
 

Creative Nonfiction: Introduction 
 
Required Text: Slice Me Some Truth, eds: Luanne Armstrong, Zoe Landale, Wolsak & Wynn, 2011. 
 
Course Description and Objectives 

This course is an overview of the wide umbrella of forms that is creative nonfiction. Students will read 
and discuss memoir, personal essay, lyric essay, travel writing, “new” or literary journalism and will 
practise writing in a range of these forms. They will also learn key elements of fictional and poetic 
technique, while getting to know and understand themselves as writers. This is a hands-on writing class. 
There’ll be lectures and discussion, but also plenty of writing, reading and workshop time. 
 
Students will become familiar with the varied forms of CNF. 
 
Students will practise a variety of techniques to help them write engaging prose. 
 
Through group interaction, students will gain critical insight into what makes a piece of creative 
nonfiction successful. 
 
Students will write one page of each form and complete a draft of their preferred form during the 
course session. 
 
Readings 

Readings are on handouts provided in class or through Moodle. 
 
Participation 

Students are expected to participate in class discussions and in-class exercises and to provide respectful, 
constructive feedback to their fellow students during class. They are also expected do the home reading 
and writing assignments and to follow the class guidelines for offering feedback. 
 
Offering Feedback 
Giving helpful feedback is easier than you think. In essence it’s giving the writer the gift of your 
attention. So pay attention. Read the piece at least twice (preferably three times) and make note of the 
places where you are feeling most connected to what the writer is saying. 
 
As you read it again, ask yourself what it is about these passages that you admire so much. Is it the 
language, the imagery, the crispness of the dialogue or the clean, clear way the writer has moved the 
story forward (or sideways or backwards)? 
 
If there are other places where the writing is not so successful, make your notes on a separate page. 
Look for specific reasons for why you did not find the passage as successful. Is it the wording or 
structure? Is there information missing? 
 



And last, but definitely not least, when you discuss another writer’s work in class, always refer to the “I” 
in the work as the “narrator,” never as “you.” 
 
Assessment  

Certificate Students 
If you are a student in our professional communication certificate or our creative writing award of 
achievement, your assessment may differ from that of your classmates. Please note that part of that 
assessment will be a final portfolio that will require you to submit a piece of writing or other project 
from this class. 
 
Assessment for the Course 
You will be assessed partly on the quality of your writing and the sincerity of your efforts to improve it, 
also on your participation in class discussions and the effort you make to offer helpful feedback to fellow 
students. 
 
Your writing will be assessed largely on whether you have met your own goals. Have you begun to tell 
the stories you want to tell? Have you provided enough background and detail to make the scenes and 
the import of them clear to the reader? Have you worked with the language, so it is fresh and original? 
Have you handled sensitive subjects or scenes with care and deliberation? And finally, have you 
conveyed what you wanted to convey? 
 
Letters of Completion 
In order to be eligible for a letter of completion, you will need to attend at least 80% of the classes (or 
the online equivalent) and complete the assignments. You can request a letter of completion by 
emailing us at writing.exl@ubc.ca after the course has finished. 
 
Feedback 
The instructor provides feedback on all writing assignments. Depending on the volume of submissions, 
work is returned with comments within a week to ten days. 
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Course Schedule 

Week One: Overview of course 
• What do you want to write? 
• What is CNF anyway? (Definitions and forms) 
• Workshop protocol 
• Writing habits, writing practice 

 
Week Two: Voice: What is it and how do I get one? 

• Key principles of good narrative 
• Descriptive writing 
• Fiction techniques 
• Writing practice 

 
Week Three: Memoir 

• Types: Lyric, trauma, coming of age 
• Truth, memory, and all that 
• Writing as healing, writing as art 
• The challenge of self on the page 
• Questions of privacy and ethics 

 
Week Four: Personal Essay 

• The narrative “I” 
• Writing character 
• Weaving idea through story 
• Pacing, structure, shapes on the page 
• Story workshop 

 
Week Five: Lyric & Nature Writing 

• Nature as traumatic or healing force 
• Metaphor, sound, rhythm – the poet’s toolbox 
• Story workshop 

 
Week Six: Literary Travel 

• Dialogue between person and place 
• Keeping tension in narrative (pacing) 
• Dialogue, humour 
• Story workshop 

 
Week Seven: Literary Journalism 

• Journalism 101: Ethics and protocol 
• Research & interviewing techniques 
• Style, form, editing tips 
• Story workshop 

 
Week Eight: Rhetoric, Biography, History 

• The art of persuasion 
• Following the research trail 
• Story workshop 
• Review & discussion 
• How to keep the writing habit 


