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About the Writing Program


Academic Writing is designed to provide you with training that will help form the core of your academic practices and your intellectual development. Regardless of your intended major and future career, writing and the critical practices related to it—activities like reading, analysis, reflection, argumentation, revision—will be central to your life as a student and more broadly as a university-trained intellectual. Hence all students are required to take a course in writing, and are asked to do so early in their university education. It is important to me and, I hope you will find, to you, that you see yourself as a person enmeshed in important discussions and debates, and that you have the confidence, the acumen, and the proficiency to understand controversies and advocate for the positions you believe in. 

The University Writing Program defines five goals that all sections of Academic Writing pursue: 

         1. Practicing careful, engaged and responsive reading; 

         2. Practicing critical thinking and analysis; 

         3. Practicing improving writing through revision and multiple drafts; 

         4. Practicing evaluating, reacting to, and making use of the work of others; 

         5. Practicing carefully designing, editing, and correcting your own work. 

(You can find out more about these goals and about the University Writing Program by visiting <http://www.ctlw.duke.edu/academics>.) 

In this course you'll work toward these goals by writing a series of essays in the context of an academic seminar. Your writing will be the basis for an exchange of opinions and ideas among your classmates and myself about a common set of issues, topics and texts. In this way the course is a microcosm of the larger workings of academic life. 

About this Course

This particular section of Writing 20 works toward these goals through a sustained discussion of the relationship of place, culture and politics. Though global economies and media cultures increasingly encourage us to think of place as waning in importance, commitments to specific places like neighborhoods, communities, regions and nations still provide powerful motives for belief and action. In reading, writing, and discussion, then, we'll generate a line of inquiry around a variety of questions: As new forms of communication and commerce obliterate old ideas about space, what values are still attached to the places we inhabit, and to place-concepts like community, region, and nation? How are our identities and our worldviews shaped by the landscapes in which we live, work, and learn? What shapes do broad, global and historical conflicts over things like race, class and the environment take in particular communities? What critical approaches do writers, filmmakers, and other cultural workers need to participate in local debates? As we respond to these questions, we’ll look at representations of place in literature and visual arts, we’ll read work by critics that challenges not only how we think about place but also how we think about academic writing, and we’ll try to develop and put to use tactics for writing that meet the challenge of representing—and reshaping—our own places. 

We'll read authors who write from and for a variety of fields, exploring the implications of place-formation for architecture, environmental studies, history, art, literature, and cultural studies, among other fields. Many of the pieces we'll read cross traditional disciplinary boundaries, and perhaps even challenge how and why these boundaries are drawn. Many also challenge widely accepted conventions and traditions of academic writing, working visually as well as literally and mixing genres of textual analysis, narrative, theoretical reflection, and political argument. 

These experiments will, I hope, help us think about how to adapt writing tactics to particular topics, situations, purposes, and audiences. We will work collectively to help all of us develop appropriate and effective writing tactics for the various projects we undertake. As you compose essays about different aspects of the concept of place, and use those writings to present your views to the class, please feel free to experiment both formally and conceptually with your writing. Use these experiments to develop a line of inquiry that you can be personally invested in, that connects to your own background, interests, and goals. At the same time, I hope you will work to participate in larger conversations, to discover how your writing purposes and projects connect to those of your fellow students, the authors we read, my own work, and that of others. 

Finally, I hope that our focus on place will help you make one more kind of connection: a connection between the university and the broader world—the "real world" that university life is often juxtaposed to. One idea we will test throughout the course is the notion that texts of various kinds shape people's beliefs, expectations, and actions about and within particular places. I hope our study of place and academic writing will help us see our intellectual and cultural work as part of a larger landscape where thinkers and writers can join other kinds of workers in shaping the conditions people live in, perhaps for the better. 

Policies and Requirements


Your enrollment in this course signifies your assent to the following policies:
Attendance is mandatory because the seminar format relies on reliable group participation. More than three absences will adversely affect your final grade. You are responsible for all work you miss and for returning to class prepared following any absence. 

Being tardy not only causes you to miss important information but also disrupts class for others. To discourage habitual lateness, I count three tardies as one absence. 

Reading is a very important part of becoming an effective writer, and your ability to participate in the activities of the class will depend on your having not simply read but making the effort read closely and critically (keeping running outlines and taking note of your reactions, for example). 

We’ll read two books, Outside Lies Magic by John Stilgoe and Stories I Ain’t Told Nobody Yet by Jo Carson, in their entirety, and large portions of three other important recent works about place and culture by Alexander Wilson, Delores Hayden, and Lucy Lippard. All these books should be available through the university bookstore. 

Twice during the term we’ll include in our class discussion some recent films that foreground issues about place. Screenings of the films will be scheduled outside of class, but all the films are on reserve at Lilly Library, and you are welcome to watch them there at your convenience. 

A complete bibliography of required readings is included at the end of this document. I recommend, but do not require, the purchase of a grammar handbook (Writing Essentials is the one adopted by the University Writing Program), and a good dictionary as well. 

Writing is the reason for the class. We will engage in a wide variety and large number of writing assignments: 

EXERCISES: Some kind of written work will be due at almost every class meeting. Most will be assigned as homework; some may be written during class; others may involve participation in online discussion boards as well. These exercises are designed to help support class discussion and the process of writing the four essays you’ll produce during the term (see below). I will periodically collect this work and record a check-minus, check, or check-plus; your track record on these assignments will be the principal factor in your participation grade. Because these writings are closely tied to class activities for a specific date, I will not accept any late exercises. 

ESSAYS: Four times during this semester I will ask you to respond to assignments by writing sustained critical, analytical, or argumentative works. You will create and explore ideas, analyses and arguments about the concept of place by developing a set of critical questions to guide your inquiry; by looking at the complexities of a specific site; by thinking about how the concepts and conflicts in play in one place connect it to other places and points in history; and finally by considering the possibilities and consequences of different strategies for representing places. 

All four assignments should explore the same place, so it will be important to make careful decisions about topics early in the term. While one response to the project instructions will be to write individual essays for each assignment, it will also be possible to revise and expand existing work in new, more diverse and complex directions. (My experience teaching a similar course last semester suggested that students who pursued this option created the most nuanced and rewarding work .)  Regardless of your approach, 1000-1500 words (or 4-6 pages) of new text is required for each assignment. 

These works must be polished, thoughtful, and interesting—not least because you will use them to present your ideas to the rest of the class. In addition to the feedback you will receive through class discussion and peer review of your work, I will comment extensively on these essays with the goal of giving you useful perspectives on revision. I will return essays that are carelessly or hurriedly prepared to the author for correction. 

You must submit your papers on time. Late papers will be penalized, and may not receive the same amount of written feedback as a punctually-submitted essay. Please keep both electronic and paper copies of all your work in the course on file throughout the term. 

COURSE PORTFOLIO: At the end of the term you will submit new versions of the writing you have submitted over the course of the term, revised based on the feedback you have received from me, your classmates, and your further thought on the topics, bracketed by an introduction and conclusion. Your final grade will be based primarily (80%) on the portfolio. Please note: You cannot receive a passing grade for the term unless you submit a complete portfolio. 

Participation, as mentioned above, is crucial to the success of this class as a learning experience. You are expected to participate in all class discussions and activities. The extent to which you do so will be a substantial factor in your final grade. More importantly, energetic participation, even when it takes the form of heated disagreement, will make the class more relevant, more exciting, and ultimately more rewarding for all of us. 

Please note: if any circumstances, at any time, prevent you from participating fully in the activities of the class, you must let me know immediately. I will work with you to respond to the situation. 

Plagiarism—claiming the words or ideas of others as your own—will not be tolerated. It should go without saying, given your voluntary compliance with Duke’s honor code, that all your work will be your own. If you plagiarize, you will fail the class, and may face larger disciplinary action. 

The writing you do in this course will certainly involve interacting with and making use of the words and ideas of others, so careful acknowledgment of all source material will need to be a priority for you. We will discuss conventions and procedures for scholarly source citation in class, but as a rule, when in doubt, cite, and when you have questions, ask me. 

Online resources, located at <http://courses.duke.edu/courses/WRITING20.26-28-S2001/>, will augment both the reading and writing components of the course, using the Blackboard CourseInfo software package.  The primary function of the web site is to provide a complete archive of course materials, including all project and exercise instructions.  However, we’ll also experiment this term with the use of discussion boards and electronic submission and distribution of essays.  I also maintain a few useful links to other sites.

The web site is password-protected; use your ACPUB password to gain access. If that doesn’t work, you can log in to the site using the name “guest” and the password “guest” to access most, but not all, of the features.  Please notify me right away if you have difficulty accessing CourseInfo.

Grading: I feel that reductive, classificatory systems of grading, such as those based on A’s, B’s, C’s, D’s and F’s, contradict the ideas I try to teach about what writing is and how it works—that writing is complex, contingent, and contextual. The letter grade itself often receives a disproportionate amount of attention among the many things I write on papers, especially in relation to those remarks that try to engage in detail with the substance of your thought and its expression, impeding a useful discussion of your work. And I find that when students define their writing goals and tactics in terms of receiving a certain grade, writing that is thin and perfunctory is often the result. 

Therefore, I avoid placing letter grades on essays, preferring instead to assign a grade to the portfolio as a whole at the conclusion of the course. However, I understand students’ practical needs for more traditional forms of assessment during the term, so if you need an estimate of your letter grade at any time, please schedule an appointment and I’ll be glad to discuss it with you. I’ll also assign a midterm grade on February 23rd to notify you of your progress in the course to that point. 

Your final grade will come from the following formula: 80% portfolio, 20% participation (including exercises, discussion, attendance, etc.).

Bibliography

The Blair Witch Project. Dir. Daniel Myrick and Eduardo Sánchez. Artisan, 1999.

Carson, Jo. "Good Questions." Bloodroot: Reflections on Place by Appalachian Women Writers.  Ed. Joyce Dyer. Lexington: UP of Kentucky, 1998. 72-79. 

-----. Stories I Ain't Told Nobody Yet. New York: Theater Communications Group, 1989.

Fargo. Dir. Joel Coen. Polygram, 1996. 

Hayden, Dolores. The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History. Cambridge, MA: MIT P, 1995. 

Lippard, Lucy. The Lure of the Local: Senses of Place in a Multicentered Society. New York: The New Press, 1997.

Stilgoe, John. Outside Lies Magic. New York: Walker, 1998.

Stranger with a Camera. Dir. Elizabeth Barret. Appalshop, 2000.

Wilson, Alexander. The Culture of Nature: North American Landscape from Disney to the Exxon Valdese. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell's, 1992.


[image: image1.jpg]