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I.
COURSE DESCRIPTION:

"Workshopping": As a writing teacher I like how informality in the classroom helps make discussions playful, and how that playfulness in turn helps us think more flexibly. So I've come to adopt informality in my writing classes as a sort of mode or context for teaching. This has been especially easy for me to do in poetry writing classes because when I was in college and in graduate school the creative writing classes I took were very informal. These classes were called "creative writing workshops," and as I understood it the informality is what defined them as "workshops." So I ask that our main activity in class be discussing each other's poems informally, in a workshop fashion. 

The logistical structure for the course is as follows: in alphabetical order each of you will make photocopies of your own poems and distribute them to the class preferably one or two class periods before your work is scheduled to be discussed. Then we all read the work on our own outside of class. Then when it's your turn in class to have your work discussed, you will give the class a reading of your poems, after which the rest of the class may request an additional reading or two by someone else or others. Following the reading of the work, anybody is welcome to react in any way they wish, so long as that reaction is respectful and doesn't involve some academic, legal, or moral violation that will get me in trouble. 

Student-led discussions, summaries, and accompanying exercises: In addition to our workshopping your poems, I ask that that each of you, in teams of two, lead the class in a discussion and exercise on some element of our craft dealt with in our poetry text. I picture us reading together an excerpt from the book and then reading and discussing a poem or two illustrating the element. Then tell us the exercise you've planned for us accordingly, either taken directly from the book or made up by you two. You may choose some element not covered in the book; if you do, please bring photocopies of the material. This discussion and exercise "presentation" counts 10% of your final grade.


Each of you is expected to write a brief, one-page summary of the reading assigned, due on the day we are to discuss that reading. No late summaries are accepted, since the purpose of the summary is to prime you for the discussion and exercise. 

Order of workshopping and order of student-led discussions: As I say above, in this system we conduct workshopping of poems you have written alphabetically. We'll conduct student-led discussions and exercises in reverse-alphabetical order.

We will try to begin the workshopping of your poems the next class period if possible. I will giving you a small group of poems today for us to discuss next time in case we don't have any poems from you students. We'll start the student-led discussions and exercises as soon as the enrollment gets settled.

II.
WRITING REQUIREMENT

A. HOW MUCH:

As much as you think represents your work. Students usually turn in no less than about  ten to fifteen pages of single spaced poetry. (These are pages on which the poetry continues from top to bottom regardless of number of poems per page; I don’t necessarily want it in this format--I’m just trying to give you an idea of how much is usually turned in). But some students have turned in a bit more, for various reasons. I’d like most if not all of the material to be new, that is, written this semester.

B. FORMED VERSE REQUIREMENT:

I am no formalist, creatively or pedagogically, but I have found little disappointment or displeasure from writing conventionally formed poems, and much to gain. I request at least three (3) conventionally formed poems in your final portfolio. You will find some poetic forms explained and modeled in our poetry text, and I assume that at least some of our exercises will involve writing conventional forms.

C. DISCLAIMER:

I reserve the right to reject as material for credit writing that I deem non-literary: pornography or descriptions of violence that in my judgement contain no literary value. But please don’t let this disclaimer prevent you from taking risks on what may be interesting material.

III.  DUE DATES

I trust you will keep up with the page requirement throughout the semester, and since we will be workshopping your poems in class there are no formal due dates for you to hand in poems to me. Of course I encourage you to come see me individually anytime during the semester to talk about a poem or poems, but I will not be taking up poems and handing them back "marked" as in many conventional essay writing courses. On the Monday of finals week you will hand in a final portfolio consisting of all your work that you want to represent your poetry writing this semester.

IV.
TYPING:  All work must be typed, single or double-spaced.

V.
ATTENDANCE:

You are allowed two unexcused absences.  In accordance with departmental policy, any student who misses over nine (9) three-day-a-week classes or six (6) two-day-a-week classes is to be automatically dropped from the course and given 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 unexcused absence over two. Say you do B work and have six absences: your final grade will be a C-. (Any absence not excused through the registrar—which sends a letter to me telling me of your excuse—is an unexcused absence.)

VI.
FINAL GRADE:

60% what I deem to be the quality of your poems

20% summaries

10% class participation

10% student-led discussion and exercise

Since your work will not be handed back to you with a letter grade, you may at some point wish to know what your course grade is. You will of course receive a mid-term, but you may also approach me any time in the semester for an estimation of your grade.

VII.
 COURSE OBJECTIVE:  

I contend that ideally "author-intention" and "reader-interpretation" can merge--that is, that the poet is ultimately speaking to an audience and that the poetic rendering of experience which that audience of good readers (us) finds most interesting is the one which the author intends to be the best rendering of it. In other words, the poet is attempting to communicate to us, so we on the receiving end of that communication may have something relevant to say to that poet about it. We will discuss obvious objections to this approach, including theories of radical cultural subjectivity and contemporary relativist theories of interpretation, such as one that holds that there is an infinite interconnection of texts and thus all texts are "open-ended," which means that they don't really exist as individual poems so it doesn't make sense to treat them as such; or the one claiming that there is no preexisting meaning for language to grasp, so discussing `meanings' in a poem is inherently absurd. But in most of our discussions, we will assume that the writer intends the poem to mean something and is trying to communicate that meaning, whether or not the poet knows exactly what that meaning is. So we can talk about the poem "meaning" something, and the poet can accept our readings as useful in his or her attempt to convey that meaning.

VIII.  TEXTS

Required Texts: 

Van Cleeve, Contemporary American Poetry
IX. IMMEDIATE ASSIGNMENTS

Since our order of workshopping is alphabetical, those of you with last names beginning with an early letter please get us poems as soon as possible, preferably next class period. I'd like to get started discussing your own poems immediately. I will be making up a chart so that you will always know where we are in the workshopping order, and when your turn is up to lead a discussion of the reading and exercise.  I will give you some poetry today that we can discuss next time if we don't have student poems to workshop.

X.  AN ADDITIONAL WORD ON WORKSHOPPING PROCEDURE AND ON MY 
WRITTEN RESPONSES TO YOUR POEMS:

As I suggest in the opening, you will receive very little from me in the way of formal instruction. Feedback to your poems will come primarily from these informal discussions. Concerning the issue of how much the poet interacts with the class during these discussions, though I don't want to be insistent on this matter, I do encourage you to try to listen as much as possible to the class's comments on your poems before  responding verbally. I realize a lot could be learned from interchanges between author and class throughout a discussion, and in fact I will encourage that when I think it is appropriate and I ask that you suggest it too when you think it's appropriate; but I feel that as relatively new poetry writers you have a lot to gain by holding your tongue. 

I suppose the main reason I suggest this mum approach is that I feel that for a poem to succeed  it must do so as a "bare" poem on the page, or from its "bareness" as a performed poem. And so one of the most important aspects of learning to write poetry is in getting a feel for what the poem is capable of on its own, that is, to a relatively objective audience. If you go with this suggestion and listen quietly until the class has finished discussing your work, you may find yourself feeling uncomfortable doing so. Remind yourself that others in the class probably will be choosing this mum approach as well, so they will be inclined to empathize with you. And too, others may simply realize that your remaining quiet is a choice you've made and thus, we hope, they will speak respectfully.

After the class responds to your poems, I do encourage you to respond to the class's comments. Although I would not want you to feel pressured to do so, you may find that your own verbal input will result in your learning something about your work you didn't know before. No matter how trivial or insignificant those responses of yours may seem to you, you may learn something from them. Yes, poetry is an art that is trying to say what can't be said, but to do that well often requires--either on or off the page--a lot of saying. And it goes without saying that verbal input from the author, and the exchange that that input may engender, can be very instructive for everybody else in class whose work is not being discussed.

Concerning written responses to your poems:
The longer I teach the less I write on students' poems and the more I tend to leave the poems alone, seeing them as part of a long process, an exploration of the poet's voice. In fact, I tend to give most of my feedback verbally. But you may find that the best instruction you receive will come less from direct responses from me or even from the class, than from discussions of others' poems, and of poetry in general, on which I'm sure you will often wish I had less to say. I believe there's a certain logic to this, that is, in the case in which you abstract knowledge on your own and apply it to your own work, you are engaging your own powers of synthesis, and as a result of that personal investment you are more likely to gain the understanding.
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