English 281/282 Syllabus

Winter 2011

Davis Oldham
Office: 5355 (FOSS Bldg)

doldham@shoreline.edu
Hours: Mon – Fri 1:30 – 2:30

206-546-4768

and by appointment

Section S1 (0865/0867)

M – F 10:30 – 11:30

Room: 2931

Prerequisite:
English 101 or equivalent.

· Required Texts (available at the SCC Bookstore):

· Williford, Scribner Anthology of Contemporary Short Fiction
Also Required:

· A Shoreline CC email account. I use email to communicate with you, including receiving and returning assignments, sending out updates and making appointments. A Shoreline account will reduce or eliminate problems with mail getting caught in the spam filter. You can get a Shoreline account through the College website. See me for details.

· A good dictionary (not the same as a spell checker).

This document spells out the course policies on grading, late assignments and other matters that are essential to your success in the course. Please read it and become familiar with the contents. Consult the syllabus before speaking to me about any of the issues covered here. My contact information is provided above. Please make a note of it.

COURSE PHILOSOPHY

First of all, this class should be fun. It’s a course in creative work, and as any artist will tell you, an essential ingredient in all creative work is play. This does not mean it’s easy—you have to work hard to write well—but the work involves exploring, experimenting, practicing the rules and breaking them, all of which is deeply, richly fun. When I say “fun” I mean something more than just a good laugh. Creative writing engages your whole being, and when you’re deeply into it you’ll find it’s as fulfilling as any human activity can be. 

In order for the class to be both fun and rewarding, everyone involved has to be committed to the work. We all have to be willing to take it seriously, to work hard at it, to give it and each other the respect they deserve. If we do that we will have a good time, be deeply satisfied by the work we do and learn some important skills. What you choose to do with those skills after this class is up to you. You may never write another line, or you may become a professional author. But whatever you do later, the experience will have been worthwhile.

Revision is fundamental to all writing. As a former teacher of mine, Charles Hartman, put it in his book Virtual Muse: Experiments in Computer Poetry, “Most of any writing process is actually rewriting. Many writers find that the first draft is almost useless in itself. It contains just enough of truth to make the final work, however difficult, possible” (83). We’ll start with some very short work, from which you can develop larger ideas. We’ll do lots of exerises that can be the seed of a story, or used somewhere in the story after it’s begun. You’ll produce a longer piece, which everyone will read and comment on, and then you will take those comments and revise the story at least once before handing it in for a grade.

Many people will argue that creative writing cannot be taught, because it takes a special knack or talent that you have to be born with. “Either you’ve got it or you don’t,” as they say. Maybe so—but anyone, no matter how much innate ability they have, can benefit from learning something about the techniques and conventions other writers have developed. Whether you’re learning them in a class or by reading on your own, you’re still being taught. The class makes some of that material explicit, easier to spot than if you were just reading on your own. 

With that in mind, this course will use lots of exercises to highlight specific features of fiction writing. You’ll be doing exercises pretty much every day, both in class and for homework, through the whole middle half of the quarter (roughly from week 4 to week 8). These exercises are designed to give you lots of practice with specific, focused, manageable aspects of writing which, once you’ve done them, will show you how the larger structure of the story might be built up, and will help you see that, taken piece by piece, writing a story may not be so mysterious. (For more on this use of exercises, see John Gardner, The Art of Fiction, on reserve at the SCC Library, pages 35 – 37 and 125 – 128.) 

Many years ago I was hitchhiking to see a friend. I got a ride from a college English professor who, when I told him I wanted to be a writer, said there was only one thing I needed to do: read, read, read. Reading shows you what others have tried and some of what is possible. It teaches you, without much conscious attention on your part, the suppleness, range, depth and power of the best use of language—not just a big vocabulary, but the best use of even the commonest word. Reading keeps you in touch with what your contemporaries are writing and reading, so you can be part of that conversation. It opens your mind to other times and places. It teaches you the history of the form. We’ll be reading a lot in this class, mostly contemporary stories, maybe some older ones thrown in here and there. In this case we’re going for quality and quantity. I want you to be voracious: gobble up stories the way you might gobble candy. You’ll stop and think about them sometimes, but I also just want you to read, read, read, like that professor told me. I want you to soak in the language, and the language to soak into your bones.

One last word about the thinking behind this course. In choosing the texts and designing the course I have aimed high. I have designed it with serious aspiring writers in mind—those who do not have to be persuaded that this kind of work is both extremely demanding and extremely rewarding, and who do not doubt that it is worth doing. These students do not have to be coaxed or prodded into taking the work seriously. If you are such a student—welcome.

If you are a different sort of student—just along for the ride, maybe curious but not so sure yet, or just taking the course because it sounded like an easy five credits—you are welcome too. However, the price of the ticket here is your willingness to act as if you were serious, convincingly enough that, most of the time at least, the rest of us do not notice the difference. If you do that, I promise in exchange that you will have a good time and learn some valuable techniques, and you may be inspired to explore this art more deeply.

COURSE POLICIES

I place heavy emphasis on class participation. This class is almost entirely based on discussion. Each of you is responsible for more than just your individual success or failure. Writing is an act of communication, and the class is built around a give-and-take that both models that communication and provides feedback to improve it. If you, for whatever reason, are not prepared or able to be an active, responsible participant, another class may suit you better.

What follows are our course policies. While they may seem somewhat rigid and daunting, they are designed to make your work easier by keeping everyone on task and on schedule and, therefore, keeping stress to a minimum.

Assignments, Grades and Due Dates

There are six basic types of assignment in this class. This table shows what they are, how many of each there are, their length, how they are graded, what percentage of the final grade they are worth and their due dates.

Type
Qty
Length
Grade Type
Percent
Due Date

Short-short story first draft
1
300 – 2,000 words
N/A
N/A
1/12

Short-short story final draft
1
300 – 2,000 words
4.0 scale
10
1/28

Exercises
8 – 10
varies
1, 2 or 3 points (partial credit, full credit, extra credit)
15
Almost daily from 1/24 – 2/25

Response papers
2
500 – 600 words each
4.0 scale
15
1/31 and 3/7

Short story first draft
1
2,000 – 4,500 words
4.0 scale (tentative—to be replaced by grade on final draft)
N/A
2/18

Short story final draft
1
2,000 – 4,500 words
4.0 scale
30
3/16

Writer’s journal
daily
100 words minimum per entry
1, 2 or 3 points per week
10
Weekly

Readings from the required texts and handouts
multiple
varies
N/A
N/A
Most days

Class participation
daily
N/A
4.0 scale
20
Every day

All homework except the journal must be typed. We will work on homework during class the day it is due, and I will collect it at the end of the class period, so always keep an extra copy for yourself.

Stories and response papers must be typed and double-spaced. To receive credit for the class you must submit all four of these (2 stories, 2 response papers). 

You will rewrite your short story and short-short. The grade on the rewritten short story will replace that on the previous draft. Rewritten stories must be accompanied by the graded draft with my comments. Please save all work.

Special note on short stories: You will be required to make copies of your story for the entire class, so everyone has a copy to read before the day it is workshopped.

Late Assignments

All assignments are due in class on the specified date. Exercises form the basis of in-class work and therefore cannot be accepted late.  

If you know you will be unable to attend on the day your story is scheduled to be workshopped, please let me know ASAP so we can reschedule your story and schedule someone else at that time. 

I will consider accepting stories and response papers late if they are accompanied by a written explanation. I reserve the right to refuse late papers or deduct points for lateness, at my discretion. Stories will not be accepted later than the class day before the day they are scheduled to be workshopped. For example, if your story is scheduled to be workshopped on February 23, it must be turned in no later than February 22, so it can be distributed to the class.

Participation

Participation and collaboration are fundamental to this course. It is structured as a workshop, the format of advanced classes in creative writing, and one that many well-known writers have used with their peers when they wanted a way to improve their work. The workshop format requires that you speak about the work you are reading, whether published stories or ones by your classmates. We will have discussions virtually every day of the quarter, and I will keep track of who is contributing. Participation counts for 20% of your final grade. You don’t have to have something brilliant to say every day, but you should be prepared with reactions, ideas, questions (questions are as important as answers, especially in this class). If you are unable or unwilling to participate, you should take a different course.  

I have worked hard to make this class interesting, enjoyable and worthwhile. In return I expect you to treat me, your classmates and yourself with respect. This means that you should be here every day, on time and prepared to work—alert, attentive and ready to participate. If you can’t manage to participate, you can still be attentive and respectful towards others. Please do not: 

· read material not related to the class, 

· do homework for another class, 

· chat, 

· use your cell phone or other devices, 

· sleep,

or in any other way show disrespect toward the rest of the class. If you can’t be mentally present, take a mental health day and come back the next prepared to work. And again, please be on time. Late arrivals disrupt and distract, wasting everyone’s time and money.

Pass/No Credit Option

You have the option of taking this class P/NC. If you choose this option and your grade is a 2.0 or higher, it will be recorded as a “P” on your transcript. If you choose this option and your grade is below a 2.0, it will be recorded as “NC” on your transcript. This means you will not receive credit for the course but it will not affect your GPA. To choose this option you must submit a pass option card signed by me to the registration desk no later than the end of the fifth week (Friday, February 6). A maximum of thirty P credits may apply to any Shoreline degree (with the exception of Nursing and Health Care Information Programs).

Disability

If you need course adaptations or special accommodations because of a disability, or if you have medical information that needs to be shared with me in case the building needs to be evacuated, please contact me or come see me during office hours. If you require accommodations due to a diagnosed disability please contact the coordinator of services for students with disabilities in the FOSS Building, Room 5229; 546-5832 (phone) or 546-4520 (TTY).

Diversity/Respect

When listening to someone else’s story or idea or opinion, strive to understand it from their perspective. In responding to a story comment on what it is trying to do, not to what you think it should do or what you would want to do with a story. Only if you think the fundamental goal of the story itself is flawed should you address that, and then only by explaining why you think so and what would be a more useful or valuable goal.

In writing fiction, we are always trying to get inside the heads of people who are different from us—different in age, class, gender, race, sexual orientation, or just because they have different experiences, tastes, values. The writer must never rely on shortcuts, which is what stereotypes are. The writer should always be trying to see his or her characters honestly, deeply, fully, viewing them as complete human beings with their own individual identities, not as symbols or tokens for some abstract idea. 

Plagiarism

Plagiarism is “quoting, paraphrasing or summarizing portions of another’s work from a published, unpublished or electronic source without acknowledging that source” (Student Handbook)—in short, representing another’s work as your own. It takes different forms: 

· submitting a paper someone else wrote with your name on it,

· using someone else’s exact words in your paper without giving credit for them (including using their exact words without quotation marks, even if you cite the source),

· including someone else’s ideas in your paper without giving credit for them, and

· letting someone else do so much work on your paper it’s as if they wrote it, or part of it. 

In this culture plagiarism is a form of theft. It is the most serious crime you can commit in an academic setting. Plagiarism can result in a zero for the assignment. Extensive plagiarism is grounds for failing the course and can get you kicked out of school. 

Most of the time people plagiarize for one simple reason: panic. They feel unable to do the assignment, don’t ask for help, get into a bind, grab something that looks good and hand it in. Stop this problem before it starts. If you’re having trouble, see me. I will do everything I can to help you complete the assignment successfully. But I can’t help if you don’t talk to me. 

Help Me Help You

I want to help you do well in this class. If you’re having difficulty, speak to me about it. If you show me that you’re concerned with doing good work in this class, I’ll do what I can to help you around the obstacles. Communication is key here. Keep me informed and you should do fine. Talk to me after things fall apart, and there may be little that I can do.

More Help With Writing: The Writing and Learning Studio (TWLS), Room 1501

TWLS provides instructional handouts and texts, a comfortable study environment, and drop-in tutoring for students in any discipline who want to work on college reading strategies, study skills, research papers, essays, or other kinds of writing assignments.  Additionally, the TWLS offers variable credit courses and workshops on topics such as note-taking, memory improvement, research writing, test-taking, and grammar. For more information, visit the TWLS website at http://success.shoreline.edu/TWLS/.

Schedule

Week #
Topic/Activity
Assignment(s) Due

1 – 3
Business, introductions. Artistic purposes, forms, processes, examples. Variety of effects and motives. Reading short-shorts.
Short-short story first draft.

4 – 8
Read/study/analyze short stories from a craft/practitioner’s perspective. Discussion + exercises. Situation, character, plot, POV, pacing, types of info, style, setting, psychic distance.
Short-short final draft. 

Response paper 1.

Short story first draft.

7 – 11
Workshopping student stories. Further exploration of craft.
Response paper 2

Short story final draft.

Outcomes for the course are listed on the next page.

LEARNING OUTCOMES

The College has defined the learning outcomes for this course as follows. Upon completion of the course, students should be able to:

1. Evaluate story writing strategies used in one’s own writing, peer writing and published stories.

2. Draft, revise and prepare portions of stories and full stories while applying the principles of fiction writing.

3. Identify and apply the literary conventions of characterization, scene setting, point of view, plot, organization, and stylization of writing.

4. Hear, understand, objectively consider and apply critical comments to one’s own writing.  Analyze constructive criticism from colleagues and classmates through a peer editing process.  Respond professionally and openly to constructive criticism.

5. Distinguish between style and content and apply these distinctions to critiquing/evaluating short stories.

6. Provide constructive criticism to peers regarding their short fiction writing.

7. Use appropriate literary terms in evaluating fiction.

8. Identify the strengths and limitations of various storytelling media (film, television, short story, novel) and apply those that are appropriate to short fiction.

9. Recognize that moral integrity and emotional sensitivity to oneself and others contribute to the production of creative works.

Our fear and distrust of fiction reflect America’s unfinished business of coming to terms with difference, our national reluctance to give full and equal credit to the other story—the woman’s story, the black story, the immigrant story, the homeless story, our own story reimagined, the daunting freedom and responsibility that a reimagined self would demand.

John Edgar Wideman, “Introduction,” in Best American Short Stories, 1996.

