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Undergraduate Nonfiction Workshop: Speculative Nonfiction 
LaTanya McQueen//LaTanya.McQueen@gmail.com 

 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 

This course will explore the technique of speculation in writing memoir and essays. We’ll look at writers who use 
this approach in their work, whether it’s to “fill in the gaps” in their memory or when working with researched 
material that doesn’t have all the answers they’re hoping to find. We’ll look at writers that use the speculative to 
discuss issues relating to the environment (Lacy M Johnson) and race relations (Wendy Walters), personal 
history/ancestry (Lee Martin and Brooke Williams), and those who perhaps take the concept too far (Lauren 
Slater). We’ll look at writers who flirt with the boundary between truth and fiction, whether intentionally or not, 
forcing us as creative nonfiction writers to think about the ethical considerations as well as what the limits are in 
our search for truth. 

 
TEXTS/MATERIALS 

 We’ll read and discuss the following nonfiction books (that you’ll need to purchase): Lying: A 
Metaphorical Memoir by Lauren Slater, Dispatches from the Drownings: Reporting the Fiction of Nonfiction by 
B.J. Hollars, Turning Bones by Lee Martin, and Open Midnight: Where Ancestors and Wilderness Meet by 
Brooke Williams 

 We’ll also read and discuss the following essays/articles (uploaded on Blackboard): “”The Truth: A 
Memoir” by Stephen Dunn, “The Skin Between Us” by Kim Ragusa, “Remembering, I Was Not 
There,” by Anne Panning, “Memory and Imagination” by Patricia Hampl, “Imaginary Homelands” by 
Salman Rushdie, “Cleveland” and “Norway” (from Multiply/Divide) by Wendy Walters, “When We 
Were Animals” by Lacy M. Johnson, and “Street Haunting” by Virginia Woolf  

 Additionally, we’ll read excerpts from (uploaded on Blackboard): Bending Genre: Essays on Creative 
Nonfiction edited by Margot Singer and Nicole Walker, excerpts from The Lifespan of a Fact by John 
D’Gata, and “’Perhapsing’: The Use of Speculation in Creative Nonfiction” by Lisa Knopp, as well as 
other to be determined pieces 

 Recommended (for exercises: a composition notebook that has perforated pages. Some of the 

exercises you’ll turn in for review so you’ll want a notebook that has pages that can be ripped). 

 Folder for additional handouts and returned exercises. 

 

GRADE BREAKDOWN & EVALUATION 

 Essays One and Two (any subgenre discussed in class; 3,500-5,000 words): 20% 

 Revision: 5% 

 Research Project: 15% 

 Workshop Feedback Critiques & Peer Annotations: 40% 

 Writing Exercises and Participation: 20% 

 

Excellent work (A/A-) shows initiative and sophistication that consistently exceeds 
expectations, reflecting a deep commitment to the creative process; a capacity for analysis, 
reflection, and bold revision; and/or an active, thoughtful leadership role in the class. 
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Good work (B+/B/B-) exceeds requirements by demonstrating evidence of effective 
revision; showing preparation, organization, and improvement; and/or contributing 
actively and constructively in the classroom. 

Satisfactory work (C+/C/C-) engages with the creative process, is completed on time, gives 
basic attention to revision, shows improvement, and/or contributes positively to the 
classroom environment. 

Unsatisfactory (D) work or lower means that you have not met minimum class 
standards in some way. 

 
ASSIGNMENTS 

o WRITING ASSIGNMENTS: These exercises will usually correspond with the pieces we've been reading 
that week, but not always. Some of these exercises will be collaborative while others will be assigned 
writing exercises that correspond with the readings. The exercises are to help you to explore different 
elements of craft as well as to foster additional ideas that you may extend in subsequent workshop 
submissions (both on our class and beyond).  
If you are absent on a day when I’ve handed out an assignment, you should check Blackboard to find the 
uploaded assignment and be prepared to turn it in completed by the next class. However, if you need 
extra time completing them, let me know in advance and usually I will allow it. However, I will not 
remind you to turn in the assignment. It is your responsibility to make sure you turn in to me all of your 
work. 

o WORKSHOP ESSAYS: For your first workshop submission, I’d like for your submission to be a memoir 
excerpt. Your second essay submission can be any of the creative nonfiction subgenres you wish (nature 
writing, personal essay, memoir, lyric essay, etc.). The reason I want your first submission to be a memoir 
is for the revision project. 

o REVISION PROJECT: For this assignment, I’d like you to use some of the cueing techniques we discussed 
in class to cue the reader into speculative territory in your piece, and then I would you include your own 
speculative narrative (at least 500-1,000 words). After this, I want you to write a brief (300-500 words) 
reflection explaining why/where you included what you did and how you think it adds to the piece.  

o RESEARCH PROJECT: For this assignment, I want you to combine research with speculation. First, 
you’ll conduct research. This can be family research (in which you’ll interview family members, look at 
records on genealogy sites, etc.) or history about a place (your hometown or someplace you’ve never 
been). As you delve into this process, what discrepancies can you find? What questions arise for you? What 
pieces in the stories you hear and read don’t quite fit together? What do you wish you could have known 
that you can’t explain? What history do you wish you could have changed while knowing that you can’t? 
Using the material you find, you’ll construct your own essay that you’ll turn in to me at the end of the 
semester that incorporates the speculative in with your research. How you construct this is up to you, 
meaning if you want to include images or multimedia with your text you can. However, I ask that the 
“truth” parts of what you turn to me be a minimum of ten pages. 

o FEEDBACK LETTERS & CRITIQUES: You will need to turn in feedback letters on the pieces being 
workshopped. These letters should be a minimum of 500 words and you will need to bring two copies: 
one for the writer being workshopped that day and another copy for me. You will need to make sure that 
each letter has the following: your name and the student’s name of the person you are evaluation. In 
addition to the workshop letters, you will need to write comments on the actual piece itself. After the 
workshop is over, you will turn in to me the student’s draft with your comments. I will evaluate them and 
then the next class I will return them to the student. You will be graded not only on the amount of 
comments you provide but also on the level of care and attention of your comments.  

 
ON WORKSHOP 
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Each student will workshop at least 3,500 words of work (please use a font like Garamond or Times New Roman, 
font size either 10 or 12, and one- inch margins) twice over the course of the semester. 
For your workshop, you will be expected to come to class prepared. This means that on the date selected on the 
schedule, you will need to bring printed copies (16) for everyone in the class. 

On the workshop day students being workshopped should come with a list of questions and issues concerning their 
piece that they’re wanting discussed. For those not being workshopped, you will need to come with your 
annotations of the piece(s) and be prepared to turn in your comments on the pieces being workshopped. These 
comments should be a minimum of one page typed (at least 500 words), and you will need to bring two copies: 
one for the writer being workshopped that day and one for me. 

Participation is part of your grade, and includes active involvement in all discussions, written comments on your 
classmates’ work, turning in your workshop piece on time, and being punctual. 

I have specific guidelines for how the workshop should be handled that I will address later in the block when the 
time comes. We will also conduct a mock workshop so that everyone will be familiar with the workshop format 
and student expectations. 

You cannot be late on a day on which you are being workshopped. If you are late for your workshop, I will deduct 
five points for every five minutes you are not present off of your “Workshop” grade. 
Also, it should go without saying, but you cannot be absent on the day you are being workshopped. If you are, you 
will receive a 0 for that portion of your grade and because of time constraints you will be unable to make up the 
workshop. We will conduct the workshop without you. 
 
ON CLASSROOM PARTICIPATION & ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT 

You are expected to attend every class meeting. More than merely attending, though, you are expected to be 
present in every sense of the word—mentally and physically— no matter who is speaking or what the class activity 
is. You should arrive focused, prepared, and on time. Cell phones, laptops, and all other electronic devices must 
be turned off and stowed away during class, old-school airplane-style (with exceptions for emergencies, to 
accommodate learning styles, etc.). This will facilitate the hush we need to read and write and observe and listen 
and think well. 

I keep a daily record of participation and will share this feedback with you on request. It’s important to note that 
effective participation is not simply about having a lot to say; it’s about maintaining a strong level of engagement 
with your fellow classmates and the subject at hand, thinking consciously about when to share the floor, how to 
listen dynamically, and when to speak up in a way that will take the conversation further and create openings for 
others to join in. 

***Note on Participation: This is where the critiquing assignments will help you. Please bring questions you have 
over the readings. What parts of the piece confuse or interest you? What gaps are there in the argument? What 
lines do you love? Mark up examples that you believe are great examples of craft (real dialogue, effective 
characterization, evocative imagery, etc.). Bring these to share with the class. Remember, what YOU notice about 
a piece will be different from everyone else. Your perspective, your voice, is just as necessary to the creative 
writing conversation. 
 
ON ABSENCES 

Any unexcused absence will cause your participation grade to drop; falling asleep or otherwise being “absent” 
during class—even if you are physically present—will also be recorded as absence. EXCUSED ABSENCES (for 
illness, emergency, religious obligation, etc.) will not affect your grade, but—because so much of your learning in 
this course happens during irreproducible in-class conversation—more  than three excused absences and I will 
begin deducting a half letter from your final grade for each additional absence. If your sixth absence has occurred 
before the add/drop period has ended, I reserve the right to drop you from the course automatically.  

In the past, students have had difficulty understanding this attendance policy so I have broken it down below. 
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Please note that this is the HIGHEST grade you will be able to earn assuming you meet all the other class 
expectations: 

First Absence:  Highest Possible Grade A 

Second Absence:  Highest Possible Grade A 

Third Absence:  Highest Possible Grade A 

Fourth Absence:  Highest Possible Grade A- 

Fifth Absence:  Highest Possible Grade B 

Sixth Absence:  Highest Possible Grade B- 

Seventh Absence:  Highest Possible Grade C 

Eighth Absence:  Highest Possible Grade C- 

Ninth or More Absences:  Automatic Fail 

Please be in touch about excused absences before they occur. You are responsible for finding out about work 
missed during absences of any kind. 
 
POLICIES 

ACADEMIC HONESTY 
You’re expected to take inspiration from published work and from your classmates, but any borrowing (of 
language, concept, or form) must be clearly and explicitly acknowledged. If you’re unsure whether or 
how to acknowledge source material, always ask. Failure to appropriately acknowledge sources—i.e., 
plagiarism—will be reported to the University. 
 
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES:  

If you anticipate barriers related to the format or requirements of this course, if you have emergency 
medical information to share with me, or if you need to make arrangements in case the building must be 
evacuated, please let me know as soon as possible.  

If disability related accommodations are necessary (for example, a note taker, extended time on exams, 
captioning), please register with the Disability Center (http://disabilitycenter.missouri.edu), S5 
Memorial Union, 573- 882-4696, and then notify me of your eligibility for reasonable accommodations. 
For other MU resources for persons with disabilities, click on "Disability Resources" on the MU 
homepage. 
 
TITLE IX STATEMENT: 

The University of Missouri’s Equal Employment/Education Opportunity policy is compliant with Federal 
laws prohibiting discrimination and requires that faculty, student employees and staff members report any 
known, learned or rumored incidents of sex discrimination, including sexual harassment, sexual 
misconduct, stalking on the basis of sex, dating/intimate partner violence or sexual exploitation and/or 
related experiences or incidents. To ask questions about the policies and procedures regarding sexual 
misconduct or to report any form of sex discrimination, please consult the MU Title IX website 
(title9.missouri.edu/or title9.missouri.edu/reporting/) or contact the MU Title IX Coordinator, Linda 
Bennett, 573-882-7915 or bennettli@missouri.edu.  For confidential support and assistance, students 
should contact RSVP (Relationship and Sexual Violence Prevention) Center, 573-882-
6638/rsvp.missouri.edu/; MU Student Health Center, 573-882-7481/studenthealth.missouri.edu/; or 
the MU Counseling Center, 573-882-6601/counseling.missouri.edu. 

 


