
 

English 391 / Creative Nonfiction 

Fall 2010 

“Creative Nonfiction in Digital Space” 
 

 

“It’s the will to be accurate that will take you  

outside yourself and enlarge your work. It’s 

the will to be accurate that will bring you face-to-face 

with surprises, wonder, beauty.” 

 

—D.W. Fenza 

 

 

Instructor: Margaret Price 

 

Email: price.spelman@gmail.com 

 

Phone: (404) 270-5579 

 

Office location: 308 Cosby 

 

Best way to contact: Use my gmail. Your message should have an informative subject line 

 (“Hi Dr. Price” or “Question” is not informative). 

 

Office hours: Tuesday 2:30-4 p.m.; Thursday 11-12:30 p.m. 

 

Catalogue Description 

 

An advanced workshop course in writing creative nonfiction, emphasizing innovations of 

structure, language, and style. This course combines reading and analysis of creative nonfiction 

with a workshop of students’ writing. 

 

Prerequisites and Satisfactions 

 

Requires Introduction to Creative Writing (ENG 290), or the permission of the instructor. 

Creative Nonfiction is an elective course in the Writing Minor and does not count toward the 

English major course requirement. 

 

Course Rationale 

 

Creative nonfiction is often defined against other genres—particularly, as its name 

suggests, fiction. It is writing that purports to be truthful rather than imagined—although the 

ways that authors define “truth” varies greatly. The central genre of creative nonfiction is the 

essay, a form originated (arguably) by Michel de Montaigne in 1580. An “essay” can shift and 

expand to become critical, lyrical, meditative, exploratory, and/or whimsical. For the last ten 
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years or so, some of the best essays published have appeared in digital space, especially in online 

publications called web logs, or blogs. (Note: Blogs, as a genre, are also notorious for being 

likely to contain sloppy, boring, or otherwise poor writing. However, in this class, our mission is 

to read and produce writing of excellent quality, according to the criteria laid out on this 

syllabus.)  

The aim of this course is to engage you with the possibilities and paradoxes of creative 

nonfiction in order to sharpen your skills as a creative and critical writer, with a focus on 

“network literacy.” As defined by John Benson and Jessica Reyman, network literacy involves 

audience awareness, genre awareness, and social engagement. It “requires responsibilities that 

extend beyond knowing how to access information on the web … network literacy requires an 

understanding of the means of participating on the web by writing and connecting to the public 

sphere.” Over the course of the semester, we will investigate the debated definition of “creative 

nonfiction,” discuss possible forms that this genre may take, and explore its boundaries through 

our own work. During our workshops, and in supplementary discussions and activities, we’ll 

study elements of the nonfiction writer’s craft including description, voice, veracity 

(authenticity), audience awareness, style, design, and the ethical dilemmas inherent in writing 

creative nonfiction in both paper-based and digital media. When you complete this course, you 

should have a strong awareness not only of what it means to be a reader and writer of creative 

nonfiction, but also the complex responsibilities and opportunities that role offers in 21
st
-century 

media. 

 

Course Objectives 

 

On the basis of readings, workshops, and the completion of all writing assignments, at the end of 

the semester you should be able to do the following: 

 Identify and explicate key terms and concepts involved in analyzing creative nonfiction, 

including nonfiction published solely in digital arenas. Such terms include, but are not 

limited to, the following: concrete detail, voice, veracity (authenticity), audience, style, 

usability, accessibility, copyright, and fair use. 

 Identify and analyze the work of contemporary nonfiction writers with accurate 

application of the key terms above. 

 Analyze and critique the effects of particular elements of craft in your own and others’ 

creative-nonfiction prose.  

 Participate in substantive and respectful workshops whose main goals are analysis of 

creative nonfiction and the creation of a community of writers. 

 Apply feedback from workshops toward substantive revision of your own work. 

 Produce a minimum of 7,500 words (about 30 pages) of nonfiction writing (both paper-

based and digital) in works that apply relevant elements of craft. (For more specific detail 

on what criteria will be used in evaluating your writings, see the section titled 

“Grading”). 

 Develop greater insight into your own identity as a writer: what purposes you have in 

writing, what audiences you want to address, and how. 
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Attendance 

  

In order to maintain a creative and productive workshop, all members must demonstrate a 

serious commitment, sense of professionalism, and ethic of mutual respect. Therefore, your 

attendance, preparedness, and full participation in all workshops are required. Please be aware of 

these specific guidelines: 

 You may miss two classes without penalty. These “free” absences are intended to 

accommodate for unpredictable circumstances, such as illness, so try not to use them 

early in the semester. Being sick does not entitle you to extra “free” absences. Whether or 

not any additional absences will be excused must be discussed with me individually.  

 You will be considered absent if you are unprepared for class or miss a substantial 

portion (15 minutes or more) of any class meeting. 

 Missing a scheduled conference or workshop also counts as an absence. 

 Absences beyond the two “free” ones will pull down your final grade at the rate of one 

grade level for every additional absence. For example, a total of four absences (two 

“free” and two not) at the end of the semester would make a “B plus” into a “B minus.”  

 Tardiness affects your attendance record as well: every three tardies equals one absence. 

You are responsible for keeping track of your own attendance record, but you’re 

welcome to check your records with me any time.  

 If you will be absent from class for a full week or more, or need to discuss other issues 

regarding attendance, contact the office of the Dean of Students. 

 

Preparedness 

 

Because a workshop is an interdependent project, late work is not acceptable. Failing to provide 

your writings for distribution to the class, or to provide timely responses to peers’ work, 

demonstrates a lack of respect for your fellow writers and undermines our ethic of creative 

productivity. No take-home work can be printed out, read, or otherwise prepared during class. 

Late work will receive a grade of zero except in cases individually approved by me. 

 

Plagiarism and Academic Honesty 

 

At the heart of Spelman College’s mission is academic excellence, along with the development 

of intellectual, ethical, and leadership qualities. These goals can flourish only in an institutional 

environment where every member of the College affirms honesty, trust, and mutual respect. All 

members of the academic community of Spelman College are expected to understand and follow 

the basic standards of honesty and integrity, upholding a commitment to high ethical standards. 

Students are expected to read and abide by the Spelman College Code of Conduct (see the 

current Spelman College Student Handbook) and are expected to behave as mature and 

responsible members of the Spelman College academic community. Students are expected to 

follow ethical standards in their personal conduct and in their behavior towards other members of 

the community. They are expected to observe basic honesty in their work, words, ideas, and 

actions. Failure to do so is a violation of the Spelman College Academic Integrity Policy. 

Violators will be subject to the sanctions outlined in the Spelman College Bulletin. 
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A rhetorical note about plagiarism: All academic writers use ideas, words, and short passages 

from others in their own writing. Reference and citation are required parts of academic writing. 

Material from outside sources, whether quoted, paraphrased, summarized, or simply referred to, 

must always be accompanied by acknowledgement of the source. Failure to acknowledge the 

contributions of others’ words or ideas to your work is plagiarism. Understanding what 

plagiarism is and how attribution works can be complicated, so be sure to ask as many questions 

as you need to. I strongly encourage you to read the full Academic Integrity Policy 

(http://www.spelman.edu/academics/catalog/catalog2007/academicintegritypolicy.html) and 

come to me with any questions you may have. 

 

Work From Other Classes 

 

Within the category of “academic honesty” comes the issue of submitting any work which 

has/will be submitted to fulfill another academic requirement. This practice, identified in the 

College’s Academic Integrity Policy as “multiple submissions,” is a violation of academic 

honesty. However, I realize that—like most authors—you may find yourself returning to sources 

you’ve read previously, or topics that you’ve found compelling in the past. For example, you 

may wish to include a reading from another class in your research for an essay, or you may wish 

to re-visit a topic that you’ve already discussed in a current or previous class. If this is the case, 

you must discuss the situation with me before work on the project begins. Failure to do so will be 

considered a violation of academic honesty and subject to appropriate penalties. 

 

Accommodations, Disabilities, and Academic Support 

 

Spelman College is committed to ensuring the full participation of all students in its programs. If 

you have a documented disability (or think you may have a disability) and, as a result, need a 

reasonable accommodation to participate in this class, complete course requirements, or benefit 

from the College’s programs or services, contact the Office of Disability Services (ODS) as soon 

as possible. To receive any academic accommodation, you must be appropriately registered with 

ODS. The ODS works with students confidentially and does not disclose any disability-related 

information without their permission. The ODS serves as a clearinghouse on disability issues and 

works in partnership with faculty and all other student service offices. For further information 

about services for students with disabilities, please contact the ODS at (404) 270-5289 (voice), 

located in MacVicar Hall, Room 106. 

 

I assume that all of us learn in different ways, and that the organization of any course will 

accommodate each student differently. For example, you may prefer to process information by 

speaking and listening, so that some of the written handouts I provide may be difficult to absorb. 

Please talk to me as soon as you can about your individual learning needs and how this course 

can best accommodate them. If you do not have a documented disability, remember that other 

support services, including the Writing Center and the Learning Resources Center, are available 

to all students.  

 

http://www.spelman.edu/academics/catalog/catalog2007/academicintegritypolicy.html
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Required Texts and Materials 

 

 The Very Best Weblog Writing Ever: By Anyone Anywhere in the Whole Wide World.  

Ed. Sarah Hatter and Wendy Atterberry. Misc Books and Press, 2006. 

 A notebook in which to keep all paper materials from the course. Establish a system that 

allows you to pick out any piece of writing, or any handout, within a few seconds. 

 A new (i.e., not ancient and about to crash) flash drive to store images and other content. 

 A reliable, consistent email account. It’s fine with me if you use an account separate from 

your Spelman email; however, the email you use to log onto our class blog must be the 

same one at which I can always reach you. 

 

Overview of Assignments 

 

 Weekly readings, always due on Tuesday. 

 Eight short written pieces (about 400 words), each focused on a particular craft issue or 

topic. See course calendar for specific assignments. 

 Three longer written pieces. See course calendar for specific assignments. 

 An opinion essay about the relationship between creative nonfiction and blogging 

(minimum 1,250 words). 

 A formal proposal for your own blog (minimum 1,250 words). 

 A final portfolio, substantively revised (minimum 2,000 words). 

 Written feedback and online comments in response to your peers’ writing. 

 Three reflections on creative / community events in Atlanta (see “Fourth-Hour 

Justification,” below). Minimum 400 words each. 

 

Class Blog 

 

Much of the work that you complete this semester will be turned in via posts to our class blog 

(http://creativenonfictionfall2010.wordpress.com). This blog is also where you will access some 

of the course readings, and all course handouts. I will not be using WebCT for this class, so don’t 

look there (and certainly don’t email me there!) 

 

An important note on posting to our class blog: You role on this blog is “contributor,” which 

means that you cannot edit or delete your posts. Make sure each post is revised, perfected, and 

polished before you post it, just as you would with an on-paper assignment physically handed to 

me. I will grade each posted assignment exactly as it comes in. Later in the semester, when you 

create your own blog, your role will be “administrator,” meaning that you can (and should!) 

revise all content as you wish.  

 

Fourth Hour Justification: Reflections on Atlanta’s Creative Community 

 

For our course’s fourth-hour justification, you will make three site visits or attend three events 

(on three different dates) that are part of Atlanta’s writing / creative / scholarly community. I will 

hand out and email announcements of events as they come up; please bring in any 

announcements that you can share, as well. Events should include: 

http://creativenonfictionfall2010.wordpress.com/
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 One visit to an independent bookstore. For the purposes of this assignment, 

“independent” means it exists at one location only. Some local indies include Eagle Eye 

(www.eagleeyebooks.com), Charis (http://charis.booksense.com), Outwrite 

(http://www.outwritebooks.com), and A Cappella (http://www.acappellabooks.com). I go 

to these bookstores regularly, so let me know if you want a ride … perhaps we can 

organize a class trip. 

 One performance, such as a reading or spoken-word event. 

 One visual exhibit at a museum or gallery. If you haven’t been to the Spelman Museum 

of Art, I highly recommend it. 

After attending each event/site, write a reflection (minimum 400 words) detailing the event, what 

you experienced, what it made you think about, and how the event impacted you as a writer. 

Turn in reflections as you complete them by posting them to our class blog. Arrange your 

schedule mindfully so that you aren’t trying to cram in all three events at the end of the semester! 

 

Grading 

 

When responding to classmates’ writing, please use the following criteria. I will do the same 

when responding and assigning grades. These guidelines hold for all assignments, including 

short writes, longer writes, reflections, and responses. Note that when I use the word appropriate 

in this list, I mean “appropriate to the rhetorical situation (purpose, audience, and context).”  

 

An excellent piece of nonfiction writing must: 

 

 Establish a distinct narrative presence (usually, but not always, an “I”) that conveys a 

unique voice and point of view. 

 Communicate a clear purpose appropriate to the assignment and audience (whether that 

assignment be an argument, a reflection, a description, a proposal, or a list). 

 Meet all assignment guidelines. 

 Use concrete and relevant detail to establish elements such as sensory impressions, 

characters, and setting. When abstract ideas are discussed, use clear and compelling 

examples to clarify the ideas. 

 Use precise language to deepen descriptions and sharpen analyses. Avoid clichés, word 

packages and inappropriate registers (i.e., too formal or too informal). 

 Establish and adhere to an appropriate structure and style. Experimental structures and 

styles are welcome, but must conform to an identifiable system of internal logic and 

demonstrate awareness of audience. 

 Deliver in a professional style, with appropriate design, usability, and copy-editing. 

 Observe both legal and ethical guidelines for copyright and fair use appropriate to genre 

and medium. (Two notes about this criterion: First, the guidelines for appropriate 

attribution of sources are different for an on-paper essay and an online blog post. You 

must be familiar with both sets of guidelines, and use them carefully. Second, if 

attribution is seriously flawed, the entire assignment may receive a failing grade.) 

 

http://www.eagleeyebooks.com/
http://charis.booksense.com/
http://www.outwritebooks.com/
http://www.acappellabooks.com/
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All course requirements must be met in order to receive credit for this course. In addition, 

remember that overarching criteria such as attendance, punctuality, and preparedness will affect 

your final grade. The maximum number of points you can earn is 100. 

 

Point Allotments 

 

Short writes (4 points per short write) ...............................................................................32 

Opinion essay .....................................................................................................................12 

Proposal..............................................................................................................................12 

Final portfolio ....................................................................................................................18 

Fourth-hour justification project (4 points per reflection) .................................................12 

Professionalism as a class member (used to be called “participation”) ...............................8 

Reading quizzes (unannounced) ..........................................................................................6 

 

Letter Grade Equivalencies 

 

A ................................................................................................................................. 96-100 

A— ............................................................................................................................... 92-95 

B+ ................................................................................................................................. 88-91 

B ................................................................................................................................... 84-87 

B— ............................................................................................................................... 80-83 

C+ ................................................................................................................................. 76-79 

C ................................................................................................................................... 72-75 

C— ............................................................................................................................... 68-71 

D+ ................................................................................................................................ 64-67 

D ................................................................................................................................... 60-63 

F ..................................................................................................................................... 0-59 
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