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CRWR 372: Creative Nonfiction 
   Professor: Chelsey Johnson  

   Class Meets: TR 3:30-4:50 pm, Tucker 123  

   College of William & Mary, Fall 2017   

   Email: cjohnson@wm.edu 

   Office: Tucker 032 (in the basement) 

   Office hours: TR 10:00-12:00, or by appointment 

 
TEXTS 
• Telling True Stories: A Nonfiction Writers’ Guide from the Nieman Foundation at Harvard 
University, ed. Wendy Call and Mark Kramer 
• Articles and essays in PDF form, posted on Blackboard 
 
I. OVERVIEW 
This is an intermediate course in writing the kind of complex narrative nonfiction that you’d 
find in literary journals, essay collections, and magazines. Beyond straightforward 
reporting, creative nonfiction raises an eyebrow at the notion of the “objective” and 
embraces the subjectivity of the writer. It also employs storytelling techniques to enrich 
narratives with strong characters, settings, and dramatic tension. Through close reading 
and several exercises and assignments, you’ll hone your abilities in description, structure, 
interviewing others, research using primary and secondary sources, and crafting essays 
that vividly describe, engage, and illuminate. 
 
The course will consist primarily of: 
• reading closely, and discussing the reading 
• writing and rewriting 
• workshopping each other’s work in progress 
• creating a final portfolio of work that we publish as an online magazine

II. THE WORK 
 
WRITING: You’ll write four full-length essays, all of which will be revised and two of which 
will be workshopped, and several shorter exercises. Your work will be workshopped by the 
whole class twice during the semester, and in smaller informal groups as well. We’ll also 
do plenty of in-class writing, so bring your notebook and/or laptop. 
 
READING. Reading for pleasure is probably what made you want to write in the first place, 
and reading as a writer will make you a better one. We’ll read many essays and articles, as 
well as each other’s work-in-progress. Read everything thoroughly and come ready to 
discuss, question, and analyze what makes a story tick. This is one of the most important 
elements for your success in the course—and the group’s collective enjoyment.  
 
WORKSHOPS.  We’ll read all workshop stories anonymously, and the authors won’t 
identify themselves until their story’s discussion is underway (or after we finish.) We do this 
in order to read without preconceptions, reading the text just for what it is.  



 
 

2 

 
WORKSHOP RESPONSES.  Read each other’s drafts carefully and write a candid, generous 
letter in response, describing what the work or work-in-progress is about, its strengths, and 
suggestions for development. These are not only enormously helpful for the author, they’re 
also incredibly effective for honing your own sensibilities and editorial faculties (which will 
come in useful as you turn to your own writing.) 
 Letters should be about a page long, single or 1.5-spaced, and there’s a simple 
structure you can tap into—I’ll send out examples. Print these for the author on workshop 
day so they have a hard copy to read and write notes on, and e-mail a copy to me as well.  
 
FINAL PROJECT. Instead of each person doing a final portfolio, we are going to collectively 
put together an online magazine of your cultural criticism, reviews, profiles, reporting, etc. 
Each of you will contribute three polished, edited pieces to this—plus, as you wish, 
photography, audio, video, and other visual elements. More details to come. 
 
READINGS: Attend at least two of the Patrick Hayes Series readings this semester. These 
are renowned writers whom the creative writing professors have hand-chosen because we 
love their work, you get to meet the writers and ask them questions, the readings are social 
and fun, and there’s always a great snack spread. It’s one of the best parts of our literary 
community here. All readings are at 5pm in Tucker Theater.  
• September 17: Poet Brenda Marie Osbey, who’s been commissioned to write a poem 
commemorating the 50th anniversary of African-American students at William & Mary 
• October 5: Writer-in-Residence Shonda Buchanan 
• November 9: Fabulist (and fabulous) fiction writer Kelly Link 
 
III. ACCESSIBILITY AND ACCOMMODATION 
Your success in this class is important to 
me. If you have a documented disability 
for which you may require 
accommodations, please see the Office of 
Disability Services and/or let me know so 
we can make sure those needs are met.  

If there are other circumstances that may 
affect your performance in this class, 
please let me know as soon as possible so 
that we can work together to develop 
strategies for adapting to meet both your 
needs and the requirements of the course. 
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IV. GRADING 
Your fiction will not be graded throughout the semester, but I’ll give you feedback in person 

and in writing. The goal here is not to be mysterious—it’s to let you write and explore in 

relative freedom, and to write for the sake of writing, not reward. However, the College 

does expect a grade at the end of the semester, so here’s how it will break down. 

 

10-20 points*: Participation (attendance + preparation for class discussion) 

10-20 points*: Workshop letters (thorough, specific, generous) 

30 points: Writing assignments (quality, timeliness)  

40 points: Final portfolio (craft, depth, polish)                                                         .           

100 points 

 

WHAT “QUALITY” MEANS:  
 

1. Craft: Evidence that you’re actively 

practicing the techniques we’re learning 

about and practicing in class. 
 

2. Depth. You’re pushing yourself to write work 

that resonates on a deeper level. I love to 

read work that is adventurous. Go ahead and 

be brave and strange. Steer clear of the 

obvious. Be persistent. Fail interestingly. 
 

3. Basic but meaningful: Take care with the 
fundamentals. In general, I’m more 

interested in your content than grammatical 

perfection. But you do need to learn how to 

proofread your prose. By the time we’re 

ready to publish, your revisions should be 

tightly edited. Fix sloppy typographical or 

grammatical errors; punctuate dialogue 

correctly; understand correct usage and 

make sure your words mean what you intend 

them to. 

 

 (*What’s this? You may choose to 

weight participation and letters as 

you wish, as long as they add up 

to 30—default is 15 points each. 

For example, if you strongly 

prefer listening to talking in class, 

and you know written responses 

are where you can really shine 

and demonstrate your 

engagement, you could take 10 

points for participation and 20 for 

letters. Or vice versa, if you’re an 

avid conversationalist and tend to 

keep your letters briefer. This isn’t 

license to blow off either 

requirement, but to allow for 

flexibility and accommodate 

diverse learning modes.) 

--------------------------------------------- 

• Feel free to check in with me at 

any time during the semester if 

you would like a sense of your 

grade. 

 

• Your grade doesn’t reflect on 

my opinion of you as a person, or 

predict your future as a writer. 
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V. COURSE VALUES 
 

 

Participation: BE RESPECTFUL.  
Discussion is the heart of the class. The 

quality of it depends on the preparation and 

participation of each of us. Try to speak up 

at least twice every class period. Come 

prepared and well-read, and remember that 

respect is vital to creating an atmosphere 

conducive to artistic growth. We want 

everyone to feel invited to contribute their 

evaluations, ideas and questions—and, of 

course, share their writing. Differing 

viewpoints are welcome and encouraged; 

sarcasm and mockery are not, inside and 

outside the classroom, online and off. We 

live by the Vegas rule: What happens in this 

class stays in this class. Embrace difference, 

respect privacy, listen and read generously, 

and always assume the best about each 

other. 

 
Timeliness: BE READY.  
When your work is due to be workshopped, 

please bring it to class on time. No 

exceptions. Late work cannot be 
workshopped—it’s logistically complicated 

and puts far too much time pressure on your 

classmates. Also, show up to class on time.  

Attendance: BE HERE.  
When everyone is present and on time, 

every time, the class is so much better for all 

of us. Class starts at 3:30 sharp. I understand 

sickness and emergencies happen, so you 

may miss twice, no questions asked. If 

absence becomes excessive, bring me 

university or medical documentation. 

Multiple absences or tardies affect the whole 

class, and thus may affect your final grade.  

 

Electronic Devices: BE PRESENT.  
You can use laptops and tablets to access 

assigned readings, with the wi-fi turned off. 

Otherwise, they’re best closed. We need 

your full engagement here. Out of respect 

for your classmates and discussion, please 

keep phones turned off and tucked away. 

No texting, social media, or internet 

browsing in class, even if you think it’s 

relevant to the conversation or you’re itching 

to look up a clarifying fact—it tends to pull 

us all out of the moment. We only see each 

other a few hours a week; let’s be fully 

present for each other. 

VI. PLAGIARISM  
I don’t expect this to be a problem, but will say this anyway. Plagiarism comes from the Latin 

word for “kidnap” and it can range from lifting passages from a source without citing it to 

recycling an entire assignment written by another person. Plagiarism violates W&M’s Honor 

Code. It is also extremely embarrassing to be busted for it. Just…don’t. 
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SCHEDULE OF READINGS 
As	of	September	5,	2017.	Readings	are	subject	to	minor	change,	with	reasonable	notice.		

	
DATE	 TUESDAY	 THURSDAY	
Week	One	
August	31	
	

Not	in	class	yet.	 •	Introductions.		
•	Discussion	of	Chimamanda	Ngozi	Adichie’s	
talk	“The	Danger	of	a	Single	Story”	
	
In-class	writing:	Radical	subjectivity—i.e.,	
owning	your	taste.	
	

Week	Two	
Sept.	5-7	
Culture	/	Critique	

Read:			
•	Telling	True	Stories,	pp.	3-16	
	
Arts	criticism	packet:		
•	Roberta	Smith	on	Yayoi	Kusama	(New	York	
Times),	Robert	Christgau	on	Prince	(Village	
Voice),	Jace	Clayton	on	screw	(Frieze),	Kiese	
Laymon	on	OutKast	(Oxford	American),	
Emily	Nussbaum	on	“Game	of	Thrones,”	
“Stranger	Things,”	and	“The	Get	Down”	
(New	Yorker),	Lenika	Cruz	on	“Stranger	
Things”	(The	Atlantic)		
	
Take	note:	What	do	you	notice	about	how	
these	writers	describe	and	critique?	What	
leads	you	to	trust—or	not	trust—the	writer?	
What	makes	the	writing	interesting	even	if	
you’ve	never	encountered	its	subject?	How	
does	each	piece	connect	its	subject	to	the	
culture	and/or	politics	at	large?	
	

Read:	
•	Constance	Hale,	“Make	or	Break	Verbs”	
(NYT)	
•	Greil	Marcus,	“Real	Life	Rock	Top	10”	(City	
Pages,	Pitchfork)	
•	Jia	Tolentino,	“Weekly	Culture	Review”	
(New	Yorker)	
•	Pete	Wells	on	the	restaurants	Bouley,	
Señor	Frog’s,	and	Guy	Fieri’s	American	
Restaurant	(NYT)	
	
In-class	writing:	Obsessions,	irritants,	and	
what	it’s	like	to	be	alive	right	now.	
	
Take	note:	See	previous.			

Week	Three	
Sept.	12-14	
Culture	/	Critique	

READ:		
•	Verlyn	Klinkenborg,	“The	Trouble	With	
Intentions”	(NYT)	
•	Jerry	Saltz,	“Considering	the	Ankara	
Assassination	Photos	as	History	Painting”	
(Vulture)	
•	In-class	writing.	
	
Due:	Assignment	#1,	Part	One:	Real	Life	Top	
10.		At	least	one	of	your	ten	must	be	300+	
words;	one	must	be	a	single	rich,	pithy	
sentence.	Three	people	will	bring	16	copies.	
	

WORKSHOP		
Assignment	#1,	Real	Life	Top	Ten.	(three	
students.)	

Week	Four	
September	
19-21		
Person,	Place,	
Event	

READ:	
•	Telling	True	Stories,	pp.	22-30,	46	(“Finding	
Good	Topics:	A	Writer’s	Questions,”	
“Reporting	for	Narrative:	Ten	Tips,”	“To	Tape	
or	Not	to	Tape,”	“Accelerated	Intimacy,”	
“Reporting	Across	Cultures”)	
	
•	Rachel	Aviv,	“Netherland”	(New	Yorker)	
•	Gay	Talese,	“Frank	Sinatra	Has	a	Cold”	
(Esquire)	
•	Optional:	annotated	version	of	“Frank	
Sinatra…”	at	the	Nieman	Storyboard	Project	
	

READ:	
•	Telling	True	Stories,	pp	66-74	(“Profiles,”	
“The	Ladder	of	Abstraction,”	“Every	Profile	is	
an	Epic	Story,”	“The	Limits	of	Profiles”)	
	
•	Leslie	Jamison,	“Immortal	Horizon”	(The	
Believer)		
•	Leslie	Jamison,	“Fog	Count”	(Oxford	
American)	
	
Take	note:	How	do	these	two	essays	nail	
both	the	bottom	of	the	ladder	of	abstraction	
(the	concrete	details)	and	the	top	(the	big	
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Take	note:	How	do	these	writers	bring	their	
human	subjects	to	life	on	the	page?	How	
does	each	craft	a	story,	with	tension	and	
suspense?	Note	the	structure	of	each	piece.	

ideas)?	Look	for	images	and	ideas	that	recur	
literally	and	figuratively	throughout.	
	
In-class:	Interview,	and	be	interviewed	by,	a	
classmate	about	a	significant	life	moment.	
You	will	write	an	account	of	someone	else’s	
story,	and	they	will	write	yours.		
	
BRENDA	MARIE	OSBEY	reads	in	Tucker	
Theater,	5pm	

Week	Five	
Sept.	26-28		
Person,	Place,	
Event	

Read:			
•	Telling	True	Stories,	Section	IV,	98-109			
•	Charles	D’Ambrosio,	“American	Newness”	
and	“Hell	House”	(from	Loitering)	
•	James	Baldwin,	“Stranger	in	the	Village”	
	
Take	note:	How	do	these	essays	imbue	
place	with	a	sense	of	character?	Where	
does	tension	arise	in	each,	and	why?			
	
Due:	Interviews.	Exchange	accounts	with	
the	subject	of	your	interview.	Read	and	
discuss.	What	is	it	like	to	be	the	subject	of	
someone	else’s	writing?	What	did	your	
interviewer	get	right,	what	did	they	miss,	
what	did	they	misinterpret?	And	in	yours:	
what	did	you	get	right,	get	wrong,	leave	
out?	Take	note	of	this	for	future	interviews.	

DUE:	Essay	#2,	Person/Place/Event.	
Three	people	will	bring	16	copies.	

Week	Six	
October	3-5	
Trouble	

WORKSHOP:		
Person/Place/Event	
	
	
	

READ:	
•	Telling	True	Stories,	Section	IV,	109-121	
•	Kathryn	Schulz,	“The	Really	Big	One”	(New	
Yorker)	
•	Joan	Didion,	“Trouble	in	Lakewood”	(New	
Yorker)	
	
Take	note:	How	does	Schulz	make	science	
clear,	accessible,	and	narratively	engaging?	
What	complex	forces	are	at	work	in	Didion’s	
story	ostensibly	about	the	Spur	Posse,	and	
how	does	she	connect	them	all?		
	
Optional:	Listen	to	Kathryn	Schulz	explain	
“The	Really	Big	One”	on	the	Longform	
podcast.	
	
SHONDA	BUCHANAN	reads	tonight	in	
Tucker	Theater,	5pm.	

Week	Seven		
Oct.	10-12	
Trouble	
	

NO	CLASS	
Professor	at	conference.	
	
Read:		
•	Telling	True	Stories,	Section	IV,	109-121	
•	Nicole	Walker,	“The	Braided	Essay	as	Social	
Justice	Action”	(Creative	Nonfiction)	
	
	

READ:	
•	Telling	True	Stories,	125-136	
•	Kevin	Young,	“Blacker	Than	Thou”	(from	
The	Fire	This	Time)		
•	Jenny	Zhang,	“They	Pretend	to	Be	Us	
While	Pretending	We	Don’t	Exist”	(from	
Buzzfeed)	
	
Take	note:	of	how	the	form	of	each	of	these	
essays	shapes	the	content,	and	vice	versa.		
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Week	Eight		
Oct.	17-19	
Trouble	
	

FALL	BREAK	/	NO	CLASS	
	
NOTE:	OCTOBER	16	is	the	DEADLINE	TO	
REGISTER	TO	VOTE	IN	VIRGINIA!	Go	to	
vote.elections.virginia.gov	to	register	and/or	
to	look	up	your	polling	place.	
	

NO	CLASS	
Professor	at	conference.	

Week	Nine	
Oct.	24-26	
Trouble	

Read:		
•	Colin	Dickey,	“A	Devilish	Place”	(Ghostland)	
	
Take	note:	Of	the	range	of	sources	the	author	
draws	upon.	
	
In	class:	Skype	conversation	with	Colin	Dickey.	
	
Due:	Essay	#3,	Trouble	
Three	people	will	bring	in	their	essays	to	
distribute	for	workshop.	
	

Workshop:	Essay	#3	(three	people)	
	
Three	more	people	will	bring	in	their	pieces	
to	distribute	for	workshop.			
	

Week	Ten	
October	31-
November	2	
Satisfaction	

Workshop:	Essay	#3	(next	three	people)	
		
	
	

Read:	
•	Telling	True	Stories,	pp	78-83		
•	Alexander	Chee,	“Girl”	(from	Guernica)	
•	Roxane	Gay,	“To	Scratch,	Claw,	Grope…”	
(Bad	Feminist)	
•	Tom	Bissell,	"Grand	Thefts"	(from	Tin	
House)	
	
Take	note:	of	the	complexity	of	pleasure,	
and	how	each	writer’s	distinctive	voice	
comes	through	in	these	essays.	
	

Week	Eleven	
November	7-9	
Satisfaction	

Read:	
•	Zadie	Smith,	“Joy”	(Feel	Free)	
•	Kaitlyn	Greenidge,	“A	Small	Place	for	Us”	
(Lenny)	
•	David	Sedaris,	“Untamed”	(New	Yorker)	
	
Take	note:	see	previous.	
	
Essay	#4,	Satisfaction,	due.	
	
TUESDAY,	NOV.	7:	VOTE	VOTE	VOTE	

Class	visit	from	author	Kelly	Link	to	talk	
about	writing	and	publishing.		
	
KELLY	LINK	reads	tonight,	Tucker	Theater,	
5pm.	
	

Week	Twelve	
November	14-16	
Revising	

Workshop	Essay	#4,	Satisfaction	(three	people)	
	
	

Read:		
Telling	True	Stories,	pp	197-216	
	
In	class:	Revision	clinic,	focused	on	strong	
beginnings	and	endings.	Bring	your	laptop.	
	
Round	One	distributes	their	final	revised	
stories	for	the	next	workshop.	

Week	Thirteen	
November	21-23	
Final	Workshop	

Workshop	Round	One.	
	
Round	Two	distributes	their	final	revised	
stories	for	the	next	workshop.	
	

THANKSGIVING	BREAK	
No	class.	
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Week	Fourteen	
November	28-30	
Final	
Workshop	

Workshop	Round	Two.	
	
Round	Three	distributes	their	final	revised	
stories	for	the	next	workshop.	

Workshop	Round	Three.	
	
Round	Four	distributes	their	final	revised	
stories	for	the	next	workshop.	

Week	Fifteen	
Dec.	5-7	
Final	
Workshop	

Workshop	Round	Four.	
	
Round	Five	distributes	their	final	revised	
stories	for	the	next	workshop.	
	

Workshop	Round	Five.	
	
Course	evaluations—bring	your	computer	to	
class.		

 
IMPORTANT DUE DATES 
 
Essay #1, Real Life Top Ten: September 12 
Write ten short reviews of current cultural productions or phenomena—art, films, 
books/series, music, TV, food, games— that describe them, evaluate them, and situate 
them in a particular historical/aesthetic/cultural context. 
 
Essay #2, Person, Place, Event: September 28 
Write an essay that delves into a person, a place, or an event. (If you choose a person, 
they should not be someone to whom you are emotionally close.)   
 
Essay #3, Trouble: October 24 (workshop round one) or 26 (all others)  
Write an essay that weaves together personal narrative and research, including 
books/articles, human sources (interviews), and investigative exploration of your own. 
The subject can be anything—as long as there’s an element of trouble afoot. This will 
be your longest and most in-depth assignment. 
 
Essay #4, Satisfaction: November 7 
Write an essay about something you find satisfying, something that brings you pleasure. 
Incorporate research.  
 
Revision workshop: November 16/21/28/30 or Dec. 5 
A substantial revision of any earlier assignment. 
 

 
 


