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Creative Nonfiction and the Art of the Essay 

 

At first glance, “creative nonfiction” almost seems like an oxymoron, or a paradox, at any rate.  

 

Actually, the genre of creative nonfiction does complicate the boundaries of what we normally think of as 

imaginative writing (e.g., fantasy novels, contemporary short fiction, romance, most “Literature”) and writing 

about real people, places, things, and events (e.g., journalism or documentary writing). In fact, it combines 

elements of both fiction and nonfiction in a sometimes highly-self conscious fashion, which is certainly part of 

creative nonfiction’s appeal.   

   

So, while it’s fair to say that creative nonfiction is rooted in “reality” or things that have actually happened,  it also 

plays fast-and-loose with what we might think of as “truth” and gleefully incorporates figures of speech, rich 

imagery, and other stylistic elements that we might normally associate with literary texts.     

 

This course will be equal parts (1) writing workshop, (2) overview of both classical and contemporary examples of 

creative nonfiction, and (3) extended course on the nonfiction essay. Students will read some of the finest examples 

of creative nonfiction writing available; read, internalize, and imitate these models; practice the kind of discipline a 

good writing habit demands; and have their work read, critiqued, and interpreted by a small group of smart, 

sophisticated readers.  

 

By the end of the semester, you will be able to                And here’s how you’ll learn these skills  

 
▪ Identify and discuss primary elements of the 

genre of creative nonfiction;  

▪ Course readings, class discussions, workshops, 

WDs, etc. 

                                                 
1 I actively encourage all of my students to visit me during office hours as often as they like. I look forward to meeting each of 

you and talking about your drafts, portfolios, and your performance in the course—whether in person or online. My office is 

located on the second floor of the front side of the Main Building (KO). As you walk in the front doors (the main entrance), take 

a hard right and ascend the stairs. At the top of the stairs, simply turn right and walk halfway down the corridor. My office is in 

the Humanities and Social Sciences Main Office in the middle of the hall on the left—KO 210-B. 

ENG-W 311: Writing Creative Nonfiction 

TR 11:30am to 12:45pm in KE 208  

Spring 2015 

paulcook@iuk.edu 

803/479.6597 

Dr. Paul Cook 

KO 210-B  

Office Hours: 

TR 1:30 to 3:30pm and (virtually) anytime  

by appointment or via technology.1 



-2- 

 

▪ Deploy rhetorical, grammatical, and stylistic 
principles relevant to the writing process and 

creative nonfiction; 

▪ Workshops, WDs,  

▪ Participate in a community of writers and 

share your works-in-progress in a small workshop 

environment.   

▪ Workshops, WDs. 

▪ write clear and effective nonfiction prose; ▪ WDs, Workshops, course readings. 

▪ see and imitate the ways in which 

professional writers, critics, and commentators 

make sense of (and report on) the cultures, 

discourses, and world(s) they inhabit;    

▪ Course readings, reading habit/writing habit. 

▪ Read and analyze long, complex works of 

creative nonfiction;  

▪ Course readings, reading habit/writing habit. 

▪ Understand and speak (and write) 

intelligently about the history and the development 

of creative nonfiction as a genre. 

▪ Workshop discussions; Portfolio project. 

 

To successfully complete this course, you must… 

   

Show up to class well-prepared and ready to learn. We will have important class discussions, in-class writing 

exercises and activities, impromptu workshops, etc. every time we meet, and these activities are pivotal to your 

success in this course. Don’t miss class.   

 

Be willing (and able) to read actively and thoroughly. Just "getting through" the assigned readings will not 

ensure your success in this course. You must "read actively" (more on this later) to be able to understand what 

you have read.  

 

Be willing (and able) to plan, draft (write), and revise. This is a writing studio/workshop, so you will be 

expected to write several short essays and reading responses.  

 

Be willing (and able) to spend several hours’ worth of time and energy on your partners’ drafts and projects,  

 

Be willing (and able) to actively participate during writers’ workshops and give specific suggestions on your 

partners’ drafts and projects.   

Textbooks & Required Materials 
To successfully begin and complete this course, you need to purchase the following books (preferably hard 

copies, no e-texts or Kindles): 

 

Agee, James. Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. [ISBN: 978-0618127498] 

 

Capote, Truman. In Cold Blood. [ISBN: 0-679-74558-0] 

 

Heat-Moon, William Least. Blue Highways: A Journey into America. [ISBN: 978-0-316-35329] 

 

Thompson, Hunter S. Hell’s Angels: A Strange and Terrible Saga. [ISBN: 978-0-345-41008-5] 

 

I will post required readings and handouts to Canvas; these readings typically will be in .pdf format. I encourage 

you to print out these readings. You should get into the habit of “reading actively” when it comes to all of our 
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course readings. That is, you should learn to read with a pencil or pen in hand so that you can engage with the 

text—underline and circle passages, write comments, observations, and questions in the margins, and jot down 

ideas as they come to you.   

 

You will also need… 

*to set up your IU Box account so you can save readings, research, and drafts of your work in safe, secure cloud 

storage. If you’ve never used IU Box before, simply click on the hyperlink in the previous sentence (hold down 

the Ctrl key and click with your mouse) and log in to your IU Box account with your IUK username and 

passphrase. This will take you right to your IU Box account. From there, it’s fairly self-explanatory: you can 

create new folders and upload files just as in Windows or MS Word.   

** a sturdy notebook, lots of paper, good pens and pencils, and access to a reliable computer. Also, I assume that 

you will have a basic working knowledge of (and access to) Canvas, MS Word, PowerPoint, e-mail, and Adobe 

Reader. For a detailed user’s guide to Canvas, go to  https://kb.iu.edu/d/bcll.  

 

***access to the Oxford English Dictionary. Luckily, the OED is available for all IU Kokomo students through 

our library. Simply go to the “Databases A to Z” link and click on the letter “O.” 

Assignments & Grading 
 
1.  ICWs (in-class writing), ICA (in-class activities), Canvas discussions, RQs (reading quizzes), and 

homework exercises (20%) In most every class, you will be asked to do a freewrite, or respond to a 

prompt, write a brief summary of a theory reading, or maybe even take a short, five-item reading quiz. 

(Some of our RQs will be completed in Canvas, too.) Since we will have so many of these types of 

informal assignments—most of which will be graded on an “all or nothing” (i.e., 100 or “zero”)-scale—

these points cannot be made up if you are absent from class. The highest grade a late homework 

assignment can receive is a 7 (out of 10). At the end of the semester, I will drop your lowest grade in this 

category, including a grade of “zero.” 

 

2.  Workshop Drafts (15%) You will receive between 0-5 points on each workshop draft (we will have a 

total of three workshop drafts: WD#1, WD#2, and WD#3.). If you do not turn in a draft, you will get a 

zero. If you submit a draft late, the highest score it can receive is a 3 (out of 5). Your workshop drafts 

should be at least 4 pages long, in 12-point, Times New Roman font, double-spaced, and proofread. At 

the top of each draft, on the left hand side of the page, you should list, in double-spaced format along with 

the rest of the draft, the following information: your full name, the essay # (WP#1, etc.), the due date for 

the draft, and the course (ENG-W 311). Finally, be sure to give each draft a title, even it’s just a working 

title. Citing sources in creative nonfiction essays is a-okay, just remember to use proper MLA formatting 

and citation guidelines. For more information on MLA guidelines, see the Files tab and the “Online 

Resources” page in the Pages tab in Canvas.     

 

3. Workshops (20%) Your essay drafts will be critiqued, discussed, and picked-apart (kindly!) by me 

and by your fellow writers in workshops throughout the semester (see item #3 above). As a reader, you 

will be asked to give a written response to each of your classmates’ drafts and to participate in the 

subsequent class workshop discussion of each. Before the WD#1 workshop drafts are due, I will provide 

handouts on workshop etiquette, on how to mark-up and respond to papers using the many Review 

functions in MS Word, and on what to look for in each draft.  

     

4.  Reading habit/Writing habit (20%) Like athletes and performers, good writers need proper nutrition. 

Part of your development as a writer this semester entails that you get into a reading habit in order to 

support your writing habit. A habit is something that we do frequently, often with little thought or 

https://iu.box.com/login
https://kb.iu.edu/d/bcll
http://www.iuk.edu/academics/library/
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reflection, because it has become so engrained in how we operate, in how we function. It is—to take a 

few indulgences—part of the wavelength on which we exist.  

 

In practical terms, this means that each of you is going to get into the habit (today, right now!) of reading 

actively for 20-30 minutes/day, 4 to 5 times/week, each and every week until the end of April (or roughly 

1.5 to 2.5 hours/week of “unstructured” free-reading). Note that your reading habit readings do not 

include your required readings for the class, but instead will consist primarily of reading on the web. Why 

the web? First, believe it or not, the web is where some of the best nonfiction writing “happening” today 

lives; second, most of it is free, so, you know, the price is right.  

 

In even more practical terms, each of you is going to draw up a “plan,” of sorts, for your reading 

habit/writing habit. By the end of Week 2 (next week!) I want to see (e-mail or Canvas message is fine), a 

plan for where on the web you would like to concentrate your reading this semester and why. Here are 

some good sites to get you started: Nplusonemag.com, Jacobinmag.com, Grantland.com, Nytimes.com 

(not so much the news, but the magazine and the features), The New Yorker (print or web), Harper’s 

(print or web), Salon.com, etc. Or find your own! The point here is to get you reading and taking notes on 

what you’ve read—and to keep you doing this all semester (and even beyond).        

 

5. Portfolio (25%) By the end of the term, you will have written a collection of essays, workshop drafts, 

ICWs, brainstorms, and notes, including the work you’ve been doing all semester towards your reading 

habit. In short, you will have generated a sizeable stockpile of “raw materials” from which to draw for 

your Portfolio pieces.  

 

You will need to revise your choice of 1-4 pieces (including both longer essays and workshop drafts you 

want to expand) and submit them for your portfolio, which amounts to a minimum of 15 pages of revised 

work. In addition, you will need to write an introduction or a “Foreword” to your collection.  I will give 

you a handout around midterm with more specific details on how you might want to do this.  

Readings 
The weekly reading assignments in this course will be challenging and (occasionally) quite long. We will be 

reading texts ranging from long creative novels to contemporary micro-fiction and theories about writing to 

popular bestsellers, news and magazine articles, web stories, and pretty much everything else in between. These 

readings are fun and exciting, but they will require you to practice a mode of patient, careful, attentive reading to 

which you may not yet be accustomed.  

 

For instance, when you come across a word you don’t understand, you must look it up in an online dictionary (the 

Oxford English Dictionary is best and free for IU students through http://www.iuk.edu/academics/library/); when 

you find a concept or reference with which you’re unfamiliar, look it up on Wikipedia and read the entry until the 

passage you’re wrestling with starts to make sense. Mark any and all passages in your books that you would like 
to discuss in class, that you think are particularly noteworthy, or that don’t make sense to you. We will discuss 

these passages in class. In short, you will need to read closely, carefully, and slowly.  

 

You should expect to read—in the manner I’ve just briefly described—between 75 to 100 pages each week. And 

a few times during the semester the reading load will be heavier. Please get into a weekly if not daily reading 

habit that works for you and stick to it. Also, make sure that your personal work and family schedule this semester 

will allow for this kind of sustained, attentive reading. This will be key to your success and learning in this course. 

If ever you have any questions or concerns about our readings or the reading load, please don’t hesitate to let me 

know.  

http://www.iuk.edu/academics/library/
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Attendance and Participation 
While there will be some lecture in this course, this is definitely not a lecture-only course. Ongoing, stimulating 

class discussions and in-class group activities are vital to the success of this course and to your overall learning 

experience. In short, it’s important that you come to class regularly, complete all assigned readings each week, 

take time to reflect on what you’ve read (and then go back and re-read), take careful notes on the readings (in your 

notebook and textbook), ask questions, and participate actively and enthusiastically in class discussions and in-

class exercises.  

   

When you miss class, you miss important information, and classmates miss your input and ideas. If you are 

absent, you are responsible for finding out what we covered in class and for submitting in advance any 

assignments due on that day. I reserve the right to change the course schedule at any time, and it is your 

responsibility to stay on top of these changes. If ever you do miss class, you should use the “Questions about the 

Course” Discussion in the “Discussions” tab in Canvas to find out what you missed. See “Getting in touch with 

me...and each other” below for more information.  

 

Your course grade will drop by one letter grade (10%) if you miss more than 10% of our classes (or 4 class 

periods); you will fail the course if you miss 20% of our classes (6 class periods). If a bone fide (i.e., “authentic”) 

emergency forces you to miss several class periods, please contact me as soon as possible so we can discuss your 

options. Documentation will be required.   

Phones, Food, and other (necessary) distractions 
Please be courteous with your smart phones and other mobile devices. Opportunities to unplug from the matrix 

are increasingly rare; let’s use our time together for writing, discussion, reflection, and exploration (not Candy 

Crush Saga and idle Facebook stalking).   

 

Also, while I don’t really have a problem with most types of food (I love food, actually), let’s try to remember 

that this is a classroom, not the back room at Uncle Buddy’s Family Feedbag. Coffee, sodas, and water are fine 

(coffee is encouraged); please try to keep foodstuffs to something manageable, not-too noisy, and non-odorous 

(granola bars, fruits and veggies, snacks, etc.)   

Late Assignments 
Late work will not be accepted under most circumstances. (If you miss a quiz or ICW due to absence, for 

example, you will receive a zero.) If a bona fide emergency forces you to miss class, please let me know as soon 

as is reasonable so that we can discuss your options.  

Inclement Weather and Instructor Illness 
As we all know, the weather in Indiana in the spring semester can be nothing short of brutal. Luckily, I live in 

Kokomo, and I don’t often get truly sick; anything can happen, however, so my pledge to you is that if ever I do 

find it necessary to cancel class for any reason, I will send a Canvas announcement either the night before or the 

morning of the cancellation. Here’s a good idea for each of you: go into the “Settings” tab in Canvas (top right 

when you first log in), click on the “Notifications” tab, and then set your preferences to receive Canvas messages 

and announcements directly to your mobile phone. Let me know if you need help setting this up.  

Getting in touch with me…and each other 
You will have several avenues of communication for this course:     
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▪ If you have general questions about the course (assignments, due dates, course policies, etc.), 

please post your questions on the “Questions about the Course” Discussion in the “Discussions” 

tab. I will check this Discussion regularly (usually twice a day from Monday through Friday and 

at least once on the weekend) and answer any questions you may have. If you have a question 

that concerns the entire class, please use this space. 

▪ “The Coffee House Lounge” site in the Discussions tab will be an informal space for you to 

meet your fellow students and get to know one another over the course of the semester. This is a 

social gathering place. I will not monitor this site on a regular basis unless students express 

concern to me about the content being posted. 

▪ If you have questions of an individual or personal nature that you do not wish to share with the 

rest of the class, you can contact me by sending a message through the message center in Canvas 

(in the “Messages” tab). This is the best way to get in touch with me. You are also always 

welcome to visit me in my office (during and outside of office hours), call me in my office during 

office hours (765/455.9229), or call me at home on my cell (803/479.6597) before 8:00pm on 

weekdays. I want to discuss the class and your work with you, and utilizing office hours is an 

excellent way for us to address any concerns you might have about the class, your progress or 

performance, and/or any of your questions about the course material and your projects and 

interests. 

Technical Requirements and Student Disability Assistance 
This course requires that you have access to the IU Kokomo computer network, access to the Canvas course 

management system, and some basic familiarity with Canvas. The IU Kokomo Instructional Technology 

department (IT) provides guidelines for hardware and software for all students. This course requires primarily 

word processing (MS Word 2007, 2010, or 2013), printing capabilities, and access to Canvas. See 

http://iuware.indiana.edu for free downloads and discount prices on hardware and software exclusively for IU 

students.  

 

IU also offers students, faculty, and staff free access to Lynda.com tutorials on everything from MS Word 2013 to 

the latest version of Dreamweaver. To access Lynda.com, follow this link, scroll down and click on the 

Lynda.com link. This is a subscription service, so you must access Lynda.com through the IUK website. 

   

Students should contact the IU Kokomo Helpdesk with technical questions. The Helpdesk offers technical support 

to faculty, staff, and students for all IT-related requests. The Helpdesk provides assistance to users, as well as 

maintains a tracking system that places each user’s request into a queue. You can send an e-mail request to the 

Helpdesk at kohelp@iuk.edu or call 765/455.9315. Local phone and walk-up support at the Helpdesk in the 

Library is available Monday through Friday from 8:00am to 5:00pm. If you’re having any technical difficulties, 

please contact both me and the Helpdesk right away so we can get your problem solved. 

 

Students requiring accommodations for disabilities or special needs should contact the IUK Office of Disability 
Services and/or refer to this handout. If you have a documented disability on file with the IUK Office of 

Disability Services, it is imperative that you let me know as soon as possible so that we can discuss arrangements 

for your success in this course.  

Academic Honesty and Plagiarism 
“A student must not adopt or reproduce ideas, words, or statements of another person without an appropriate 

acknowledgement. A student must give due credit to the originality of others and acknowledge an indebtedness 

whenever he or she does any of the following: (a) quotes another person’s actual words, either oral or written; (b) 

paraphrases another person’s words, either oral or written; (c) uses another person’s idea, theory, or material 

http://iuware.indiana.edu/
http://www.iuk.edu/admin-services/it/training/how_to/index.shtml
mailto:kohelp@iuk.edu
http://www.iuk.edu/admin-services/disability-services/
http://www.iuk.edu/admin-services/disability-services/
http://www.iuk.edu/admin-services/disability-services/assets/pdfs/request%20for%20services%20and%20medical%20information%20packet.pdf
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unless information is common knowledge.”  Source: Indiana University Code of Student Ethics. (Note that 

“intent” is not a factor here.)   

 

“Double dipping,” or submitting a writing project for two or more courses (whether they’re IUK courses or not), 

constitutes plagiarism and will result in a grade of zero and possible disciplinary action. If you have an idea for a 

writing project from another class that you would like to further develop in this class, please consult with me. I’m 

more than willing to help you develop your ideas and plan writing projects that will do work for you, but simply 

submitting the same essay for multiple classes is not acceptable under any circumstances.  

 

Knowing the boundaries between acceptable and unacceptable uses of other’s work, texts, or ideas can be tricky 

sometimes, and we will spend some time in class discussing the boundaries of acceptable use, the nature of 

research, and when, where, and how to appropriately document source materials. 

Writing Center (Library KA 128) 
Don’t forget to utilize the Writing Center that your tuition dollars support! The IUK Writing Center is open 

Monday through Thursday, 9am to 7pm, Friday, 10am to 2pm, and Saturday, 12:30 to 4:30pm. Remember, many 

of IUK`s very best students understand that seeking out a response to their writing is a necessary part of the 

learning/writing process. Stop by or call for a 30-minute appointment: 765/455.9425, Option #1. 

 

You can now instant message the tutors your quick questions (grammar, citing, etc.) using campus contacts. Visit 

our website at http://www.iuk.edu/writing-center where you can 

 

▪ Ask a more detailed question online by using Ask a Tutor email option; 

▪ See a list of Grammar Girl podcasts on hundreds of usage and other English language concerns; 

▪ Discover which helpful documents and other sources are available at the Center; 

▪ Find out when your favorite tutor is scheduled to work. 

Federal Sexual Misconduct Statement 
IU does not tolerate acts of sexual misconduct, including sexual harassment and all forms of sexual violence. If 

you have experienced sexual misconduct, or know someone who has, the University can help. It is important to 

know that federal regulations and University policy require faculty to promptly report complaints of potential 

sexual misconduct known to them to their campus Deputy Title IX Coordinator(s) to ensure that appropriate 

measures are taken and resources are made available. The University will work with you to protect your privacy 

by sharing information with only those that need to know to ensure the University can respond and assist.  If you 

are seeking help and would like to speak to someone confidentially, you can make an appointment with a Mental 

Health Counselor on campus (contact information available 

at http://stopsexualviolence.iu.edu/employee/confidential.html (Links to an external site.)).  

 
Find more information about sexual violence, including campus and community resources 

at http://stopsexualviolence.iu.edu/ (Links to an external site.). 

  

 

 

 

 

https://www.exchange.iu.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=pGeo98jGM0aOH6DUp1L44Hxsr4bMAtIIK3urNTEelbVETKZ4g3z5nH1jJ1jSlU4JJbIK13FQi_M.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fstopsexualviolence.iu.edu%2femployee%2fconfidential.html
https://www.exchange.iu.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=pGeo98jGM0aOH6DUp1L44Hxsr4bMAtIIK3urNTEelbVETKZ4g3z5nH1jJ1jSlU4JJbIK13FQi_M.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fstopsexualviolence.iu.edu%2f
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Course Schedule (Spring 2015) 
 

I reserve the right to alter reading assignments and due dates depending on the pace at which we’re moving and 

other considerations. I will always give advance notice of any changes to the course schedule through a Canvas 

announcement and, wherever possible, during class meetings. Readings are “due” on the class meetings next to 

which they are listed (e.g., the reading for Tuesday, 1/20 is pp. 3-155 in Capote, In Cold Blood.)    
 

T, 1/13: Course introductions, ice-breakers, etc.  

 In-class activity: “What is creative nonfiction?” 

 

R, 1/15: Course syllabus overview: expectations, assignments, due dates, policies & procedures, WPs.  

Purchase textbooks  

 

T, 1/20: Capote, pp. 3-155 (Parts I and II) 

   

R, 1/22: Canvas reading(s), TBA; WD#1 assigned 

T, 1/27: Capote, pp. 159-292 (Part III and the beginning of IV) 
 

R, 1/29: Capote, pp. 292-343 (Part IV to the end) 

 

T, 2/03: Capote discussion (cont.), possible in-class drafting workshop and possible Reading habit/Writing habit 

 “share day” 

 

*R, 2/05: WD#1 due (workshop drafts) 

 

*T, 2/10: Workshop #1 (__________) 

 

*R, 2/12: Workshop #1 (__________) 

  
T, 2/17: Thompson, pp. 3-98 and Reading habit/Writing habit “share day” 

 

R, 2/19: Thompson discussion (cont.); Canvas reading(s), TBA  

 

T, 2/24: Thompson, pp. 101-206  

  

R, 2/26: Thompson, pp. 209-73 

  

T, 3/03: Thompson discussion (cont.) and Reading habit/Writing habit “share day” 

  

*R, 3/05: WD#2 due (workshop drafts) 

 

*T, 3/10: Workshop #2 (__________) 

 

*R, 3/12: Workshop #2 (__________) 

 

**T, 3/17: no class (Spring Break!) 

 

**R, 3/19: no class (Spring Break!) 

 

T, 3/24: Heat-Moon, pp. 3-168  
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R, 3/26:  Heat-Moon, pp. 171-246 and Reading habit/Writing habit “share day” 

 

T, 3/31: Heat-Moon, pp. 249-340 

 

R, 4/02: Heat-Moon, pp. 343-411 

 

T, 4/07: Agee, pp. TBA (excerpts) and Reading habit/Writing habit “share day” 

 

*R, 4/09: WD#3 due (workshop drafts) and Agee, pp. TBA (excerpts) 

 

*T, 4/14: Workshop #3 (entire class)  

 

*R, 4/16: Workshop #3 (entire class) 

 

*T, 4/21: Workshop #3 (entire class) 

 

*R, 4/23: Workshop #3 (entire class)  

 

T, 4/28: In-class drafting day and final Reading habit/Writing habit “share day” 

 

*R, 4/30: Last day of class: course review, course evaluations, etc. 

 

***There is no final exam in this course, so we will not be meeting during our scheduled final exam period. 

However, please remember that completed Portfolios are due in Canvas before 11:30pm EDT on Monday, 

5/04.  
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