGNMENT SEVEN
Portfolio Draft
OVERVIEW

In this assignment you are fully engaged with selecting, revising, and editing what you consider to be your best or most promising writing from English 354.  In this sequence you are lead through the stages of preparing and presenting an eight- to ten-page (2,000-2,500 word) draft of your portfolio.  There are no longer word/page requirements for individual essays, just a length requirement for the creative writing in the portfolio as a whole.  Your portfolio can be comprised of one, two, three or more individual essays.
Before beginning, it is useful to understand the distinctions between the following terms used to describe the general act of revising:
Revisioning is the process of stepping out of your role as writer and re-seeing your draft through the eyes of readers.  Here you assess your essay in terms of its success as a whole, as a unified work of art.  What’s missing?  What’s redundant?  What else is possible—and how to do it?  Is there another angle better taken?  A different structure or tone necessary?  Have you realized that another, different truth is what you really mean to communicate?  Do you need a new lead, a different kind of conclusion, a new shape for the whole thing?  Sometimes revisioning is as dramatic as opening a new, blank document and starting fresh, free from the constraint of the rough draft.  Many professional writers feel that revisioning is more exhilarating and pleasurable than drafting, because this is where the most creativity and discovery happens in the writing process.  This is often where a writer finds “the meaning” of their essay, and makes changes to help every paragraph contribute to that newly discovered meaning.  If your draft doesn’t surprise you during revision, you probably are not revising, and are just editing.
Editing refers to bettering the precision of the arrangement or structure of the essay, adding more detail and needed transitions, strengthening word choice and word order, deleting extra passages and words, checking for grammar and punctuation to clarify the sense of every single sentence, and enhancing the beauty in the cadence and sounds of your language.  Here, line by line, you work to make your expression say exactly what you mean to say, and as well as possible.
Polishing is making certain there are no grammar, spelling, or punctuation errors to trip the reader; that the formatting and spacing are consistent throughout; that nothing superficial detracts from the experience the reader will have.  When you polish writing, you are not actually reading it for content at all—it is not possible to pay close enough attention to the little formal details when you are also thinking about what you mean to say.  If you are considering the topic of your essay as you polish, you have slipped back into editing.  This is recursive, and normal—nobody does all the revising, then all the editing, then all the polishing.  We move back and forth between these steps as we recognize new possibilities for the essay. 
SEQUENCE

1. Select your portfolio pieces.  Look back through all your creative essays for this class and select the projects that are most important to you, that you are most interested in continuing to work with, that you think will hold the most interest for a reading audience.  Then choose the pieces you will revise.  They need to add up to eight to ten pages (2,000-2,500 words) of double-spaced writing, in total.  Save a copy of this document in draft form, just as it is now, so that you can always come back to it as a reference point later.  Include this document, stapled together and titled “rough portfolio,” in the work you submit for this assignment.
2. Make a second copy and re-name the document created in step 1: this is the draft you will work on revising.  Feel free to save and re-name it several times during the process of revision, so that you have saved stages of your work and can “go back” if you want to un-do changes that don’t work.  You are more likely to take bigger and more productive risks if you create this safety net.

3. Revision your portfolio draft.  Look at each essay as a whole and as a work of literary art by imagining reading it through the eyes of a reader.  Pay particular attention to possibilities for improving the structure or shape of your essays, for decreasing exposition and increasing scenes, for discovering what you NOW understand that essay is about (we often don’t know what it’s really about when we draft it).  Look at the definition of “revisioning” on the previous page and apply these strategies to your work.  Know that it can take days, not just hours, to revision—this is normal.  You might elect to revision one essay, then move ahead into editing it, then begin to revision a second essay—that’s fine.

4. Edit your portfolio draft, using the description/definition on the previous page.  Here you are going through the whole essay, sentence by sentence, making the language as clear, fresh, original, and beautiful or appropriate as possible.  You are likely to not just sharpen what you mean to say—but to discover what you mean to say at this stage.  You may find these discoveries cause you to go back to the “revision” stage and re-work the whole piece.  This, too, is a normal and good part of revision; it is a sign your work is maturing and deepening as you move through the writing process.  If you are only cleaning up errors at this stage, you are not really editing—you’re proofreading.  Here is a checklist of some common editing considerations:
· cut everything unnecessary; cut all the padding

· add details that help you “show” instead of “telling”

· hunt out and eliminate clichés

· look for vague words and phrases; replace them with something original and concrete

· tighten leads and conclusions

· create opportunities to use images instead of ideas, and to extend images into metaphors

If you are lucky enough to have a trusted friend, roommate, or family member interested in helping you with your work, let them read your draft and highlight or underline all the places that seem vague or underdeveloped.  Let them show you their experience as a reader, and then use this information to improve your drafts.

5. Submit the revisioned and edited portfolio as one document, 2,500 to 3,000 total words, stapled together and labeled “revised.”  Include the total word count on the top of the first page.  Be sure to title each essay within the portfolio.
6. Create a separate document that includes [A] a short reflection on the question cluster posed below and [B] an author’s memo for each titled essay in the portfolio, describing the process of revisioning and editing this piece and your sense of what the draft does and does not achieve in its new form.  Do you have specific questions for Nancy to answer in giving you feedback?  Include this document in your assignment.
Question Cluster (Part A):  The “I” of an essay is never exactly our whole or “real” self:  to some extent our writing “I” in an essay is invented for each task at hand.  What do you know or observe now about your “I”-on-the-page?  Is it the same “I” for each piece you write, or do you have different selves in different writing contexts?  What do you admire about this self who speaks in essay form?  What else would you like to manage or accomplish with your “I” voice in creative nonfiction?  Is this possible in revisions for your portfolio—or perhaps to be attempted in the more distant future?

ASSIGNMENT EIGHT
Revised Portfolio
OVERVIEW

The purpose of this assignment is to allow you to revise further in response to my feedback on your portfolio draft and after you have had some time “away” from your initial stages of revisioning and editing.  It invites you to engage more explicitly with the “polishing” stage.  This sequence concludes with the composition of a final author’s memo.
SEQUENCE
1. Read Nancy’s feedback on lesson seven carefully.  Consider whether you want to engage with further “revisioning” or move ahead to final editing.

2. In your final stages of editing your pieces, read each essay aloud and listen to where you trip:  these are places to edit for language.  Is every single sentence contributing to the meaning and beauty of the essay?

3. As you transition into polishing your essays, you may want to review some of the most common errors in punctuation and grammar by using the following website:

http://www.indiana.edu/~wts/pamphlets/proofing_grammar.shtml .
You can also use any English Language Handbook, and can make use of WWU’s Writing Center (360-650-3219) in person or online.  In online conferences, writers submit their drafts via a web form and receive responses in the form of e-mails from writing assistants.  For more information, visit the Writing Center website at: http://www.acadweb.wwu.edu/writingcenter/ .
4. Polish each essay in your portfolio, making certain that no grammar, spelling, or punctuation errors trip the reader; that the formatting and spacing are consistent throughout; that nothing superficial detracts from the experience the reader will have.  Remember that when you polish writing, you are not actually reading it for content at all—it is not possible to pay close enough attention to the little formal details when you are also thinking about what you mean to say.  If you are thinking about the topic of your essay as you polish, you have slipped back into editing.  This is recursive and normal—  we move back and forth between these steps as we recognize new possibilities for the essay.  If you get called into editing, keep working on the draft until you can polish it completely without distraction into editing or revisioning.  Submit your revised portfolio, stapled together as one document.
5. Create a final author’s memo describing your process of completing the portfolio, the difficulties and joys you encountered along the way, and your sense of what the portfolio does and does not achieve.  Submit the memo.  Congratulations! (
If you decide you might like to submit your creative writing to a literary journal, and would like more information about various journals and their submission guidelines, I find the following website very interesting and useful:  http://newpages.com .  Click on “literary journals in print and online” for an excellent list and links.  You can find other relevant information about publishing on this web page too.
Best wishes in all your future writing projects!


