Fiction Writing - for NCSU Young Writers’ Workshop

June 12-23, 2006

1:00-1:30—Pick up students in front of North Hall and escort to area behind Tompkins

1:30-2:35—1st class: (3) 4th graders, (4) 5th graders

2:35-2:50—Snack time

2:50-3:55—2nd class: (3) 5th graders, (6) 6th graders, (4) 7th graders

3:55-4:30—Escort students back to North Hall lot and wait for parents to arrive

Classroom:
Tompkins G109

Sources used:
Ursula K. Le Guin: Steering the Craft
Dr. Seuss: The Sneetches and Other Stories
Rudyard Kipling: “How the Whale Got His Throat”
Mark Twain: The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
Marsden: “The Thunder Badger”
Syllabus in brief:

Monday: The Sound of Your Writing

Tuesday: Punctuation

Wednesday: Sentence Length and Complete Syntax

Thursday: Repetition

Friday: Adjective and Adverb

Monday: Subject Pronoun and Verb

Tuesday: Point of View
Wednesday: Indirect Narration, or What Tells

Thursday: Exquisite Corpse
Friday: Celebration

Day 1: Monday, June 12—The Sound of Your Writing
Introductions: who am I? Have students introduce themselves, then tell 2 facts about themselves and 1 lie; vote on the lie. Make it known that students are free to write whatever they want, though I’ll be using many examples from sf and fantasy.

Goals of the class: write the first 5 pages of a short story. 1 page of either complete story or excerpt will be published in workshop antho; need to be turned in by Friday to Daun Daemon, next Monday at the latest. Announce contest for cover art of antho; prizes awarded—2 gift certificates to winners, for front and back covers: $15 each at Quail Ridge.

Need pencil and paper in every single class. We will be doing exercises every day, and even though you’re working on a longer story, you’ll need to participate in all the exercises as well. They will help to improve your writing. Will allow ten minutes at the end of every class to work on own short stories.

Story is Change. Write What You Know: includes research and knowledge as well as personal experience.

Talk about the sound of language in writing, is where it all begins and what it all comes back to. The basic elements of language are physical: the noise words make and the rhythm of their relationships. Repetition. Luscious word-sounds. Crunch and slither of onomatopoeia.
A good reader has a mind’s ear. Names are important in revealing aspects of character.

Write on the board a list of favorite words: actual and made-up.

Read aloud from Seuss’s “The Sneetches.”
In-Class Writing (15 min.): Write a paragraph to a page of narrative that’s meant to be read aloud. Use onomatopoeia, alliteration, repetition, rhythmic effects, made-up words or names, dialect – any kind of sound effect you like – but NOT rhyme or meter. This is prose, not poetry.
Discussion: After performing pieces, did concentrating on the sound of writing release or enable anything unusual or surprising, a voice you haven’t often used? Did you enjoy doing the exercise, or was doing it a strain? Can you say why?

Final 10 minutes: work on your own short story.

Day 2: Tuesday, June 13—Punctuation
Plexers
Talk about punctuation. If you aren’t interested in punctuation, or are afraid of it, you’re missing out on a whole kit of the most essential, beautiful, elegant tools a writer has to work with. Even with the best intentions, language misused, language used stupidly, carelessly, brutally or wrongly, breeds lies, half-truths, confusion. Writers only have the words, and they must be clear.
Write on the board the different types of punctuation: comma, period, colon, semicolon, dash, etc., and talk about their functions.

Read aloud the Panda Story (35) to illustrate the importance of the presence or absence of the comma.
In-Class Writing (15 min.): Write a paragraph to a page of narrative with no punctuation (and no paragraph breaks or other breaking devices). Suggested subject: a group of people engaged in a hurried or hectic or confused activity, such as the first few minutes of a one-day sale of a new Playstation system.
Discussion: How well does the unbroken flow of words fit the subject? To what extent does the unpunctuated flow actually shape the narrative. Think about what writing it felt like, how it differed from writing with the usual signs and guides and breaks, whether it led you to write differently from the way you usually write, or gave you a different approach to something you’ve tried to write. Is the result readable?
Final 10 minutes: work on your own short story

Day 3: Wednesday, June 14—Sentence Length and Complete Syntax
Plexers

Talk about sentence length and complete syntax. The chief duty of a narrative sentence is to lead to the next sentence. As opposed to poetry that dazzles with its immediacy, prose sets its proper beauty and power deeper, hiding it in the work as a whole.
Very short sentences, isolated or in a series, are terrifically effective in the right place.

Long sentences have to be carefully and knowledgeably managed and solidly constructed; their connections must be clear, so that they flow, carrying the reader along easily. Avoiding long sentences deprives the prose of an essential quality. Constructedness is what keeps a narrative going.
All short will sound stupid. All long will sound stuffy.

Read aloud excerpt from Huck Finn (44). It has its own voice, Huck’s voice, which is understated and totally unassuming. It’s calm, gentle, singsong.

In-Class Writing (20 min.):

Part One: Write a paragraph of narrative in sentences of seven or fewer words. No sentence fragments! Each must have a subject and a verb. Suggested subjects: Some kind of tense, intense action – like a thief entering a room where someone’s sleeping…
Part Two: Write a half-page to a page of narrative that is all one sentence. Suggested subjects: A very long sentence is suited to powerful gathering emotion, and to sweeping a lot of characters in together. You might try some family memory, fictional or real, such as a key moment at a dinner table or family reunion.
Note: Short sentences don’t have to consist of short words; long sentences don’t have to consist of long words. If you find this happening in your prose, you might try to counteract the tendency.

Discussion: It may be interesting to discuss how well the short or long sentences fit the story being told. Do the short sentences read naturally? How is the long sentence constructed – carefully articulated pieces or one torrent? Is the syntax of the long sentence clear and assured, so that the reader doesn’t get lost and have to go back and start over? Does it read easily?
Final 10 minutes: work on your own short story
Day 4: Thursday, June 15—Repetition
Plexers

Talk about repetition of words, phrase, images; of things said; near-repetition of events; echoes, reflections, variations: from the grandmother telling a folktale to the most sophisticated novelist, all narrators use these devices, and the skillful use of them is a very great part of the power of prose.
Read aloud from “The Thunder Badger” (54). Structural repetition is the similarity of the events in a story, happenings that echo one another.

In-Class Writing (15 min. for each):

Part One – Verbal Repetition: Write a paragraph of narrative that includes at least 3 repetitions of a noun, verb or adjective (a noticeable word, not an invisible one like “was,” “said” or “did.”)

Part Two – Syntactic Repetition: Write a paragraph of narrative in which you deliberately repeat the syntactical construction, or the exact rhythm, of a phrase or sentence (or more than one) several times; e.g. With her hands in her pockets, she walked to the door and faced the stranger. His eyes on her face, he stood there a moment and said nothing. This can get monotonous after a while, and the challenge is to keep the prose interesting.
Part Three – Structural Repetition: (if time) Write a short narrative in which something is said or done that echoes or repeats it, perhaps in a different context, or by different people, or on a different scale. It should be several different interpretations of the same event.
Discussion: Were you comfortable at first with the idea of deliberately repeating words and constructions and events? Did you get more comfortable with it doing it? Did the exercise bring out any particular feeling-tone or subject matter or style in your work, and can you say what it was?
Final 10 minutes: work on your own short story

Day 5: Friday, June 16—Adjective and Adverb
Plexers

Talk about adjectives and adverbs. Adjectives modify verbs, adverbs modify verbs. They add richness to languages, and are good and fattening. The main thing is not to overindulge.
Write on the board words to stay away from: kind of, sort of, just, very, great, suddenly, somehow.
In-Class Writing (15 min.): Write a paragraph to a page of descriptive narrative prose without adjectives or adverbs. No dialogue. The point is to give a vivid description of a scene or an action, using only verbs, nouns, pronouns, and articles. Adverbs of time (then, next, later, etc.) may be necessary, but be sparing and chaste with them.

Discussion: Would the piece be improved at all by the addition of an adjective or adverb here and there, or is it satisfactory without? Reading the piece aloud may catch some adjectives you missed. Notice the devices and usages you were forced into by the requirements of the exercise.
Friday Exquisite Cadaver: gather the chairs in a circle and go.

Final 10 minutes: work on your own short story
Day 6: Monday, June 19—Subject Pronoun and Verb
Plexers

Passive (A hole was dug in the ground by gnomes.) vs. Active (Gnomes dug a hole in the ground.) verbs
Person of the verb: first singular (I), third singular (he, she), first and third plural (we, they), second (you – rare). Limited third (most common): you’re writing from inside your story character. You can tell only what that single character perceives, fells, knows, remembers, guesses.

Tense of the verb must be appropriate to the effect you want: past (writer can move around in time easily by using the past perfect, the future perfect, and various moods/forms of the verb) and present (narration is linear, leading to the next moment, excluding global temporal reference).
(It is highly probable that if you go back and forth between past and present tense, if you switch the tense of your narrative frequently and without some kind of signal, your reader will get all mixed up as to what happened before what and what’s happening after which and when we are, or were, at the moment.)

In-Class Writing (20 min.): This should run to a page of so; keep it short and not too ambitious, because you’re going to have to write the same story at least twice. The subject is this: an old woman is washing the dishes, or gardening, or editing a PhD dissertation in mathematics, etc., as she thinks about an event that happened in her youth. You’re going to write this sketch by intercutting between the two times. “Now” is in the kitchen, the garden, the desk, whatever, and “then” is what happened when she was young. Your narration will move back and forth between “now” and “then.” There should be at least two of these moves or time-jumps.
Version One (label it – e.g. Person A, Tense C):

Choose a PERSON: first or third person
Choose a TENSE: all in past tense; all in present tense; “now” in present, “then” in past; “now” in past, “then” in present

Version Two: Now write the same story in the other person and a different choice of tenses. (Label it.)

Discussion: Talk about the ease or awkwardness of the time-shifts; how well-suited the tenses chosen are to the material; which pronoun works best for this story; which choice or combination of tenses works best for this story; whether there’s much difference between the two versions.

Day 7: Tuesday, June 20—Point of View
Plexers

Sign up for who’s reading what on Friday for the celebration.

Point of View (POV) describes who is telling the story and what their relation to the story is.
First Person (“I”): Can only tell what “I” knows, feels, perceives, thinks, guesses, hopes, etc.

Limited Third Person (“he” or “she”): Can only tell what viewpoint character feels, etc.

Involved/Omnicient Author: Story not told from within any single character. There may be numerous POV characters, and the narrative voice may change at any time from one to another character within the story, or to a view, perception, analysis or prediction that only the author could make.

Detached Author (“Fly on the Wall”): There is no viewpoint character.
Observer-Narrator (First or Third Person): The narrator is one of the characters, but not the main character.

In-Class Writing (30 min.): Think up a situation for a narrative sketch of 200-350 words. It can be anything you like, but should involve several people (more than two) doing something. It doesn’t have to be a big, important event, though it can be; but something should happen, even if only a cart-tangle at the supermarket, a wrangle around the table concerning the family division of labor, or a minor street accident. Use little to no dialogue in this exercise. (While the characters talk, their voices cover the POV, and so you’re not exploring that voice.)

Part One: Two Voices

First: Tell your story from a single POV – that of a participant in the event – an old man, a child, a cat, whatever you like. Use limited third person.

Second: Retell the same story from the POV of one of the other people involved in it. Again, use limited third person.

Part Two: Detached Narrator

Tell the same story using the detached author or “fly on the wall” POV.

Part Three: Observer-Narrator (if time)
If there wasn’t a character in the original version who was there but was not a participant, only an onlooker, add such a character now. Tell the same story in that character’s voice, in first or third person.

((Absolute last day to hand in writing for booklet—no more than 1 page!))

Day 8: Wednesday, June 21—Indirect Narration, or What Tells
Plot is merely one way of telling a story, by connecting the happenings tightly, usually through causal chains. Plot is a marvelous device. But it’s not superior to story, and not even necessary to it.
Crafty writers don’t allow Exposition to form Lumps.

Read aloud from “They’re Made Out of Meat.”

In-Class Writing (15 min.): The goal of this exercise is to tell a story and present two characters through dialogue alone. Write a page of pure dialogue. Write it like a play, with A and B as the characters’ names. No stage directions. No descriptions of the characters. Nothing but what A says and what B says. Everything the readers knows about who they are, where they are, and what’s going on, comes through what they say. Suggested subject: Put two people into some kind of crisis situation: the car just ran out of gas, the spaceship is about to crash, etc.
Read aloud the results, pairing up so that one person reads the A parts and one reads the B parts.

Allow time for any questions about writing or publishing.

Exquisite Corpse until the end of class.

Day 9: Thursday, June 22—Exquisite Corpse
(SHORTENED CLASSES)

1:30-2:15 First Class

2:15-2:30 Snacks

2:30-3:10 Rehearsal in auditorium

3:10-3:55 Second Class

Review how to read for an audience—be slow, clear, enthusiastic; pick something interesting and fun. You only get one minute. (I can do a practice reading from “How the Whale Got His Throat.”)

Exquisite Corpse until the end of class.

Assignment: Get ready for reading tomorrow. Practice reading out loud tonight!

Day 10: Friday, June 23—Celebration
Final celebration in Caldwell G107 at 1:30 for students and parents.

Reading and talk by guest author Jacqueline Ogburn. Student readings. Cover art winner announced. Booklet distributed.

