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Writing Narrative History 
ENGH456/ENGH497/ENGH619/HIST 397/HIST 685  
Fall 2019   George Mason University 
Scott W. Berg (English) and Zachary Schrag (History), instructors 
Tuesdays, 4:30-7:10pm 
Krug Hall 19 (but note that at least twice during the semester, including the first class meeting, we'll 
meet in GMU's Special Collections Research Center, room 2400 in Fenwick Library) 
 
  
Scott W. Berg 
Office: Robinson Hall B, room 413D 
Office hours: Tuesdays, 3:00-4:00pm and Thursdays, noon-1:00pm. By appointment is fine, too. 
E-mail: sberg1@gmu.edu 
  
Zachary Schrag  
Office: Robinson Hall B, 357A 
Office hours: Wednesdays, 10:30-11:50am and 1:10-2:30pm. 
E-mail: zschrag@gmu.edu 
Please sign up for a slot at https://zschrag.as.me/. That keeps me from double booking. If you 
cannot meet on the dates listed, please let me know which dates would work.  
 
REQUIRED MATERIALS/EXPENDITURES:  
  
Two books are required for this course and are available in all of the usual places: 
  
Adam Goodheart, 1861: The Civil War Awakening 
Jill Lepore, The Secret History of Wonder Woman 
  
Very short excerpts from an additional twenty or so works of narrative history, most a page or two in 
length, will be made available to you as pdf files. 
  
You'll be responsible for making copies of your own work, sometimes enough for your workshop 
group and sometimes enough for the entire class. 
  
Be sure you own a good dictionary and a good English handbook as well.  We recommend The 
American Heritage Dictionary(hardcover) and Diana Hacker's A Writer's Reference. 
  
THE COURSE 
  
This is a hybrid course, a writing workshop focusing on nonfiction writing in the genre that is known 
variously as "narrative history," "popular history," "crossover history" or sometimes “microhistory” 
from the perspectives of both creative writing and scholarly history. The focus is on narrative; the 
course is designed for students of writing who wish to explore a new mode of storytelling and for 
students of history who wish to receive intensive instruction and practice in the art of storytelling that 
otherwise might not be part of their curriculum.  
  
Team-taught and cross-listed in the departments of history and English, the course aims to help 
students from both majors navigate the gap between narrative historians (who very often come from 
the worlds of journalism and fiction writing) and academic historians, who often write for colleagues 
and students but who sometimes write books attractive to wider audiences. When considering 
events and people in history, both types of writers are looking at the same object from opposite 
sides, both turning it around and over to determine what their own angle of vision will be. The gap, or 
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middle ground, between these approaches is not easy to describe: plenty of academic historians are 
terrific storytellers and plenty of popular historians do terrific scholarship. 
As such, you (and we) will inhabit different roles in different moments: sometimes you will be a 
student in history or English, undergraduate or graduate; sometimes you will be one of 26 students 
responding to the prompts and challenges put forth by your two instructors; and sometimes (many 
times!) we will be a room full of 28 writers, all of us writers working toward the worthy but elusive 
goal of making a meaningful contribution to the pile of words that have already been written about 
historical people, places, events, and ideas. 
  
This is a writing workshop course in which we will also do a fair amount of reading. Your written work 
in the class will culminate in one substantial piece of popular history, either a self-contained narrative 
(think along the lines of a long magazine article) or a section of a longer work. Along the way, shorter 
"set pieces" will explore the many ways a nonfiction writer can vividly resurrect times, places, 
characters, and incidents. To write well in this genre requires more than simple historical research — 
rather, true historical scholarship is the foundation of strong works of narrative history, whether we 
call them “popular” or not. Students will consider the relationship of historical narrative to primary 
sources, to existing scholarship, to existing secondary sources, and to living experts in the times and 
topics under discussion. 
  
PREREQUISITES 
  
ENGL 309, 311, 399 and 489, as well as HIST 300, all serve as acceptable prerequisites for this 
course. It is not necessary to have taken ENGL 396 before taking this course.   
  
This course fulfills a requirement for students in the nonfiction and creative writing concentrations in 
English, for history majors concentrating in public history, and for history MA students concentrating 
in applied history. Students from all majors and concentrations are welcome. 
  
We are not the people who dispense information and advice about course eligibility; if you have 
questions, contact Laura Scott, English department advisor, at 703/993-1179 or lscott@gmu.edu, or 
Carrie Grabo, History undergraduate coordinator, 703-993-1249 or cgrabo1@gmu.edu, and say we 
sent you. MA students in history can contact Professor Schrag; graduate students in English can 
contact Gregg Wilhelm, MFA director. 
  
EMAIL / COMMUNICATION PROTOCOLS 
 
As this is a team-taught course in which both instructors share an equal responsibility for evaluation 
and course content, it's important that most communication from you includes both of us. Be sure to 
address most emails to both of us, especially when your messages concern course requirements, 
due dates, attendance, etc. Even if you have a question for one of us, put the other instructor in the 
message's "cc" line. You are always welcome to address a message to just one of us if you feel 
circumstances or subject matter require it. 
 
As for how to communicate with your professors--well, believe it or not, Teen Vogue has some 
decent advice. Check it out: https://www.teenvogue.com/story/how-to-build-relationships-with-
college-professors. 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
  
This is a cooperative discussion and workshop class, which relies on the attendance and active 
contribution of its members to succeed.  We will require that you let us know in advance of any 
absences. An excused absence will be any legitimate absence that we know of ahead of time. 
These excused absences (as long as they are not frequent) will be treated differently than 

https://www.teenvogue.com/story/how-to-build-relationships-with-college-professors
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/how-to-build-relationships-with-college-professors
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unexcused absences: there will be more opportunity to make up graded assignments, in-class 
writing, etc. 
  
NOTE ON ATTENDANCE: Missing class with regularity will damage your ability to do well in the 
course.  And there are limits to the kind of absenteeism we'll allow: Anyone missing more than two 
weeks (two classes) consecutively or three weeks (three classes) overall will find it difficult to pass 
the course because of the missed in-class work and participation. Approaching these limits will affect 
your final grade as well, though to what degree will depend on your contributions when you are in 
class. 
  
Punctuality is important. Please be on time for class. 
  
Your work in the class will culminate in one substantial piece of narrative history, either a self-
contained narrative of a section of a longer work, at least 5,000 words in length.  You'll write three 
sets of research notes to go along with this longer piece, and you'll hand in a thorough 
bibliography and a complete end matter document as well.  
  
You'll also write four set pieces of 300-500 words, exploring place, character, incident, and 
historical framing in some relation to your central project. There are only two possible grades on 
these exercises: "finished" and "please revise." If you're in the "please revise" stage, there will be no 
grade recorded on the exercise other than a notation that you handed your first version on time and 
therefore are eligible, eventually, for full credit.  Once you've received your "finished," you're done 
with that exercise and will be given full credit for its completion, no matter how many drafts you 
wrote.  Know in advance that we'll be demanding of these short assignments as with all your work -- 
you may write something that has many positives and still be asked to do more with it. Note that it 
will acceptable to use some of the material from your set pieces in your final semester project, 
though not in the same form. 
  
We will try to hold at least two peer writing workshops toward the end of the semester, when you 
will meet with some of your classmates to discuss your work. These days are very important to this 
class, and as such, workshop participation is a required assignment, which cannot be made up. 
  
By the end of the course, your writing should be free, or nearly free, of mechanical errors -- the focus 
in this class is on style, form, and content, not grammar and punctuation. The ability to competently 
manipulate the fundamental units of English composition--the word, the sentence and the paragraph 
-- is a prerequisite and not a goal for this course.  
  
ADDITIONAL REQUIREMENTS FOR GRADUATE STUDENTS 
  
Graduate students are expected to write longer final projects, at least 6,000 words in length. They 
will also be asked to write an introduction of 1000+ words in which they discuss issues of 
historiography and scholarship surrounding the project. They may be assigned additional reading 
about narrative history as a genre and to address questions raised by this reading in their research 
notes. 
  
REVISIONS 
  
Revision is an important part of this class. The central project will go through several draft before the 
end of the semester. These drafts are required assignments, and count towards your overall grade. 
  
GRADING 
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You must do everything assigned--reading, rough and final drafts of assignments, workshops, 
conferences, and shorter writings--to receive a passing grade in the class. 
  
Your grade will be determined according the following mix: 
  
Final piece of popular/narrative history:  40% 
Research notes and end matter (your “history grade”): 20% 
Set pieces (your “English grade”): 20% total 
Class participation (including workshop participation and workshop responses): 20% 
  
Your grade is not based solely on our editorial assessment of your writing, nor is based solely on 
whether you accomplished every item on our checklist.  A student who receives an A or A- in this 
class must show herself or himself to be a good writer, a good researcher, and a good student. The 
writing of an A student does not need to aim to entirely duplicate the quality of the examples in class 
— that would be unreasonable and counterproductive -- but does aim for the same types of 
strengths. Being a good student means being in class and entering into the spirit as well as the 
following the letter of the assignments. Participation is important, as is our sense that you're fully 
engaged with the material. Being late with assignments, nodding off in class, failing to absorb 
discussions or lectures through disinterest or lack of concentration, showing disrespect to your 
peers; these aren't the characteristics of a good student. 
  
A NOTE ABOUT SAVING YOUR WRITING 
  
As part of your Masonlive email account, you have 25 GB of online storage called SkyDrive. If you 
have access to a computer on which you can install applications, you can install a SkyDrive app 
(https://apps.live.com/skydrive); that app will automatically sync files from a SkyDrive folder on your 
computer to a SkyDrive.com server. A similar, free service is offered by Dropbox.com. As you 
progress, save new versions of your work, with your last name and the date in the filename. 
  
ACADEMIC INTEGRITY AND LATE ASSIGNMENTS 
  
The George Mason University Honor Code states: “To promote a stronger sense of mutual 
responsibility, respect, trust, and fairness among all members of the George Mason University 
community and with the desire for greater academic and personal achievement, we, the student 
members of the University Community have set forth this: Student members of the George Mason 
University community pledge not to cheat, plagiarize, steal and/or lie in matters related to academic 
work.”  More information about the Honor Code, including definitions of cheating, lying, and 
plagiarism, can be found at the Office of Academic Integrity website at https://oai.gmu.edu. 
Violations will be reported to the Honor Committee. 
  
Late papers and assignments will be penalized.  This penalty will depend on the nature of the 
offense; for example, an assignment one day late will suffer less than an assignment five days late. 
(The minimum penalty, though, is a half-grade reduction: B to B-, for example.) No paper a week late 
or more will receive a passing grade. We will consider, though not automatically grant, extension 
requests made at least one class period in advance—as long as such requests are infrequent. 
  
THE UNIVERSITY WRITING CENTER 
  
The University Writing Center is a free one-on-one tutorial service, available to all GMU students 
who want to work on writing skills. Stop by Robinson Hall, room A114, call 703-993-1200, or 
visit http://writingcenter.gmu.edufor information and appointments. 
  
OTHER RESOURCES 

https://apps.live.com/skydrive
https://oai.gmu.edu/
http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/
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The University Catalog, http://catalog.gmu.edu, is the central resource for university policies 
affecting student, faculty, and staff conduct in university academic affairs. Other policies are 
available at http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/. All members of the university community are 
responsible for knowing and following established policies. 
 
In case of inclement weather, please call the main switchboard at 703-993-1000 or consult the main 
web page at http://www.gmu.edu/to see if classes are cancelled. We expect to cancel class only 
when the university cancels all classes.  
  
If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please contact the 
Office of Disability Services (ODS) at 703-993-2474. All academic accommodations must be 
arranged through the ODS: http://ods.gmu.edu 

Students in distress are encouraged to contact the university’s Counseling and Psychological 
Services (CAPS) office: 703-993-2380;http://caps.gmu.edu 

Weekly Schedule 
 

 All of the information below is subject to change. Some readings and assignments may be 
added or their schedules shifted. 
  
WEEK 1 August 27 (Meet in Special Collections Research Center, Fenwick Library room 2400) 
  
IN CLASS, first half: Introduction to course and coursework 
 
IN CLASS, second half: Introduction to Special Collections Research Center resources 
  
WEEK 2 September 3 
 
READ BEFORE CLASS: The Secret History of Wonder Woman, The Splash Page and Part One, pp. xi-
78 
DUE before class via Blackboard as "text submission": First update on possible narrative history 
project 
 
BRING TO CLASS: The book out of your lifetime of reading that spoke to you most compellingly on the 
subject of history. This might be a book of academic history, a narrative/popular history, a novel, a book 
of poems, a graphic novel, etc. If you still have the physical copy, skim it a bit and then bring it to class. 
If you don't, that's okay, just try to remember what you loved about it. 
 
  
WEEK 3 September 10 
 
READ BEFORE CLASS: The Secret History of Wonder Woman, Part Two, pp. 79-180 
DUE before class via Blackboard as "text submission": Second update on possible narrative history 
project 
IN CLASS: Reading as a writer, reading as a historian: the questions we ask 
IN CLASS: Discussion of Lepore and The Secret History of Wonder Woman: no written response due, 
but please note at least two short instances (a paragraph to a couple of pages) each of person, place, 
incident/scene, and historical framing. Person refers to introductions to people; place refers to 
descriptions of place; incident/scene refers to actions taking place in (more or less) real time; and 
historical framing refers to those moments when the author zooms out to provide a sense of the larger 

http://catalog.gmu.edu/
http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/
http://www.gmu.edu/
http://ods.gmu.edu/
http://caps.gmu.edu/
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historical narratives through which the individual characters' own personal narratives are moving. 
 
  
WEEK 4 September 17 
 
BEFORE CLASS: The Secret History of Wonder Woman, Part Three, pp. 181-280 
DUE before class via Blackboard as Word file: Narrative history project declaration 
IN CLASS: Zach and Scott introduce Scrivener and discuss working methods 
  
WEEK 5 September 24 
 
BEFORE CLASS: The Secret History of Wonder Woman, Epilogue and Afterward, pp. 281-321 
 
***DUE after class via Blackboard as message: RESEARCH NOTES #1 
  
WEEK 6 October 1 (Berg absent--Schrag solo) Class activities TBD 
  
WEEK 7 October 8 (Schrag absent--Berg solo) Class activities TBD  
  
WEEK 8 October 15 NO CLASS MEETING (Monday classes meet on Tuesday) 
  
WEEK 9 October 22 (2nd visit to Special Collections -- meet in Fenwick Library 2400) 

DUE before class via Blackboard as Word file: First full (ROUGH) draft of narrative history project 
IN CLASS: Peer writing workshop #1: challenges and conundrums 
DUE after class via Blackboard as "text submission": RESEARCH NOTES #2 
  
WEEK 10 October 29  
 
Read before class: 1861, prologue and chapters 1-3, pp. 3-134 
DUE before class via Blackboard as Word file: SET PIECE #1: Place 
 
  
WEEK 11 November 5 
 
Read before class: 1861, chapters 4-6, pp. 135-266 
 
DUE before class via Blackboard as Word file: SET PIECE #2: Person 
  
WEEK 12 November 12 
 
Read before class: 1861, chapters 7-9 and postscripts, pp. 267-382 
 
DUE before class via Blackboard as Word file: SET PIECE #3: Incident 
 
WEEK 13 November 19 (Possible 3rd visit to Special Collections) 
 
DUE before class via Blackboard as Word file: Second full (bme) draft of narrative history project 
IN CLASS: Peer writing workshop #2: achievements and aspirations 
DUE after class via Blackboard as "text : RESEARCH NOTES #3 
  
WEEK 14 November 26 
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**DUE before class via Blackboard as Word file: SET PIECE #4: Framing 
IN CLASS: Share-around of set pieces 
 
WEEK 15 December 3 
  
DUE before class via Blackboard as Word file: FINAL END MATTER for narrative history project 
IN CLASS: Last words, final instructions, tearful goodbyes, course evaluations  
  
WEEK 16 FINALS WEEK 
  
DUE Tuesday, December 17 by 7:10pm via Blackboard: PDF file of final narrative history project 
 

 


