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CRWR 368: Fiction 
Professor: Chelsey Johnson 

Class Meets: TR 12:30-1:50 pm, Tucker 110  

College of William & Mary, Fall 2017 

Email: cjohnson@wm.edu 

Office: Tucker 032 (in the basement) 

Office hours: TR 10:00-12:00, or by appointment 

 
You write in order to change the world, knowing perfectly well that you 
probably can't, but also knowing that literature is indispensable to the world... 
The world changes according to the way people see it, and if you alter, even 
but a millimeter the way people look at reality, then you can change it. 

― JAMES BALDWIN 
 
TEXTS 
 

  
 

The Scribner Anthology of 
Contemporary Short Fiction 

(2007 edition) 
 

Kelly Link, Get in Trouble 
 

Course reader, available for 
purchase at Staples 

 

I. OVERVIEW 
This is an intermediate-level course in writing original short fiction. To do so better, 
you’ll do close reading to examine technical, theoretical and philosophical choices that 
fiction writers make; you’ll discuss these choices as elements of successful (or partially 
successful) fiction; and, of course, you’ll study these choices through the hands-on 
practice of writing and critiquing new work. Craft-wise, our goal is to deepen your 
understanding of the fundamental elements of fiction writing, including structure (both 
traditional and nontraditional), control of time, character, observation and description, 
voice, and attention to detail. But also: we’re making art. It’s going to be strange and 
pleasurable and difficult and surprising, and so the other goal is to write stories you 
didn’t know you would, or could, write.
 

II. THE WORK 
 
WRITING: You will write several assignments of varying length over the course of the 
semester, including at least two complete short stories. Your work will be workshopped 
by the whole class twice during the semester, and in smaller informal groups as well. At 
the end of the semester, you’ll turn in a final portfolio of your strongest, revised work. 
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• All work submitted should originate during the course. (Please don’t haul in a 

story you were fond of in high school, the fantasy epic you’ve been working on 

since you were 12, or the novel you already banged out during NaNoWriMo.) 

We’re going to do lots in-class writing to generate material and work out 

questions you have, so always bring your notebook and/or your laptop.  

 

• At the end of the semester, you’ll assemble a final portfolio that showcases 

your best writing from this course—at least four pieces. The strongest portfolios 

show substantial revision from their initial drafts. The final portfolio is due by 

the end of our final exam time (in lieu of an exam). 

 

READING. Reading for pleasure is probably what made you want to write in the first 

place, and reading as a writer will make you a better one. We’ll read many stories, as well 

as each other’s stories-in-progress and occasional craft essays. Read everything 

thoroughly and come ready to discuss, question, and analyze what makes a story work. 

This is one of the most important elements for your success in the course—and the 

group’s collective enjoyment.  

 

WORKSHOPS.  We’ll read all workshop stories anonymously, and the authors won’t 

identify themselves until their story’s discussion is underway. We do this in order to read 

without preconceptions, reading the text for what it is.  
 

WORKSHOP RESPONSES.  Read each other’s drafts carefully and write a candid, 

generous letter in response, describing what the work or work-in-progress is about, its 

strengths, and suggestions for development. These are not only enormously helpful for 

the author, they’re also incredibly effective for honing your own sensibilities and editorial 

faculties (which will come in useful as you turn to your own writing.) 

 Letters should be about a page long, single or 1.5-spaced, and there’s a simple 

structure you can tap into—I’ll send out examples. Print these for the author on workshop 

day so they have a hard copy to read and write notes on, and e-mail a copy to me as well.  

 

FINAL PORTFOLIO. A final portfolio containing  

• at least four pieces, totaling 20+ pages 

• a cover letter that describes the state of portfolio + your progress in the course 

• and a compilation of your workshop response letters 

 

is due by e-mail at 5 pm on December 20, the last day of exams. 
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READINGS: Attend at least two of the Patrick Hayes Series readings this semester. All are 

at 5pm in Tucker Theater. 

• September 14:  Poet Brenda Marie Osbey, who’s been commissioned to write a 

poem commemorating the 50th anniversary of African-American students in residence at 

William & Mary 

• October 5: Writer-in-Residence Shonda Buchanan 

• November 9:  Fabulist and fabulous fiction writer Kelly Link. REQUIRED. 
 

III. ACCESSIBILITY AND ACCOMMODATION 
Your success in this class is important to 

me. If you have a documented disability 

for which you may require 

accommodations, please see the Office 

of Disability Services and/or let me 

know so we can make sure those needs 

are met.  

If there are other circumstances that 

may affect your performance in this 

class, please let me know as soon as 

possible so that we can work together 

to develop strategies for adapting to 

meet both your needs and the 

requirements of the course. 
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IV. GRADING 
Your fiction will not be graded throughout the semester, but I’ll give you feedback in 

person and in writing. The goal here is not to be mysterious—it’s to let you write and 

explore in relative freedom, and to write for the sake of writing, not reward. However, the 

College does expect a grade at the end of the semester, so here’s how it will break 

down. 

 

10-20 points*: Participation (attendance + preparation for class discussion) 

10-20 points*: Workshop letters (thorough, specific, generous) 

30 points: Writing assignments (quality, timeliness)  

40 points: Final portfolio (craft, depth, polish)                                                         .           

100 points 

 

WHAT “QUALITY” MEANS HERE:  
 

1. Craft: Evidence that you’re actively practicing 

the techniques we’re learning about and 

practicing in class. 
 

2. Depth. The writing yearns and pushes, has 

guts and heart. It eschews stock characters and 

clichéd plots and language. I love to read work 

that is adventurous. Go ahead and be a little 

reckless. Be brave and strange. Steer clear of 

the obvious. Be persistent.  
 

3. Basic but meaningful: Take care with the 
fundamentals. Proofread your prose; fix sloppy 

typographical or grammatical errors; correct 

usage of the language; learn how to punctuate 

dialogue correctly. 

 

 (*What’s this? You may choose to 

weight participation and letters as 

you wish, as long as they add up to 

30—default is 15 points each. For 

example, if you strongly prefer 

listening to talking in class, and you 

know written responses are where 

you can really shine and 

demonstrate your engagement, 

you could take 10 points for 

participation and 20 for letters. Or 

vice versa, if you’re an avid 

conversationalist and tend to keep 

your letters briefer. This isn’t 

license to blow off either 

requirement, but to allow for 

flexibility and accommodate 

diverse learning modes.) 

----------------------------------------------- 

• Feel free to check in with me at 

any time during the semester if you 

would like a sense of your grade. 

 

• Your grade doesn’t reflect on my 

opinion of you as a person, or 

predict your future as a writer. 
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V. COURSE VALUES  
Participation: BE RESPECTFUL.  
Discussion is the heart of the class. The 

quality of it depends on the preparation 

and participation of each of us. Try to 

speak up at least twice every class period. 

Come prepared and well-read, and 

remember that respect is vital to creating 

an atmosphere conducive to artistic 

growth. We want everyone to feel invited 

to contribute their evaluations, ideas and 

questions—and, of course, share their 

writing. Differing viewpoints are welcome 

and encouraged; sarcasm and mockery 

are not, inside and outside the classroom, 

online and off. We live by the Vegas rule: 

What happens in this class stays in this 

class. Embrace difference, respect 

privacy, listen and read generously, and 

always assume the best about each other. 

 
Timeliness: BE READY.  
When your work is due to be 

workshopped, please bring it to class on 

time. No exceptions. Late work cannot 
be workshopped—it’s logistically 

complicated and puts far too much time 

pressure on your classmates. Also, show 

up to class on time.  

Attendance: BE HERE.  
When everyone is present and on time, 

every time, the class is so much better for 

all of us. Class starts at 12:30 sharp. I 

understand sickness and emergencies 

happen, so you may miss twice without 

question. If absence becomes excessive, 

bring me university or medical 

documentation. Multiple absences or 

tardies affect the whole class, and thus 

may affect your final grade.  

 

Electronic Devices: BE PRESENT.  
You can use laptops and tablets to access 

assigned readings, with the wi-fi turned 

off. Otherwise, they’re best closed. We 

need your full engagement here. Out of 

respect for your classmates and 

discussion, please keep phones turned off 

and tucked away. No texting, social 

media, or internet browsing in class, even 

if you think it’s relevant to the 

conversation or you’re itching to look up 

a clarifying fact—it tends to pull us all out 

of the moment. We only see each other a 

few hours a week; let’s be fully present for 

each other. 

VI. PLAGIARISM  
I don’t expect this to be a problem, but will say this anyway. Plagiarism comes from the 

Latin word for “kidnap” and it can range from lifting passages from a source without 

citing it to recycling an entire assignment written by another person. Plagiarism violates 

W&M’s Honor Code. It is also extremely embarrassing to be busted for it. Just…don’t. 
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SCHEDULE OF READINGS AND WORKSHOPS 
As of September 6, 2017. Subject to minor change, with advance notice.  

 
DATE TUESDAY THURSDAY 
Week	One	
August	31	
Reading	As	A	
Writer	
	

[No	class	yet]	 •	Introductions	
•	Discuss	Chimamanda	Ngozi	Adichie,	“The	Danger	of	
a	Single	Story”	
•	In-class	reading	and	writing.	
	

Week	Two	
Sept.	5-7	
Compression	
	

READ:	
•	David	Long,	“Stuff:	The	Power	of	the	Tangible”	(CR)	
•	Hanan	Al-Shaykh,	“The	Marriage	Fair”	(CR)		
•	Percival	Everett,	“The	Appropriation	of	Cultures”	
(CR)	
	
Take	note:	Pay	attention	to	each	author’s	use	of	
language—nouns,	verbs,	adjectives,	adverbs,	
sentence	length.	Note	too	what	makes	an	
interesting	character.		
Also,	what	are	a	few	of	your	favorite	examples	of	
tangible	stuff	in	the	stories?	
	
In-class	exercise:	Writing	Against	Type.	
	

READ:	
•	Handout	on	Prose	Rhetoric	and	Time	
•	Sherman	Alexie,	“What	You	Pawn	I	Will		
Redeem”	and	“Breaking	and	Entering”	(CR)	
	
Take	note:	Find	examples	of	each	type	of	prose	from	
the	handout,	and	note	it.		
	
Due:	Assignment	#1:	Compression.	Write	two	scenes	
or	character	portraits	that	center	on	a	particular	
person	of	your	invention,	each	500	words	max.	One	
must	contain	no	more	than	two	adjectives.	The	other	
must	contain	only	one	form	of	the	verb	“to	be.”	Three	
students	will	bring	15	anonymous	copies	to	class.		
	

Week	Three	
September	
12-14	
Time	and	
Linearity	
	

WORKSHOP:	
Assignment	#1,	Compression.	(Three	people)	
	
Write	a	workshop	letter	to	each	author	identifying	
what	the	piece	seemed	to	be	about,	where	you	felt	
the	most	heat	in	it,	and	what	questions	and	
suggestions	it	left	you	with.	Try	to	avoid	the	word	
“like”	(and	its	synonyms,	“enjoy,”	“love,”	etc.	Don’t	
cheat!)	See	e-mail	for	more	details.	

READ:	
•	Kevin	Brockmeier,	“The	Ceiling”	(SA)		
•	Aimee	Phan,	“Miss	Lien”	(CR)	
•	Kelly	Link,	“The	Lesson”	(Get	In	Trouble)	
		
Take	note:	Compare	how	each	of	these	stories	
manages	time—how	back	story	and	present	action	
are	interwoven.		
	
Due:	Assignment	#2:	Time	Machine.	Dramatize	a	
story	from	the	past	of	an	adult	family	member	or	
friend,	employing	each	of	the	methods	we’ve	
discussed	of	handling	time	in	prose.	See	handout	for	
details.		
	
HAYES	SERIES	READING:	Poet	Brenda	Marie	Osbey,	
Tucker	Theater,	5pm.	
		

Week	Four	
September	
19-21		
Dialogue	and	
Subtext	
	

WORKSHOP:		
Assignment	#2,	Time	Machine.	(Three	people)	

READ:	
•	Deborah	Eisenberg,	excerpt	from	“Mermaids”	(CR)	
•	ZZ	Packer,	“Brownies”	(SA)	
	
Take	note:	How	does	dialogue	characterize	and	move	
the	action	forward?	Look	closely	at	the	physicality	of	
the	dialogue—body	language,	surroundings,	props.	
	

Week	Five	
September	
26-28		
Point	of	View	
	
	

Write:		
Assignment	#3,	Dialogue.	See	handout	for	details.	

	
Workshop:	Small-group	dialogue	workshops	
(everyone.)	Bring	three	printed	copies	of	your	
assignment.	
	

FIRST	PERSON	
•	Junot	Diaz,	“Nilda”	(SA)	
•	Roxane	Gay,	“North	Country”	(CR)	
•	George	Saunders,	“Sea	Oak”	(SA)	
	
Take	note:	How	does	each	first-person	POV	differ	
from	story	to	story?	How	does	voice	establish	
character?		
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Week	Six	
September		
October	3-5	
Point	of	View	
	

THIRD	PERSON:	
•	Karen	Joy	Fowler,	“The	Pelican	Bar”	(CR)	
•	Louise	Erdrich,	“The	Flower”	(CR)	
•	Jennifer	Egan,	“Safari”	(CR)	
	
Take	note:	How	does	each	of	these	stories	shift	
among	third-person	perspectives	(or	not)?	How	do	
they	keep	these	perspectives	distinct	from	each	
other?	
	

OTHER	POV:	
•	Alice	Sola	Kim,	“Mothers,	Lock	Up	Your	Daughters	
Because	They	Are	Terrifying”	(CR)	
•	Jeanine	Capo	Crucet,	“How	To	Leave	Hialeah”	(CR)	
•	Daniel	Orozco,	“Orientation”	(SA)	
	
Due:	Assignment	4,	Short	Story—Round	1	people	
only.	See	handout	for	details.	NB:	We’ll	have	three	
rounds	of	workshop	for	this	first	short	story.	The	nine	
workshoppers	will	be	bound	to	the	date	that	
precedes	their	respective	workshop;	the	rest	are	due	
by	October	26.	
	
HAYES	SERIES	READING:	Writer-in-Residence	Shonda	
Buchanan,	Tucker	Theater,	5pm.	
	

Week	Seven		
Oct.	10-12	
	

NO	CLASS		
Professor	at	conference.	
	

Workshop:		
First	short	story,	Round	1.	(Three	people)	
	
Round	2	will	distribute	their	stories	for	workshop.	
	

Week	Eight		
Oct.	17-19	
	

FALL	BREAK	 NO	CLASS	
Professor	at	another	conference.	

Week	Nine	
Oct.	24-26	
	

Workshop:		
First	short	story,	Round	2.	(Three	people)	
	
Round	3	will	distribute	their	stories	for	workshop.	

Workshop:		
First	short	story,	Round	3.	(Three	people)		
	
Due:	First	short	story,	from	everyone	remaining	
	

Week	Ten	
Oct.	31-Nov.	2	
Modular	
Stories	
	

Read:	
•	Madison	Smartt	Bell,	“Modular	Design”	(CR)	
•	Susan	Minot,	“Lust”	(SA)	
•	Ron	Hansen,	“Wickedness”	(SA)	
•	Kaui	Hart	Hemmings,	“Begin	With	An	Outline”	(CR)	
	
In	class:	Modular	story	project,	part	one.	
	

In	class:	Modular	story	project,	part	II.	Collaborative	
in-class	work.	Details	TBA	in	class.	
	

Week	Eleven	
November	7-9	
Kelly	Link	
	

Read:			
•	Kelly	Link,	“Stone	Animals”	(SA)	
•	Kelly	Link,	“The	Summer	People”	(Get	in	Trouble)	
	

Read:	
Kelly	Link,	“Secret	Identity”	(Get	in	Trouble)	
	
Due:	Assignment	#5,	Modular	Story.	Write	a	story	
that	breaks	the	linear	mold	and	experiments	with	
structure	and	form.	Bring	three	copies	to	class.	
	
KELLY	LINK	reads	Nov.	9	in	Tucker	Theater,	5	pm.	
Attendance	REQUIRED.	
	

Week	Twelve		
Nov.	14-16	
Fabulism	
	

Read:	
•	Donald	Barthelme,	“The	School”	(SA)	
•	Aimee	Bender,	“The	Leading	Man”	(CR)	
• Robert	Olen	Butler,	“Jealous	Husband	Returns	in	
Form	of	Parrot”	(SA)	
	
Take	note:	How	do	these	stories	access	the	real	via	
the	unreal?	How	do	they	fuse	humor	and	horror,	the	
familiar	and	the	strange?		
	
Due:	Round	one	distributes	their	stories	for	next	
week’s	workshop.	The	final	story	can	be	either	a	
substantial	revision	of	an	earlier	assignment	or	a	
new	story	altogether.	

Final	workshop	Round	One.	
	
Round	Two	distributes	their	stories	for	the	next	
workshop.	
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Week	
Thirteen	
Nov.21-23	
	

Final	workshop	Round	Two	
	

THANKSGIVING	BREAK.	No	class.	
	
	

Week	
Fourteen	
Nov.	28-30	

Read:	
•	Helen	Oyeyemi,	“Sorry	Doesn’t	Sweeten	her	Tea”		
	
Take	note:	Of	everything	we’ve	learned:	structure,	
time	management,	dialogue,	point	of	view,	
descriptive	detail,	voice,	the	real	and	the	uncanny.	
	
Round	Three	distributes	their	stories	for	the	next	
workshop.	
	

Final	Workshop	Round	Three	
	
Round	Four	distributes	their	stories	for	the	next	
workshop.	
	

Week	15	
Dec.	5-7	

Final	Workshop	Round	Four		
	
Round	Five	distributes	their	stories	for	the	next	
workshop.	
	

Final	Workshop	Round	Five		
	
Evaluations.	Bring	your	laptop	to	class.	

 
 
 
 

SUMMARY OF IMPORTANT DEADLINES 
 
August 31: Assignment #1, Shorts 

September 7: Assignment #2, Time Machine 

September 19: Assignment #3, Dialogue 

October 5/12/24/26, depending on workhop date: Assignment #4, Short Story 1  

November 2: Assignment #5, Modular Story 

November 14 / 16 / 28 / 30 / December 5 ( everyone will sign up for one): Final short story 

December 20: Portfolio due 
 


