San José State University Department of English and Comparative Literature
English 241: Fiction Writing Workshop (Section 01) – Fall 2019

Selena Anderson, Ph.D.

Email: Selena.Anderson@sjsu.edu

Assistant Professor of Creative Writing

Office Location: FO 105

Class Days/Time: M 7:00-9:45PM

Office Hours: by appointment

Classroom: FO 104

Telephone: (408) 924-4449

Course Description:
The graduate fiction workshop is a place for students to build upon their skills as fiction writers and
create a foundation for future projects. The class will focus on both craft and content, and students
will receive feedback and specific, goal-oriented advice on how to write short stories or a novel. Craft
discussions and subsequent assignments will explore the ways in which writers convey emotions,
physicality, and believability within a narrative. We will begin by reading a wide array of works by
published writers of literary fiction and by studying study various aesthetic affiliations, traditions, and
conventions—that is, by reading from a writer’s perspective—we will examine the myriad techniques
employed for what is finally a common goal: to make readers feel. Then we will move to critiquing
student work in the workshop, wherein students will explore the elements of fiction and learn how
the effects created by their manipulation enable them to best tell their stories. Students will receive
written critiques and line edits from the professor as well as their peers.

Course Learning Outcomes (CLO):
This course addresses the following Student Learning Objectives (SLOs) approved for the MFA in
Creative Writing:
•
•
•

SLO 3: Students will demonstrate an appropriate level of knowledge of literary history,
literary theory, and craft and theory of creative writing.
SLO 4: Students will demonstrate critical and analytical skills in the evaluation and
interpretation of literary texts.
SLO 5: Students will demonstrate a command of written academic English, including the
abilities to:
1.
2.
3.
4.

organize and present material in a cogent fashion;
formulate and defend original arguments;
employ effectively the language of their discipline;
write under time constraints.
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Required Texts:
Baxter, Charles. Burning Down the House: Essays on Fiction. New York: Graywolf. 2008.
Hale, Constance. Sin and Syntax: How to Craft Wicked Good Prose. New York: Three Rivers
Press, 2013.
Wood, James. How Fiction Works. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008.
•
•

Digital reader of published short stories (available on Canvas)
Other reading materials, including student work, craft essays, and published short stories (also
available on Canvas)

Course Requirements and Assignments
Success in this course is based on the expectation that students will spend, for each unit of credit, a
minimum of 45 hours over the length of the course (normally 3 hours per unit per week with 1 of
the hours used for lecture) for instruction or preparation/studying or course related activities
including but not limited to internships, labs, clinical practica.
1. Two new pieces of fiction. At the end of the semester, there may be an opportunity for
students to turn in additional work. [SLO #5]
2. In place of a final exam, students will turn in a substantial revision of a piece previously
discussed in workshop. [SLO #5]
3. Each week students will provide written comments to their classmates' work. [SLO #4]
4. Students will engage and participate in meaningful class discussions. [SLO #4]
5. Students will give a presentation on a published short story of their choice. [SLO #3]
6. Over the course of the semester, students will attend at least two literary readings and write
1,000-1,500 word responses to each. [SLO #3, #4, #5] (See 1-Unit Enhancement below)
Because this is a 4-unit course, students can expect to spend a minimum of twelve hours per
week preparing for and attending classes and completing course assignments. This course
will have integrated into the syllabus the following 1-unit enhancement:
•
•

Service Learning/Field Experience/Civic Engagement
International Education/Cultural Enrichment

1-Unit Enhancement: Attendance at Literary Readings & Written Responses
During the semester, you are required to attend two fiction readings by published authors (who have
published at least one book) in the greater Bay area. The Center for Literary Arts here at SJSU is the
premiere reading series of Silicon Valley. The 2019-2020 season will host some of the most exciting
voices in contemporary American literature including Jonathan Franzen, Carmen Maria Machado,
Tyehimba Jess, Tommy Orange, and Naomi Shihab Nye among others. Announcements will be
posted on Canvas and on litart.org.
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Additionally, the Bay Area is one of the world's great literary regions, where seven days a week one
can attend a reading by a renowned writer at a bookstore, college, community center, or library.
Readings are listed in the Sunday editions of the San Jose Mercury News and The San Francisco
Chronicle, and in Metro.
You are to write a short review essay (1,000 – 1,500 words) about each of the readings you attended,
analyzing language, structure of at least two specific story collections or novels that the author read
(giving the titles and quoting specific lines/passages). Turn in each review within one week of
attending said readings. Each review essay will be peer-reviewed by another student in the class and
supervised by the instructor. Finally, you will revise each essay, incorporating comments from the peer
reviewer and the instructor.
You may include secondary sources or commentaries the author has published about their work
(documented in conventional MLA-format for research papers). Look for examples of the author’s
work you heard read by getting their books, or finding their work on reputable websites. Should you
be unable to attend two readings live in-person, you can find full-length streamed recordings of
readings given at UC Berkeley, San Francisco State University, and other Bay Area universities and
universities around the nation.

Final Examination or Evaluation
In place of a final exam, students will turn in a substantial revision of one of their workshop
submissions. There are many possibilities for revision. Some examples of changes that might be
included in a substantial revision include developing a metaphor, adding or deleting a character,
reworking syntax and tone, changing the point of view, inserting a new scene, and altering the ending
of the story. It is not enough simply to correct the spelling and grammatical errors of the first draft.
To earn a high grade on the revision, you must alter the story in some significant way. The revision is
due the last day of class.

Grading Information
Creative writing can be evaluated according to general standards used to determine how well a piece
of writing works. These include:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Textual and/or technical competence and eloquence.
Imaginative risk.
Energy and freshness of language.
Effective use of metaphor and other forms of figurative language.
Clarity and precision of detail.
Capacity for mixed feelings and uncertainty.
Effective use of grammar, syntax, and rhythm.
Naturalness and believability.
Appropriateness of style to subject.
Compelling audience interest.
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Grades will be based on the quality and quantity of writing you do as well as the quality and
constructiveness of the criticism offered during the workshops.

Final grades will be the product of the following factors:
•
•
•
•

Student work (2 short stories and 1 revision) 60%
Participation and written critiques 20%
Group Presentation and student-led discussion of a published story 10%
Responses to two literary readings 10%

Determination of Grades
The Department of English and Comparative Literature reaffirms its commitment to the differential
grading scale as defined by the SJSU Catalog (Grades-Letter Grading). Grades issued must represent
a full range of student performance: A+/A/A- = excellent; B+/B/B- = above average; C+/C/C- =
average; D+/D/D- = below average; F = failure. Within any of the letter grade ranges (e.g.
B+/B/B-), the assignment of a + or - grade will reflect stronger (+) or weaker (-) completion of the
goals of the assignment.

Workshop Procedure
During the first class meeting, students will sign-up for workshop, choosing at least two dates to
hand in their work. Your story must be between 10-25 pages, double-spaced, and paginated. Your
classmates will read your story, make comments in the margins, and type a 2-page written
commentary of constructive criticism. Post your work and critiques in the Discussions section on
Canvas. We will discuss 3 stories per class.

Peer Commentaries
Your typed commentary on each student story will address (a) your interpretation of the work (what
the piece is about, what the author is trying to accomplish) (b) comments and analysis of what is
working well and (c) suggestions for improvement. Submit two copies of your commentary – one
for the author and one for the professor. A portion of your final grade will be determined by the
quality of your peer commentaries.

Workshop Etiquette
Workshop is a place for respectful and constructive criticism. Spoken and written commentary must
always be directed at the work, not the writer. Personal attacks and offensive or inappropriate
language will not be tolerated. Students who cannot follow these guidelines will be dismissed from
the course. See the Workshop Protocol handout on Canvas.
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Procedure for Discussing Published Literary Fiction/Student Presentations
One of the most useful skills you can learn in graduate school is how to lead a discussion. In groups
of 2, students will select a piece from the many aesthetically diverse stories in the course reader, give
a 15-minute presentation focusing on an issue of craft issue that is relevant to their own work, and
lead the class discussion. The reader, with all the stories available to choose from, can be
found on Canvas.

Late Work
As a writer, you must become very disciplined about setting your own deadlines and sticking to
them. Turning in your work when you will is the most important responsibility you have in the
workshop. Late work will not be accepted. If you need to change your workshop date, it is on you
to find a classmate willing to swap. It is also your responsibility to notify the professor as soon as
possible.

Absences
In the extremely rare case of an absence, the student will be assigned a published short story for
which they must compose a short 500-word analysis of the author's handling of an element of craft.
The assignment will be due on the class meeting following the absence.

University Policies
Per University Policy S16-9, university-wide policy information relevant to all courses, such as
academic integrity, accommodations, etc. will be available on Office of Graduate and Undergraduate
Programs’ Syllabus Information web page at http://www.sjsu.edu/gup/syllabusinfo/.
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ENGL 241 / MFA Fiction Workshop, Fall 2019, Course Schedule
The Fiction Workshop meets every Monday of the Fall 2019 semester, starting on Monday, August
26. The last class is Monday, December 9. Class will not be held on September 2 (Labor Day) or
November 11 (Veteran's Day) . In lieu of a final exam, you will submit the Final Revision on the last
day of class. Reading assignments meet SLO #1, writing assignments SLO #3.
Note: This schedule is subject to change. Announcements will be made in class.

Week

Date

Topics, Readings,
Assignments, Deadlines

1

8/26

Welcome & Introduction

4-9

9/16-10/21

First Round of Workshop

10-16

10/28-12/09

Second Round of Workshop

12/16

Final Revision Due
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