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CRWR 467: Advanced Fiction Writing 
College of William & Mary, Fall 2014 
Mondays & Wednesdays, 3:30-4:50, Tucker 325 
 
TEXTS 
• Course reader of stories and craft essays, available at Staples 
• ZZ Packer, Drinking Coffee Elsewhere (Riverhead Books: 2003) 
 
CONTACT 
E-mail: cjohnson@wm.edu (I will respond within 24 hours) 
Office: Tucker 032 
Office Hours: Wednesdays 10:00-noon, other times by appointment 
 
OVERVIEW 
This course is for student writers committed to a deep and fearless exploration of fiction—reading it, 
writing it, taking it apart, constructing it anew. The short story is an extraordinarily flexible form, 
able at its best to carry off the depth of a novel, the concision of a poem, the weight of a life. We will 
examine the techniques and forms of published (and each other’s) stories with scientific rigor, and we 
will also look for that totally unscientific marvelous spark that ignites writing from good to great.  
 
The two main emphases of the advanced fiction workshop will be attention to depth and language—
by now you know the basics of how to construct a narrative, so in this course, you’ll step it up and 
put pressure on your sentences and push your stories into deeper, more surprising territory. You will 
write four stories and substantially revise and develop two of them. You will also read many published 
stories, often several by the same author, to come to understand how a writer develops a particular 
sensibility and distinctive style. Which you will, too.  
 
REQUIRED WORK 
Writing: Students will write several stories and exercises of varying length throughout the semester. 
Your ultimate goal for the semester is to write complete drafts of three or four stories. (One of the four 
may be a substantial revision.) You will workshop two or three times, depending on your personal 
preference, and conference with me one-on-one for the remaining. 
 
Reading. We will read and discuss a few stories, as well as craft essays, every week. Read every story 
closely. Come prepared to discuss, question, and analyze what makes them work the way they do 
(and how you can try out their tricks and techniques yourself.) 
  Words we will never use: “like,” “didn’t like,” and “relatable.” Instead, describe what you 
discover about the story’s inner workings, about how it is built. Whether you love, loathe, or feel 
lukewarm about a story, try to figure out what makes it run. Take note of specific elements in the 
text—paragraphs, sentences, line breaks, even single words—and the effect these particular choices 
have on the reader. This is the advanced course. Let’s geek all the way out. 
 
Workshop Responses. Your responses to each other’s stories count toward your final grade. Read 
each other’s drafts carefully and write margin comments and a response letter on the work to be 
discussed. You’ll submit a copy of the letters to me as well as to the author on the day they are 
workshopped. 
 What we read in workshop will be new and raw and in progress. Accordingly, read with an eye 
toward possibilities, not just problems. Think constructive, not de(con)structive. Our aim is to help 
the writer tap deeper into the most exciting and promising complexities of the work, not to squash it 
for being imperfect or not the story you would have written yourself.  
 
Final Portfolio. A final portfolio containing at least three stories and 25 pages (no maximum limit) 
and a cover letter introducing the collection is due at the designated final exam time. 
 
Attendance: Please don’t miss class. If you must miss—if you’re gravely ill or there is a family 
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situation or religious holiday—please notify me beforehand. You don’t need to give me all the details, 
I do respect your personal privacy—just keep me informed. If you miss class for any non-essential 
reason (hangover, break travel, fraternity/sorority commitments, had a paper due, etc.), and if you 
miss more than twice for any reason at all, expect your final grade to take the hit.  
 
The Patrick Hayes Reading Series is an amazing resource. This semester, our readings are 
Virginia’s poet laureate Sophie Starnes (September TBA), Pulitzer Prize-winning fiction writer Steven 
Millhauser (October 2), and acclaimed story writer and W&M alum Jamie Quatro (November 20.) 
Attendance is mandatory at two of the three. 
 
GRADING 
Your stories will not be graded; instead you will receive detailed comments on each piece. 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. (To allow for the value of deep revision—what many call the real 
writing—I will weigh your entire catalog of work with more emphasis on the final portfolio than the 
early stuff.) 
 
15% Participation (includes attendance) 
15% Workshop Letters 
30% Timeliness and quality of stories turned in during the semester  
40% Quality of final portfolio 
 
How do I assess “quality”? What I look for in your writing is twofold: imagination and craft.  
1. I want to see you be adventurous in your writing; write what you know, sure, but not the obvious. 

Be brave and strange. You can do anything if you can do it well.  
2. I want to see evidence that you are putting into active practice the techniques we cover in class and 

that you are pushing yourself beyond clichéd and familiar types of stories.  
3. Quality also includes your handling of language, which means craft, form, grammar, punctuation.  
4. Finally, I will look for depth in your work—writing that strives to be about more than just its 

ostensible subject, and works on multiple levels.  
 
This is the ADVANCED fiction workshop, and thus I expect to see fiction that is really pushing 
toward the highest (deepest? choose your extreme) level you can work at. Write at the top of your 
game, folks. Think ahead and be persistent. Develop a habit of writing every day. Time to delve into 
stories that take three weeks, a month, two months to write. 
 
• Consistent lateness—to class, turning in assignments—will have an impact on your final grade. 
Three tardies count as an absence. Late work will not be accepted for workshop. 
 
• I’ll give you a midterm grade so you can see where you stand, and feel free to check in with me at 
any time during the semester if you would like a sense of your grade. 
 
• Please note: you are a free agent in this course, and your performance is totally up to you. I will 
assume that you’re fully aware of the requirements of each assignment unless you ask questions; I 
assume that you take full responsibility for your performance in the class, and that your grade is a 
reflection of your own informed choices, as well as your overall achievement during this particular 
semester. Your grade does not reflect on what I think of you as a person, and is not meant to predict 
your future as a writer. 
 
Class Protocol. 
• Please proofread your work in hard copy before you submit it. 
• When your story is due to be workshopped, please turn it in on time. Late stories will not be 
accepted for workshop; you will miss your slot and it will affect your grade.  
• No texting, no e-mail, and no internet browsing of any kind, even if you think it is relevant to the 
conversation. It is distracting for other students and disrespectful to the professor. Phones should be 
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on silent at all times.  
• Laptops and e-readers should be used only when accessing readings required for the discussion.  

 
PLAGIARISM 
I don’t expect this to be a problem, but will say this anyway. Plagiarism comes from the Latin word 
for “kidnap.” 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. If you do it, you 
will fail the assignment and possibly the course.  
 Because over the course of the semester I read a lot of your writing, it is generally immediately 
obvious to me when someone has used words that are not their own. I expect you to demonstrate the 
utmost honesty and integrity in your work, and whenever you have borrowed from another writer, 
give credit where it’s due.  
 
DISABILITIES 
If you have a documented disability that may have some impact on your work in this class and for 
which you may require accommodations, please contact the office of Disability Services and me so 
that we can arrange things accordingly. Disability Services is located in the Campus Center, Room 
109. Hours are 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. You can schedule an appointment in person or by calling 757-
221-2510. 
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SCHEDULE OF READINGS AND WORKSHOPS 
As of August 27, 2014. Subject to change, with advance notice.  

 
DATE MONDAY WEDNESDAY 
Week	  One	  
August	  27	  
Welcome	  
	  

	   •	  Introductions.	  Syllabus.	  In-‐class	  writing.	  
•	  Robert	  Boswell,	  	  “How	  I	  Met	  My	  Wife”	  (essay,	  
PDF)	  
•	  In-‐class	  writing.	  
	  

Week	  Two	  
	  September	  1-‐3	  
Progenitors	  

Read:	  	  
Anton	  Chekhov,	  “Vanka,”	  “Anna	  on	  the	  
Neck,”	  “Gooseberries”	  
	  

Read:	  	  
Charles	  Baxter,	  ”Dysfunctional	  Narratives”	  
	  
Flannery	  O’Connor,	  “A	  Late	  Encounter	  with	  the	  
Enemy,”	  “The	  Life	  You	  Save	  May	  Be	  Your	  Own”	  	  
	  

	   	  
STORY	  ONE:	  TROUBLE	  
	  

	  

Week	  3	  
Sept.	  8-‐10	  
ZZ	  Packer	  
	  

Read:	  
ZZ	  Packer,	  “Drinking	  Coffee	  Elsewhere,”	  
“Every	  Tongue	  Shall	  Confess,”	  “Our	  Lady	  of	  
Peace”(Drinking	  Coffee	  Elsewhere)	  
	  
Due:	  Story	  One,	  Trouble,	  for	  those	  
workshopping	  on	  Wednesday,	  9/10.	  
	  

STORY	  #1	  Workshop:	  (due	  Monday)	  
1. ____________________	  
2. ____________________	  
3. ____________________	  
	  
(Conference:___________)	  
	  
Due:	  Story	  One,	  Trouble,	  for	  those	  workshopping	  on	  
Monday	  9/17.	  
	  

Week	  Four	  
Sept.	  15-‐17	  
Sherman	  
Alexie	  
	  

STORY	  #1	  Workshop:	  	  
4. ____________________	  
5. ____________________	  
6. ____________________	  
	  
(Conference:___________)	  
	  
	  

Read:	  
Sherman	  Alexie,	  “Breaking	  and	  Entering,”	  “War	  
Dances,”	  “Indian	  Country”	  	  
	  
Due:	  Story	  One,	  Trouble,	  for	  those	  workshopping	  on	  
Tuesday	  2/4.	  
	  

Week	  Five	  
Sept.	  22-‐24	  
Steven	  
Millhauser	  
	  

STORY	  #1	  Workshop:	  	  
7.	  ____________________	  
8. ____________________	  
9. ____________________	  
	  
(Conference:___________)	  
	  
	  

Read:	  
Andrea	  Barrett,	  research	  in	  fiction	  
Karen	  Joy	  Fowler,	  “The	  Pelican	  Bar”	  
Karen	  Russell,	  “The	  Barn	  At	  The	  End	  of	  Our	  Term”	  
	  
In-‐class:	  HOW	  TO	  USE	  AN	  ARCHIVE,	  A	  LIBRARY,	  A	  
NEWSPAPER,	  AN	  INTERNET.	  
	  

	   	  
STORY	  TWO:	  RESEARCH	  
	  

	  

Week	  Six	  
Sept.	  29-‐	  
Oct.	  1	  
	  

Visit	  to	  special	  collections.	  
	  

CLASS	  VISIT	  with	  Steven	  Millhauser!	  
Read:	  	  
Steven	  Millhauser,	  “The	  Room	  in	  the	  Attic,”	  
“Eisenheim	  the	  Illusionist”	  
	  
STEVEN	  MILLHAUSER	  READS	  OCTOBER	  2,	  TUCKER	  
THEATER,	  7	  pm.	  Attendance	  mandatory!	  

Week	  Seven	  	  
Oct.	  6-‐8	  
	  

Read:	  	  
Jim	  Shepard,	  “Love	  and	  Hydrogen”	  
Nam	  Le,	  “Love	  and	  Honor	  and	  Pity	  and	  
Compassion	  and	  Sacrifice”	  	  
	  

RESEARCH	  STORY	  Workshop	  (due	  10/6)	  
(we	  have	  just	  one	  story	  coming	  in	  this	  day)	  
+	  
Craft	  Talk/	  Practice:	  Anatomy	  of	  an	  Argument.	  	  
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Due:	  Story	  Two,	  Research,	  for	  those	  
workshopping	  on	  10/8	  
	  
	  

Week	  Eight	  	  
Oct.	  13-‐15	  
	  

FALL	  BREAK.	  
	  
Due:	  Research	  story	  for	  those	  workshopping	  
on	  10/15	  

RESEARCH	  STORY	  Workshop	  (due	  10/13)	  
	  
Note:	  class	  ends	  at	  4:30	  today.	  (I	  have	  a	  reading	  in	  
Richmond.)	  
	  

Week	  Nine	  
Oct.	  20-‐22	  
	  

RESEARCH	  STORY	  Workshop	  (due	  10/15)	  
	  
	  

RESEARCH	  STORY	  Workshop	  (due	  10/20)	  

	  
	   	   	   STORY	  THREE:	  WILD	  CARD	  
	   	   	   	  

Week	  Ten	  
Oct.	  27-‐29	  
Wild	  Cards	  

Read:	  
Donald	  Barthelme,	  “The	  Baby,”	  “Concerning	  
the	  Bodyguard,”	  “Me	  and	  Miss	  Mandible”	  
Italo	  Calvino,	  excerpt	  from	  If	  On	  A	  Winter’s	  
Night	  A	  Traveler	  
	  
Due:	  Story	  #3,	  Wild	  Card,	  for	  those	  
workshopping	  on	  3/20.	  
	  

STORY	  #3	  Workshop::	  (due	  10/27)	  
	  
Due:	  Story	  #3,	  Wild	  Card,	  for	  those	  workshopping	  
on	  3/25.	  
	  

Week	  Eleven	  
Nov.	  3-‐5	  
Wild	  Cards	  
	  
	  

Read:	  	  
George	  Saunders,	  “CivilWarLand	  in	  Bad	  
Decline”	  
Wells	  Tower,	  “Everything	  Ravaged,	  Everything	  
Burned”	  
Jennifer	  Egan,	  “Black	  Box”	  
	  
Due:	  Story	  #3,	  Wild	  Card,	  for	  those	  
workshopping	  on	  11/5.	  
	  

STORY	  #3	  Workshop:	  (due	  11/3)	  
	  

Week	  Twelve	  	  
Nov.	  10-‐12	  
Wild	  Cards	  
	  	  

Read:	  	  
David	  Foster	  Wallace,	  “Adult	  World	  II,”	  excerpt	  
from	  “Brief	  Interviews	  with	  Hideous	  Men”	  	  
Justin	  Torres,	  “Reverting	  to	  a	  Wild	  State”	  
	  
Due:	  Story	  #3,	  Wild	  Card,	  for	  those	  
workshopping	  on	  11/12	  
	  

STORY	  #3	  Workshop	  (due	  11/10)	  
	  
Due:	  Story	  #3,	  Wild	  Card,	  for	  those	  workshopping	  
on	  11/17.	  
	  

 
	   	  

	   	   STORY	  FOUR:	  LONGER	  
	  

	  

Week	  Thirteen	  
Nov.	  17-‐19	  
	  

STORY	  #	  3	  Workshop:	  Last	  of	  the	  Wild	  Cards	  
(due	  11/12)	  

Read:	  
Jamie	  Quatro,	  “Caught	  Up,”	  “Sinkhole,”	  “Georgia	  All	  
the	  Time”	  	  
	  
NB:	  Jamie	  Quatro	  is	  coming	  to	  read	  on	  November	  
20.	  Tucker	  Theater,	  7	  pm.	  Don’t	  miss.	  	  
	  
Due:	  Story	  #4,	  for	  those	  workshopping	  on	  11/19	  
	  

Week	  Fourteen	  
Nov.	  24	  
	  

Read:	  
Alice	  Munro,	  “Runaway”	  
Roxane	  Gay,	  “North	  Country”	  
	  
Due:	  Story	  #4,	  Research,	  for	  those	  

THANKSGIVING	  
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workshopping	  on	  12/3	  
	  

Week	  15	  
Dec.	  1-‐3	  	  
	  

STORY	  FOUR	  Workshop:	  (due	  11/24)	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

STORY	  FOUR	  Workshop:	  (due	  12/1)	  
	  
Wrapping	  up.	  	  
	  
Course	  evaluations.	  Bring	  your	  laptop	  to	  class.	  

	  
SUMMARY	  OF	  IMPORTANT	  DATES	  
	  
Story	  One	  (Trouble):	  Due	  September	  8,	  10,	  or	  17	  
	   	  

Steven	  Millhauser	  Reading:	  October	  2,	  7	  pm,	  Tucker	  Theater	  
	  
Story	  Two	  (Research):	  Due	  October	  6,	  13,	  or	  20	  
	  
Story	  Three	  (Wild	  Card):	  Due	  October	  27,	  November	  3	  or	  10	  

	  
Jamie	  Quatro	  Reading:	  November	  20,	  7	  pm,	  Tucker	  Theater	  

	  
Story	  Four	  (Longer):	  Due	  November	  17,	  24,	  or	  December	  1	  
	  
Final	  Portfolio:	  Due	  December	  12.	  


