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Texts 
Lopate, Phillip, ed. The Art of the Personal Essay. 3rd ed. New York: Anchor, 1995. ISBN: 

038542339X. 
Selected essays at Quotidiana. < http://essays.quotidiana.org/>. 

Cappello, Mary. Awkwardness: A Detour. New York: Bellevue, 2007. ISBN-13: 9781934137017. 
Lamb, Charles. Essays of Elia. Iowa City: U Iowa P, 2003. ISBN: 0877458510. 
Monson, Ander. Neck Deep and Other Predicaments. St. Paul: Graywolf, 2007. ISBN-13: 978155974596. 

Additional readings (HTML, PDF, photocopy), on library reserve. 
Student essays. 

Objectives 
I love essays. I think they’re the best literary invention mankind has ever come up with. I often read 
other kinds of writing—novels, poems, short stories, plays—and even other kinds of creative 
nonfiction—travelogues, memoirs, aphorisms, etc.—and they’re good, but they’re never as moving 
as essays. It will take me the entire semester to explain to you why I love essays so much, and even 
then there’ll be more to say. Briefly, then: I love essays for their balance of heart and mind, for their 
childlike wonder at the world, for their ability to turn any old thing into glorious thought, for their 
wise view of the past, for their intelligent gathering of facts from all disciplines, for their open view 
complexities, for their resistance to clichés and ready-made explanations, for their contrariness, for 
their significance, for their ruminations, meditations, and associations. Essaying is a way of being 
that coincides greatly with following Christ’s example. 
 Here are some relatively concrete objectives for the class: 

1) You will love essays. 
2) You will read essays in your leisure time (perhaps you’ll subscribe to a literary journal or 

two; perhaps you’ll buy small-press books; you’ll certainly keep and return often to The 
Art of the Personal Essay and Quotidiana). 

3) You will write essays (when journaling, writing letters, blogging, giving church talks, etc.; 
perhaps you’ll be publishing them in literary journals and books!). 

4) You will write better: more efficiently, correctly, lyrically, thoughtfully, expansively, 
confidently, meaningfully. 

5) You will more often recapture your childlike wonder at even the mundane things of the 
world, and these will lead you to grace of thought. 



6) You will feel comfortable not knowing every answer, recognizing the beautiful inherent 
complexity of the world; you will develop a strong allergy to clichés and prepackaged 
explanations. 

7) You will see the connectedness of all subjects and disciplines; you will write to create 
meaning and connection in this seemingly fragmented world. 

8) You will find in yourself universal human traits (both strengths and frailties) and in 
others, reflections of you. 

9) You will become more balancedly humble and Christlike. 
10) Write your own objective here: ____________________________________________. 

 Toward these goals, we will read a lot and write a lot and talk critically about writing a lot. 
We will submit our best work to our classmates for their critique, then we will revise passionately. 
We will critique our fellow students with respect and precision, seeking to learn about our own 
writing as we help others. We will study literary journals and submit our writing to them. Plus some 
other stuff. 

Requirements 
Your assignments add up to 100 points. Point values for each assignment appear in parentheses 
below. Other requirements, such as attendance, have no positive point values, but may deduct 
points from your final grade if you are careless. 
 I have divided the semester into twelve segments, usually weeks, though sometimes not. We 
will use these divisions for the following assignments. You must turn in six of each, for a total of 
twelve. You may do them more or less when you please, though, of course, you should not 
procrastinate until the end of the semester. You may only turn in one of each in a given week. The 
best tack would be to alternate between assignments, turning in one per week, rounding out the 
semester with poise and grace. 

EXPLORATION (2 EACH / 12) 
A dedicated amateur writer will read widely and habitually among canonical and contemporary 
works. In order to help you form this habit, you are required to turn in six brief reports of your 
explorations beyond the assigned reading for the class. During the first two-thirds of the semester, 
you are to read in The Art of the Personal Essay and Quotidiana. During the last four “weeks,” you will 
read in current literary journals. Thus, you must make four APE/Q explorations and two literary 
journal explorations (you may not finish all six before we hit the journals). After you read, you will 
fill in a form that I will give you. These are due on Mondays. You may turn them in on paper during 
class or email them to me by 3:00 P.M. I will not accept late work. Note that you determine the 
amount of extra reading you will do, but you also color my perception of you by what and how 
much you decide to read. 

EXPERIMENTATION (3 EACH / 18) 
A dedicated amateur writer will consciously seek influences and inspirations in others’ writings and 
will experiment with new literary styles and ideas. In order to help you form this habit, you are 
required to write six mini-essays from prompts that I will give you. These will derive from some of 
the readings that you are assigned each week (thus, there will be twelve prompts from which you will 
choose six). You should write between 500 and 1,000 words of a first draft essay (perhaps in such a 
small space you will not finish your essay), turning it in on Monday, during class or via email before 
3:00 P.M. I will not accept late work. Note that if you find a different inspiration in the essays you’re 



reading, you may design your own experiment (you should explain to me what you’re attempting 
before you attempt it). 

ESSAYS (40) 
You will write three long essays for workshop, perhaps modeled after the three collections we are 
reading, perhaps transformed and expanded from your experimentations, perhaps made from whole 
cloth or sprung from the ear of a goat. I am loath to give further guidelines because I have no 
preconceived notion of what your writing should be. There is no formula for you to follow. But 
there is plenty of inspiration to be found in the readings we will do. 
 On the class day before your workshop day, bring copies of your essay for each classmate, 
yourself, and me. These must be typed and stapled, double-sided and double-spaced, in a 12-point 
font, with page numbers. If you are late turning in an essay to the class, you will lose three points 
from your final portfolio grade for each day you are late, and you must bring treats to the class to 
reimburse them for having to print out your work. If you have not sent your essay to the class 
twenty-four hours before class time, you have missed your workshop opportunity, you have lost ten 
points from your portfolio grade, and you must come to class prepared to teach a twenty-minute 
lesson on that day’s assigned reading (or lose another five points from your portfolio). Let’s not let 
that happen. 
 I want you to write because you love writing and to revise because you want to write better. I 
don’t want you to write toward an A, to guess what it is that I am looking for, to see my written 
comments as mathematical corrections. So I won’t grade your workshop drafts. I will grade your 
final portfolio, probably rather leniently. In the “real world” of creative writing, essays are graded 
pass/fail: they get accepted or rejected. But even a rejection isn’t the end. What one journal rejects, 
another may gladly accept. I’m not in the business of rejecting you. I aim to bolster your ability and 
confidence and sticktoitiveness. I try to do this by balancing encouragement and constructive 
criticism, with plenty of opportunities for feedback. 
 Your final portfolio is due Friday, April 18th. It should include your three essays, in order, 
each arranged as follows: 1) A 250-word critical introduction to the essay, including your 
motivations, your experiments, your successes, your struggles, your failures, your revisionary 
decisions, etc. 2) The draft you workshopped in class, with my penciled comments on it and my 
printed critique; 3) Revision(s). All of your essays must be at least superficially revised; at least one of 
your essays must be substantially revised. All this must be covered by an informational cover sheet 
and held together neatly by an appropriately sized binder clip, which I will give you. The neatest 
portfolio in the class will receive one extra credit point. Your grade will subdivide as follows: 10 
points for each essay; 5 points for completeness and correctness; 5 points for filling out a Route Y 
class rating. 

INTERVIEW (10) 
During the latter part of the semester, we will call up and interview either Mary Cappello or Ander 
Monson. Each of you will ask one question. In preparation for this, you will read two interviews in 
literary journals and will submit three intelligent questions to me so I can craft a sort of script that 
follows thematic lines. 

LITERARY JOURNAL REPORT (10) 
During the last few weeks of the semester, you will study a literary journal (two birds with one stone: 
you should combine your final two “explorations” assignments with this one), then make a written 
and oral report on it to the class. Later, you will submit one of your essays (simultaneously) to three 
literary journals. 



PARTICIPATION (10) 
Class participation is absolutely essential to the success of a creative writing workshop. Come 
prepared each day having read assigned readings and classmates’ work. I will pass around a reading 
checklist to help keep you on track. In your critiques, please be thorough and exacting, but also kind. 
You should mark up your classmates’ essays in the margins and between the lines with corrections, 
questions, suggestions, and extrapolations. You should also write (by hand or by computer) at least 
150 words’ worth of prose critique. Remember the Sermon on the Mount: “As ye would that men 
should do to you, do ye also to them likewise” (Luke 6:31). Your participation score will come partly 
from my observation of your in-class demeanor and activity, and partly from your peers’ evaluations 
of your written critiques. 

ATTENDANCE: You should come to class every day. But since life is unpredictable, you may miss class 
two times without penalty. (You are still required to turn in any work due, to me or to your classmates, 
and to get any classmates’ essays that you have to read for the next class.) After that, you will lose three 
points for every absence. You will notice that class is canceled on some days. To make up for those days, 
you are required to attend three readings, which are described below. 

TARDINESS: If you are more than five minutes late to class, you must bring treats for everyone next time. 
READING SERIES: Most Fridays at noon in the library auditorium there are hour-long readings (and 

Q&A sessions) of literary works, some by BYU faculty and graduate students, some by well-known 
invited writers. You are required to attend three of these readings during the semester and write a 500-
word response for each (turned in during the following week). If, because you have a conflict with the 
time slot, you can never attend these readings, you can check out VHS tapes or DVDs of past readings (or 
even watch some online) from the Humanities LRC in 1141 JFSB (see http://hlrc.byu.edu/). Each missed 
reading will count as an absence. 

CONFERENCES: You must meet with me at least once during the semester during my office hours, 
during which time you should direct our discussion of your writing specifically. If you do not meet with 
me, you will receive an absence. 

Pol icies 
Brigham Young University has set forth the following policies for all classes. 

ACADEMIC HONESTY: It is a violation of the Honor Code for a student to represent someone else’s 
work as their own. Also, as a condition of attending BYU, you affirmed that you would help others obey the 
Honor Code. We view violations of the Honor code with extreme seriousness. It is a department policy that 
those who cheat on examinations or plagiarize the work of another are given a failing grade for the course. 

PREVENTING SEXUAL HARASSMENT: Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 prohibits 
sex discrimination against any participant in an educational program or activity that receives federal funds. 
The act is intended to eliminate sex discrimination in education. Title IX covers discrimination in programs, 
admissions, activities, and student-to-student sexual harassment. BYU’s policy against sexual harassment 
extends not only to employees of the university but to students as well. If you encounter unlawful sexual 
harassment or gender based discrimination, please talk to your professor; contact the Equal Employment 
Office at 378-5895 or 367-5689 (24-hours); or contact the Honor Code Office at 378-2847. 

STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES: Brigham Young University is committed to providing a working 
and learning atmosphere which reasonably accommodates qualified persons with disabilities. If you have any 
disability which may impair your ability to complete this course successfully, please contact the Services for 
Students with Disabilities Office (378-2767). Reasonable academic accommodations are reviewed for all 
students who have qualified documented disabilities. Services are coordinated with the student and instructor 
by the SSD Office. If you need assistance or if you feel you have been unlawfully discriminated against on the 
basis of disability, you may seek resolution through established grievance policy and procedures. You should 
contact the Equal Employment Office at 378-5895, D-282 ASB. 


