

SYLLABUS for PERSONAL ESSAY, 77-235-04


fall 2007

Professor Cory Brown, Writing Department

Time & Place: 

My Office: Park 238, X4-1065    

Office Hours:          

I. COURSE DESCRIPTION:

This class will generally conduct itself as a seminar with all members appraising each other's writing in workshop fashion. Normally, the author remains as silent as possible while his or her work is being discussed, until the class is finished, at which time he or she we hope will respond, discuss his or her "intention," ask questions about passages we didn't discuss, respond to questions the class raised about the essay, etc. You should assume that any work you hand in to me may be read aloud in class or be duplicated for other students. I will be glad to consider exceptions to this rule for exceptionally personal material, but in most cases the writer is simply unaware of how common his or her plight is, and one of the main goals of beginning writers is precisely to realize that, with few exceptions, their personal experience so often represents a common experiences.

Our in-class activities will most likely fall into three categories:  

1) Workshopping your own writing, following your reading of it aloud. 

2) Discussing readings from our texts. These discussions are led by each of you, in teams of two, and the essay we discuss will chosen by your team.

3) Writing in class. Occasionally we’ll do some in-class writing exercises.

We will conduct workshopping of YOUR essays alphabetically. 

We will conduct STUDENT-LED discussions in reverse-alphabetical order.   

We will try to begin both of these procedures as soon as possible.

II. 
WRITING ASSIGNMENTS, ESSAYS:

1)  NUMBER AND LENGTH:  You will write a 3 page (typed double-spaced) exercise on a childhood memory (Toni Morrison exercise) and then five papers.

Paper 1:  Three to four double-spaced typed pages, on a childhood memory (an extension of the 1st exercise is optional), or a character sketch, with lots of physical description.

Papers 2-4:  Five to seven double-spaced, typed pages. The subject matter is open.

Paper 5:  Ten to fifteen double-spaced typed pages.  In the final grade assessment this paper will count as two papers.  For this final paper you may expand an earlier paper or combine previous papers; in fact, I encourage it--I see the entire course as a working toward the student discovering that one long, developed essay in them. I do expect a revision of the original material as well as, of course, a significant amount of new material.

2) TYPING: All papers must be typed and double-spaced (with the exception of the in-class essay of course).

3) GRADING: I will give each paper a check minus, check, check plus, or check plus plus (a truly exceptional piece of work). These marks do not directly correspond to a letter grade, partly because I use them to assess your papers relative to your previous work, and taken together they also do not add up to a final grade because I determine your final grade partly by a holistic assessment of your entire semester’s work; final grades are also partly determined by assessments relative to the rest of the class. That is, I won’t know precisely what your grade is until I do a holistic assessment of  your entire work and an assessment of that work relative to the class’s. 

However, having said that, I would add you can roughly gauge these “check” marks in relation to letter grades as follows: 



“check minus” covers the D and low C range; 



“check” covers the range from C to low B; 



“check plus” covers the B to low A range; 



“check plus plus” is assuredly in the A range. 

Graphically, it looks like this:

______________________________________________________________
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4)  LATE PAPERS:  Late papers will be downgraded one full notch on the check grading system. I will accept no paper later than two class periods after it is due.

5)  JOURNAL WRITING:  You are not required to keep a journal in this class.  I do, however, strongly recommend it--I believe it will help you generate thoughts, or transform feelings or impressions into insights.

III.
TEXTS and READING ASSIGNMENTS:  

Required Texts:
Best American Essays 2006, Norton Publishing

READING ASSIGNMENTS AND STUDENT-LED DISCUSSIONS OF READINGS:  Each of you, in pairs, will be asked to choose a particular essay you like and lead a discussion of it in class. You and your partner may choose any essay you wish; however, if you choose an essay outside of our required texts you are responsible for getting copies to the class two class periods before we discuss it. If you are interested in using an essay from outside our texts, talk to me about it beforehand.  

We will begin this process in reverse-alphabetical order, so those of you whose last names begin with a later letter, begin reading as soon as possible to find an essay you like.  I will give you a handout on guidelines for leading this discussion. On the day these essays are to be discussed, I will take up from each of you a one-page double-spaced summary of the essay and a one-page double-spaced response.  (These can printed on one double-sided page.) 
IV.
ATTENDANCE:


 Absences:  Students are given two unexcused absences. Any over two will affect your final grade. IN ACCORDANCE WITH DEPARTMENTAL POLICY, ANY STUDENT MISSING OVER NINE 3-day/wk CLASSES or SIX 2-day/wk CLASSES IS AUTOMATICALLY DROPPED FROM THE COURSE WITH AN "F".

At mid-term I will take a full grade off if you have already reached your quota of two (projecting your absenteeism onto the rest of the semester). And at the end of the term, I will take a third of a grade off for each absence over two. Say you do B work and have six absences—your final grade will be a C-. ANY absence short of a serious illness is an "unexcused absence."  I don’t take absences personally, so there’s no need to apologize to me, but baring a note from the registrar be prepared to accept it as an unexcused absence.

V.
FINAL GRADE:
65% essay grades

15% summaries and responses

10% class attendance and participation 







10% your student-led discussion

VI.
PLAGIARISM:

Plagiarism of any kind as defined in the Student Handbook will result in an automatic course grade of "F". So familiarize yourself with the conventions of borrowing from sources.

VII. STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

Students with disabilities who wish to receive reasonable accommodations, as required by law, should identify themselves to me as early in the semester as possible. 

VIII. COURSE OBJECTIVE & A WORD ON THE PERSONAL ESSAY: 


--Distinguishing characteristics of the personal essay

The personal essay is an extraordinarily flexible genre. Because it's not held to the constrictions of the academic essay with that form's emphasis on the pointed, articulated thesis, the personal essay is often quite a treat for student writers, especially those who have never indulged in this type of expression. Perhaps its most immediate pleasure is its outright invitation to the writer to talk about him or herself in ways not appropriate or wanted in other circumstances in our lives. We are allowed this indulgence because our readers know it's a personal essay and they've asked for it. What could be more freeing for us writers, to be invited to write out whatever we wish to tell about ourselves, knowing that it will be read and thoughtfully considered, and perhaps even enjoyed! The only requirement is that it be interesting enough to keep those readers interested. Of course this is no small requirement, but it's not an insurmountable one either, and perhaps made even less insurmountable by our knowing the reader is ready and willing to indulge us.

So our course objective is to enjoy our own and each other's thoughts and reminiscences, and to hone our skills at keeping ourselves and each other interested in them. Concerning those skills, perhaps one preliminary thought could be appropriately said here. Let's assume that what we are all most interested in, abstractly speaking, is interesting thought. We like imagery, we like stories, we like characters, but ultimately in writing we like most an interesting mind. Well, we might ask, what makes a mind interesting; what makes a thought engaging? I would answer with one word: awareness. Yes, we enjoy a writer's skill at conveying the outside world accurately, and we enjoy a good yarn, and we enjoy a writer's ear for dialogue and his or her intelligence in finding the apt metaphor, and yes we appreciate a writer's expressive passion and sensitivity, but our greatest reading pleasure, I would argue, is in seeing a writer convey an acute awareness of as many of the facets of his or her subject matter as we think exhausts the topic. At the very least, we require that the writer reveal as much awareness of the topic as we ourselves have, and of course we often find ourselves in the hands of a writer who is obviously presenting us more facets of the topic than we are aware—that's even better.


 --Your role in this class as a critic

My experience teaching this course for twenty years or so is that you students are each others' best teachers; that you are all very smart and savvy, and as a class you are often able to detect aspects of subject matter that the writer him or herself is not fully aware. That's where we as a class come in. We are here to help each other become more aware of the many facets of our subject matters. I'm here merely to facilitate that group learning, though there may be times when my experience and age may be called on to assert some argument, to bare some aspect of the writer's subject that I feel you all are neglecting. 

Sometimes these facets of a subject matter that I'm referring to are writerly issues; that is, they concern style and aesthetics as much as they do psychological, philosophical or ethical insights. And sometimes it's difficult to distinguish between the writerly and non-writerly issues. All the better that we are all writing personal essays ourselves and are engaged in the craft. We aren't merely a bunch of essayists sharing our essays with non-writing critics. We're here to help each other find the best way to articulate what we want to say about ourselves. 

--The personal essay and thesis statements
On the previous page I distinguish the personal essay from the academic essay, in its flexibility, but after having said what I just did about what we expect from personal essays, I can now say that in a significant way the two types of essays are not so distinct. In my academic writing classes I encourage students to use personal experience as part of their evidence. And of course I require them to write a thesis statement that articulates their main arguments, which are themselves to be very distinct, clear, or sharp  -- the word we use in the teaching business for this quality is “pointed.” Readers of personal essays usually don't expect the theses of these essays to be as pointed as those of academic essays, and yet they do expect personal essays to have a thesis, and they expect that thesis to be apparent. That is, we expect personal essays to have a point, and for it to be clear that the writer knows what that point is, even if that point isn't articulated. Now, there may be times when you as a writer admittedly don't know what you're saying or trying to say. Of course that's okay. Even if you were all graduate students in a graduate personal essay class, we would all understand that we're here precisely to help us figure out what we are trying to say in these personal essays. In that sense, most if not all of the work we do in this class is "experimental." We're trying to help each other figure out what we want to say and how best to say it. So we’re here to help each other gain a clear idea of what we want to say in these essays, and the first step in facilitating that goal is for you to try to express that point in your essays, I mean in the first version that we hear aloud in class. Though these essays are experimental in a fundamental way, I want to impress upon you the importance of your attempting, in that first version, to articulate what your thesis is.

--A word on the value of what we say in personal essays

One more thing about the dreaded "thesis": just as with academic essays, we readers expect the personal essay thesis to be relatively high in the order of significance or knowledge—that is, we expect its main point to be one that most of us would agree is meaningful. Beneath the surface of even the silliest good personal essays is a meaningful thesis, and one that can be articulated. Now, we might ask, How do we define “meaningful”? And I might answer that, at the risk of sounding pretentious, by saying that meaningfulness is determined by its relevance to the human condition, even if it happens to be so on a personal level or from a private perspective. In response to many of your essays, I suspect I will be asking, what its main point? Is that point interesting enough for us to care about it, to be moved by it or intellectually stimulated by it? Forgive me if I harp on this point throughout the semester—it's probably the greatest challenge to student writers in this genre, and the one students are often most resistant to. I’ll repeat the point: Personal essays articulate, either implicitly or explicitly, a discernable  point, and that point must be meaningful to the rest of us.
Having laid that heavy requisite on you, I can now repeat my earlier, lighter-toned, course objective: to enjoy our own and each other's thoughts and reminiscences, and to hone our skills at keeping ourselves and each other interested in those thoughts and reminiscences.
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Aug/Sept Schedule
August

29 Wed 
--Go over introductory syllabus.





--read aloud and discuss Toni Morrison’s essay





--discuss assignment based on Morrison essay, due Friday

Childhood Memory / Image Exercise, from Toni Morrison Essay

Assignment: Following Morrison’s example of how she writes scenes in her novels--focusing on an image--write a reflective essay on an experience of yours that would help a reader understand something you feel is important about your relationship to your family.

Elaboration on Assignment & a word on Image: Using as a model, or guide, Morrison’s “technique” or “inspiration” for her own writing, try to focus this narrative around a specific image. An image is any appeal to one or more of the five senses. Some examples that quickly come to mind are the smell of gasoline; the sound of an airplane or helicopter in the sky; the sight of a field of ripe wheat blowing in a strong wind; the feel of a warm ripe peach in your hand. As Morrison herself does, you may want to think first of a specific image and let that image guide you toward a specific “scene” or story. But you may have a specific incident already in mind, in which case you would simply include in the narrative some specific image that plays an important role in that incident.

Length:  3-4 pages.  Try to push for more than 3; anything less is usually inadequate to convey anything substantial.



31 Fri

--3-page Morrison exercise due (childhood memory), begin 






reading them aloud in class





--For Mon.: summary & response due, 2 typed pages total, of 






Joan Didion’s essay (handout) “Why I Write”

_________________________________________________

Sept

3 Mon
  
NO CLASS TODAY.  LABOR DAY.



5 Wed

--Continue/Conclude reading aloud Morrison exercises





--Discuss Didion’s “Why I Write” (summary & response due 






today)

7 Fri

--Read aloud & discuss introduction by Lauren Slater in our text, 






Best American Essays 2006
__________________________________________________

10 Mon
--First Student-Led Discussion (essay TBA)

12 Wed
P-1 Due: 3-4 pages, a personal essay about a childhood 

or adolescent memory, OR a character sketch. If on a childhood memory, this can be an extension of the image/Toni Morrison exercise, or it can be a different memory. Whether it’s on a memory or a character sketch, it should include lots of physical description.

--Begin workshopping P-1’s

14 Fri

--Continue workshopping P-1’s
_________________________________________________

17 Mon
--Student-led discussion #2 (essay TBA)






8

