En 276G  From Unit 1 to Unit 2

We’re beginning our work on Unit 2, where we’ll move out from a focus on our own past experience to writing about the world around us from a present, subjective perspective.  We’ll read nonfiction pieces about people, places/travel, and an array of other topics.  Again we’ll ask you to read broadly in the first week, to focus more analytically on the craft of such essays in the second, and to write and revise your own in the third.  Andrew Pham’s book provides a bridge, as he moves in his journey between past memories and present travels and encounters.

In class 2/16 

Groups for Chapters 1, 2 (and 3), 4.

1) What is Pham writing about in this chapter?  Where do his eyes and ears focus?  What is his sensory experience of the world around him and the people in it?  His sensory recall in his own memories and others’ memories of the past?

2) Where Pham brings in past memories, what work do they do in the present?

3) What themes/concerns emerge for him from that experience?  What’s the movement between inner and outer worlds, self and other, present and past, personal and historical?

4) What details and images work most powerful to capture his experience?

5) What larger statements of meaning point to what he’s learning, what he’s trying to discover?

6) What knowledge does he share with his readers, and why might it be important?

In reporting out, take us through your experience of the chapter, read us some brief highlights, and tell us what you discovered about some or all of the questions above.

Week 5 (2/21; 2/23):  Exploring Aspects of the World
For 2/21:  
To close out our work on Unit 1, we’d like you to read two of your classmates’ final or nearly final memoirs.  Choose two that you haven’t read in their fuller, memoir form.  If you come to a page and find that two students have already responded, please go on to a writer who hasn’t yet had two responses.  (It’s fine to add a 3rd or 4th response on anyone’s page, as long as you still respond to two other memoirs that haven’t had two responses.)  These should be short and completely informal reader responses, in which you let the writer know something about how you reacted as a reader.

Then read three essays about people from In Fact:  

Charles Simic, “Dinner at Uncle Boris’s” 
Andrei Codrescue, “Joe Stopped By” (about a father in law) 
Leslie Rubinkowski, “In the Woods” (about a grandfather)
Post a 1 page response (as Assignment #6) to one of these essays, commenting on your reactions as a reader and whether/how this piece seemed to differ from the memoirs we’ve been reading.  (You might not feel that it did.)

In class 2/21

Groups will discuss the readings they responded to, then share perspectives with the class.

For 2/23

Read Edie Shillue’s “Good Craic” (link on resources page of website)


Catfish and Mandela Chapters 5-12 (to p. 86) 
Take a quick look on two examples of current travel writing on Belfast and on Vietnam on the resources page of our website.
Both writers focus in their journeys on people and places.  In class, we’ll consider the following questions: How do Shillue and Pham use their conversations and observations of people they meet to give them an understanding of the countries they are visiting and the people who live there?  What do their own reflections add to the understandings they gain and point to their larger purposes?  Please identify a passage or two from each reading that can help us explore these questions.  (No posting required.)
In class on 2/23, we’ll discuss these readings, the passages that you’ve chosen to focus on, and what you’ve discovered about them.
Read some essays about people, places, etc.



From In Fact or ER or Writing Creative NonFiction



People:  Charles Simic, “Dinner at Uncle Boris’s” (IF)





Andrei Codrescue, “Joe Stopped By”  (father in law) (IF)





Leslie Rubinkowski, “In the Woods”  (grandfather) (IF)




Places/Travel:   Edie Shillue, “Good Craic” (ER) (Irish bar)




Madison Smartt Bell, “Sa’m Pedi”  (Haiti) (IF)





Barry Lopez, “Murder” (Writing)  (New Mexico road trip) ?





Catfish and Mandala

Jobs:  My Week as a Waiter (link to NYT article)



Other topics:  

Family History:  Jewell Parker, Rhodes, “Mixed Blood Stew” (IF)

Food and Culture:  Nozake Shange, “What is it We Really Harvesting Here? (IF)

Activities:  Jana Richman, “Why I Ride” (motorcycle) (IF) 

Events:  Philip Gerard, “What They Don’t Tell You About Hurricanes” (Writing) 

Social Observations:  Adam Gopnik, “The People on the Bus (ER)


Francine Prose, “Going Native”;  NYT article on the current status of women and the sexual revolution.

One’s body:  Floyd Skloot, “Thinking with a Damaged Brain” (IF)


Phillip Lopate, “Portrait of My Body” (Writing) 

Week 6 (2/28; 3/2)  The Craft of Writing


For 2/28—Telling (From other writing book)



additional readings from Writing CN


For 3/2—Critical analysis of writer’s craft in readings

Week 7 (3/7; 3/9)  Writing about the world


For 3/7—draft of essay 2 for peer response


For 3/9—revision 1 and framing



(we respond by email)


Groups by topic, read a set, recommend/report on one to the class.  Collaborative critical writing?
