
ENGL 23000 - L 

PROSE WORKSHOP 
CCNY, Spring 2020   
TuTh 9:30 - 10:45 am  �  NAC 7/227 
Instructor: Alec Magnet 
amagnet@ccny.cuny.edu   
Office: NAC 6/216A  
Office Hours: TuTh, 12:30 – 1:30 p.m.  
 
Course Description: Prose writing is everything that is not verse—no line breaks, no 
rhyme schemes, no sustained disruptions of natural flow. This course focuses 
specifically on how to write two genres of creative non-fiction in prose: the travel essay 
and the personal essay. We will spend about a third of our classes discussing 
professional examples of these genres and essays on how to go about writing them. 
The rest of our time will go to workshopping your own essays and talking about how to 
improve them.  

Workshops work best when we think of them as a cycle of generosity. It’s a gift—an act 
of kindness—to take the time to read a peer’s essay and tell them how to improve it. 
The feedback you each receive will help you revise your essays for the final portfolio. At 
the same time, reading your peers’ essays and figuring out how they can improve is one 
of the best ways that you can improve your own writing. Another is comparing your 
advice to what everyone else says in workshop. So, the bravery it takes to submit a 
draft for workshop—and the bravery it takes to explain your critiques and suggestions in 
class—are themselves generous gifts to everyone in the course.   

Creative writing workshops also take mutual consideration and respect. Hand in your 
assignments in on time, so everyone has a chance to read them. Also, don’t be a donk 
to your classmates. It doesn’t help anyone if you tell them that their writing is bad and 
they should feel bad. Instead, tell them how to improve it. But it also doesn’t help to tell 
them that it’s perfect just the way it is. Have enough respect for your classmates to point 
out when their writing does need fixing and how they might fix it. If your friend were 
going on a first date or a job interview, it would be kinder to tell them they had a huge 
booger dangling from their nose than to say that they look wonderful in every way.  
 
Learning Outcomes: By the end of this semester, you will learn: 

• To explore and apply the techniques of writing nonfiction, including travel writing, 
personal essay, and other genres, 

• To analyze literary texts from the perspective of a fellow writer,  
• To workshop your classmates’ writing and develop a language for constructive 

critique, 
• And to collaborate with peers in the process of writing, workshopping, and 

revising. 
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Assignments: You will write two main creative assignments for this course. One will be 
travel writing. For this assignment, you will need to visit a neighborhood you have never 
been to. You may go with a classmate if you want, but you’ll have to write about 
different aspects of the neighborhood. The second assignment will be a personal essay. 
For this, you may choose between three options: your body, your fandom, or your food. 
Whichever you choose, you’ll write about the cultural, political, and emotional forces that 
shape how you think and act with regards to this topic. You will revise each assignment 
after workshopping them with the class.  
You will also write responses to your classmates’ submissions for workshop. You must 
give copies of your response to me and to the writers. You can either bring two printed 
copies to class or post them as responses to the Blackboard discussion thread before 
the workshop. You will also have a few shorter assignments and in-class writing to do. 

Drafts, Deadlines, & The Final Portfolio: All good writing is good rewriting. No one 
sits down and writes something great without revising, reworking, and proofreading it. 
Your two main essays will therefore each have three stages to them.  

The first will be what Ann Lamott calls a “shitty first draft.” We’ll go over what that means 
when we read her essay of the same name. You’ll upload your shitty first draft at least 
four full days before your workshop date (So, if you’re scheduled for a Tuesday, then 
you’ll upload this by the previous Friday morning, etc.) Only I will see this shitty first 
draft, and I’ll only look at it enough to make sure you’ve really done it. This draft is just 
for you.  

The second stage will be the draft you submit for workshopping. This draft must be 
submitted at least three full days before your scheduled workshop. If your workshop is 
on Tuesday, you must post your essay by Saturday morning. It it’s Thursday, then 
Monday). That way, your classmates will have time to read them and respond.  
This draft must be on time. Late essays will not be accepted. It takes time and effort 
for your classmates to read your work and give thoughtful feedback. They can’t do that 
if your work is late. If it is your turn to workshop and there is an unforeseen emergency 
or you know you have a conflict with your scheduled workshop, you need to email me 
as early as possible to let me know.  
The final stage of each essay will be the draft you revise based on the feedback you 
receive from your peers and from me in workshop.  
At the end of the semester, you will hand in a portfolio collecting (1) your shitty draft, (2) 
your workshop draft, and (3) your revised draft for each of the two essays, along with a 
cover letter reflecting on your writing process and growth over the semester.  
 
Course Blackboard Site and Readings: For classes when we look at published 
writing, I will post the readings on Blackboard in the section called “Readings & 
Assignments.” It’s up to you to find them and bring a copy to class the day each one is 
due. If you miss a class, it is your responsibility to download the reading. 
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You may print the reading out or load it up on a tablet or computer; that’s your choice. If 
you read on a device, however, please be sure to save a copy to your device before 
class. You can’t depend on the wifi to load the reading at the start of class.  
 
Attendance and Participation are crucial for your learning and your grade. You’ve got 
to be here for workshops and for discussion of the reading. That said, you may miss 
three sessions without penalty. These are not holidays. They are for your hospital/job 
interview/saving the world type emergencies. You’re on the honor system! After that, 
each absence will lower your final grade by 5%. In you miss your own workshop, that’ll 
be 10%.  
 
Grading: (Subject to revision over the semester)  
 

Travel Writing 20% 
Personal Essay 20% 
Portfolio & Cover Letter 25% 
Reading Responses, Intro Email, 
& Shorter Assignments  20% 

In-Class Participation 15% 
 
Conduct: This course will inevitably deal with some difficult and contentious subject 
matter, including racism, sexism, violence, and sex, both straight and queer. If you 
cannot discuss these topics with maturity and respect, then this is not the right class for 
you to be in.  

Recordings of this class may only be made for personal use and only with the consent 
of the instructor.  
 
The Writing Center, on the downtown and/or East side of that plaza between NAC and 
Amsterdam (see the map below), provides free one-on-one tutoring. Visit 
www.ccny.cuny.edu/writing to make an appointment. If you are given a referral to the 
Writing Center, you must go for tutoring on the issues 
mentioned. 
 
Plagiarism: Plagiarism is the unacknowledged use of 
anybody else’s words or ideas, whether on purpose or by 
accident. Any paper with your name on it signifies that you 
are the author. That means that all the wording, ideas, and 
information in it are yours unless you indicate otherwise 
with quotation marks and citations. Evidence of plagiarism 
will result in a failing grade for the assignment, an F in the 
course, a report filed with the college, or disciplinary action. 
Really. Plagiarizing is dumb. And not knowing what 
plagiarism is doesn’t mean you’re not doing it. We will be 
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going over the rules. It’s up to you to learn and follow them. Here is CCNY’s policy on 
academic integrity: www1.ccny.cuny.edu/current/upload/Academic-Integrity-Policy.pdf. 
 

 
 
Students with Disabilities: I strive to make my classrooms as accessible and 
welcoming to all participants as possible. If you have a disability and need 
accommodations, please contact the AccessAbility Center (NAC 1/218, 
sds@ccny.cuny.edu, 212-650-5913).  
 
Sexual Violence and Harassment: Violence and harassment based on sex and 
gender are civil rights offenses. They create spaces in which people feel unwelcome or 
unsafe because of their gender or sexual identity. We don’t want CCNY to be like that. If 
you or someone you know has been harassed or assaulted, you can find help and 
information on this website: www1.cuny.edu/sites/title-ix/campus/the-city-college/. At 
CCNY, you should contact the Title IX coordinator, Diana Cuozzo, at (212) 650-7330 or 
dcuozzo@ccny.cuny.edu.  
 
Immigration and Citizenship Resources: The CUNY CLEAR project provides free 
services to address the unmet legal needs of Muslim, Arab, South Asian, and other 
communities in the New York City area that are particularly affected by national security 
and counter-terrorism policies and practices. They can do workshops at your local 
masjid, too. Contact: cunyclear@mail.law.cuny.edu or (718) 340-4558. 
CUNY Citizenship Now! provides free, confidential immigration law services to help on 
the path to U.S. citizenship. Their attorneys and paralegals offer one-on-one 
consultations to assess participants’ eligibility for legal benefits and assist them in 
applying when qualified: www1.cuny.edu/sites/citizenship-now/. 

Schedule of Readings and Assignments  
This schedule may change. I will announce any changes in class and on Blackboard. 

 
Tue, Jan 28 Intro class: syllabus review & in-class writing 
 Intro email due to amagnet@ccny.cuny.edu by 11:59 p.m. 
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Thu, Jan 30 Harry Bingham, “How to Write Descriptions and Create a Sense of 
Place” 

 Wheaton College Writing Center, “Style, Diction, Tone, and Voice” 
 Selections from travel writing by Henry James and Bayard Taylor 
 Revisit the space you described last class and observe further details 

Tue, Feb 4 Patti M. Marxsen, “The Art of the Travel Essay” 
 Teju Cole, “Brazilian Earth”  
 ---, “Angels in Winter”  
Thu, Feb 6 Anne Lamott, “Shitty First Drafts”  
 James Baldwin, “Equal in Paris”  
 Sign up for travel writing workshop dates available on Blackboard 

after 5 p.m. 

Tue, Feb 11 UNC Writing Center, “Revising Drafts” 
 William K. Zinsser, “Writing About Places: The Travel Article” 
 Faith Adiele, “Passing Through Bandit Territory” 

Thu, Feb 13 William K. Zinsser, “The Lead and the Ending” 
 John Jeremiah Sullivan, “Upon This Rock” 
Sun, Feb 16 Last day to withdraw without getting a W 

Tue, Feb 18 Critique Paragraphs of the readings due at the start of class 
 Randy Henderson, “How to Give and Get Good Critique” 
 Gloria Wade-Gayles “How Not to Be a Gringo” 
 Andrew X. Pham, Ch.’s 1 & 22 of Catfish and Mandala 
Thu, Feb 20 Travel Writing Workshop One 

Tue, Feb 25 Travel Writing Workshop Two 
Thu, Feb 27 Travel Writing Workshop Three 

Tue, Mar 3 Travel Writing Workshop Four 
Thu, Mar 5 Randy Henderson, “How to . . . Get Good Critique”  
 William K. Zinsser, “Writing About Yourself: The Memoir” 
 Judith Ortiz Cofer, “The Story of My Body” 
 Signup sheet for personal writing workshop dates available on 

Blackboard after 5 p.m.  

Tue, Mar 10 Travel Writing Workshop Five 

Thu, Mar 12 Phillip Lopate, “The Personal Essay and the First-Person Character”  
 Amy Tan, “Fish Cheeks” 
 Toni Morrison, “Cooking Out”  
 Bobbi Dempsey, “Government Cheese”  
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Tue, Mar 17 Travel Writing Workshop Six 
Thu, Mar 19 Carvell Wallace’s “Prince Can’t Die”  
 Steven W. Thrasher, “Prince Broke All the Rules about What Black 

American Men Should Be”  
 Ijeoma Oluo, “Beyoncé’s Lemonade Is about Much More than Infidelity 

and Jay Z” 
 Berry Grass, “Battle Vest” 

Tue, Mar 24 Travel Writing Workshop Seven  
Thu, Mar 26 Roxane Gay, part I of Hunger (Heads up: this reading includes frank—

though not graphic—discussions of rape, as well as painful 
descriptions of body issues.) 

Tue, Mar 31 Maggie Nelson, selections from The Argonauts 
Wed, Apr 1 Last day to withdraw at all, even with a W 
 If you have an INC from last semester, get the missing work in ASAP! 
Thu, Apr 2 Felt Sense Writing Exercise in Class 

Tue, Apr 7 NO CLASS (classes follow a Wednesday schedule)  
Wed, Apr 8 Last day to register to vote in time for the New York primary election 
Thu, Apr 9 NO CLASS (Spring break, woooo) 

Fri, Apr 10 INCs from last semester become FINs if you haven’t handed in the 
missing work  

Tue, Apr 14  NO CLASS (Spring break, woooo) 

Thu, Apr 16  NO CLASS (Spring break, woooo) 

Tue, Apr 21 Personal Writing Workshop One 

Thu, Apr 23 Personal Writing Workshop Two 

Tue, Apr 28 Personal Writing Workshop Three 
Thu, Apr 30 Personal Writing Workshop Four 

Tue, May 5 Personal Writing Workshop Five 
Thu, May 7 Personal Writing Workshop Six 

Tue, May 12 Personal Writing Workshop Seven 

Thu, May 14 Makeup Day  

Tue, May 19 Final Portfolios due via Blackboard before 11:59 p.m. 


