
WORKSHOP ON WRITING SKILLS (FALL SESSION)
NON-FICTION TERM

	Many things in life are mysterious. Why is the sky blue? What really killed Michael Jackson? How do they get the pear into the Poire William bottle? Does Donald Trump actually pay for that haircut?
 
	Writing, however, is not a mystery. As Stephen King recently said, there are only two rules for becoming a writer: keep on reading, and keep on writing. The Workshop on Writing Skills will help you develop the habit of behaving like a writer: observing, thinking, doing research when necessary, and organizing your thoughts into clear prose that says what you really mean. And because editing and re-writing are every bit as important as coming up with that triumphant first draft, we will also help you learn to edit your own writing.
 
	Writing is part glory and part house-keeping. We will help you learn to love both.

How the course works

	Every week you will receive an assignment sheet that includes one or more reading tasks, and one short writing task (with a specified word count). Please read it carefully: there are explicit instructions on the sheet that will help focus your thinking and give your imagination play. We strongly recommend that you write your first draft early in the week, however busy or hectic it might be; we want to see your best work, not a sloppy first draft hastily scrawled on the bus the day of the class. We expect you to do your work conscientiously every week. Please do not join this class unless you can commit the time and energy this requires.

	Here’s the drill: Write your first draft. Put it aside for a day or two. Then, returning to it with a fresh eye in a block of time you’ve set aside for the purpose, go over the assignment, re-writing and polishing it. 

	Present your work as follows: clean, typed (in a readable 12-point font), double-spaced, and always proof-read. Put your name and the word count at the top. We need two copies (one for each discussion leader).

	You will receive a grade for this class based on three things: your homework (25%) , in-class assignments and participation (25%), and your final paper (50%). Your final assignment is to write an essay similar to those published on the Globe and Mail’s Facts & Arguments page  (800 to 1,000 words), or an Op-Ed (opinion) piece.

	Generally, each student reads his or her assignment out loud in class every week, time permitting. (If your piece is longer than the assigned word count, you will forfeit the right to read that week.) If you are shy or would rather not do this, please speak to one of the leaders. In our experience, participants are often anxious about this at the beginning, but soon become a cohesive and constructive writing group, helping each other with writing problems and cheering each other on. Our group builds its own effervescent energy as we encourage each other, and an informal “buddy system” often springs up.

	We encourage you to follow Stephen King’s mantra: keep on reading and keep on writing. We hope that you read both fiction and non-fiction, as well as intelligent newspapers and magazines. If you come across an especially wonderful piece of writing, bring it to class to share. Deliberate reading, and thinking carefully about this reading, can only help your writing.

	Each term, we assemble a list of participants’ e-mail addresses. You will receive regular mailings from your co-leaders with assignment sheets and items of interest.

	If you are unable to attend a class, please let us know the previous week or send us an e-mail:











Thomas More Institute	Workshop on Writing Skills
January 12, 2012	Fiction - Session 1

Assignment #1, due January 19

READING ASSIGNMENT

Please read and be prepared to discuss:

1. Character in Bird by Bird, page 44

WRITING ASSIGNMENT

1. Building on the character brainstorming exercise we did in class,  write a one-page, point-form description of the main character you intend to use this semester (you can change your mind later, but for now work on this character). To start with:

· Name
· Age & marital status
· Residence
· Physical appearance
· Family: spouse, parents, siblings, children
· Social circle: friends, work colleagues, neighbours
· Profession & hobbies
· Favourite books, music, films
· Likes and dislikes, e.g. food
· Car or other means of transportation
· Main weakness and main strength
· Most significant childhood event
· Anything quirky you feel is relevant, e.g. biggest secret or fear
· Anything else you think is important

How we want your assignment:

· Length: about 500 words
· Typed, double-spaced, with wide margins
· Word count and your name on the first page
· Please bring TWO clean copies

Thomas More Institute	Workshop on Writing Skills
January 19, 2012	Fiction - Session 2

Assignment #2, due January 26

READING ASSIGNMENT

Please read and be prepared to discuss:

a)  Burroway, Chapter 4: Building Character: Characterization, Part I
     (Course Pack, pp. 17-23)

b)  Lamott, Bird by Bird, Shitty First Drafts, pp. 21-27 & Getting Started, pp. 3-15

WRITING ASSIGNMENT

c) Write a journal entry or a “Day in the Life” of the character you developed in last week’s assignment. Use either the first person or the third person, but be consistent. Decide whether you are observing your character from the inside or the outside. 

The goal is to convey as much information about the character as possible without directly “telling.”  This means that we do NOT want your character to say things like… “I looked at myself in the mirror and admired my craggy profile…” or “I have a beastly boss – he has such a terrible temper and spits when he talks. . .” Good luck! Have fun.

How we want your assignment:

· Length: about 500 words
· Typed, double-spaced, with wide margins
· Word count and your name on the first page
· Please bring TWO clean copies




Thomas More Institute		          Workshop on Writing Skills February 7, 2013		                 Fiction - Session 5


Assignment #5 - for February 14


READING ASSIGNMENT


1. Burroway: Chapter 6: Long Ago and Far Away, Fictional Place and Time
   (Course Pack, pp. 31-33)


2. Simple Recipes (Canadian Short Stories, pp. 88-96)
[bookmark: _GoBack]
 
WRITING ASSIGNMENT

The goal of this assignment is for you to paint a portrait of your character by describing a setting related to him or her.

Describe the setting in detail without a single person – neither your character nor anyone else – appearing in the description. You will be describing where your character lives or works – one room, or the whole place.

Think carefully about how a setting conveys, all by itself, what kind of person someone is. For instance, what lurks in the hall closet or the medicine cabinet? What lies on the floor? What vintage is the furniture? What unexpected or unusual belongings are on display? What is concealed inside the drawers? 

From sunglasses to soiled underwear, what elements reveal crucial information about your character? Dozens of dead mice, or bazillions of books? Only you (and next week when you read your piece, your fellow students) know.

How we want your assignment:

· Length: about 500 words
· Typed, double-spaced, with wide margins
· Word count and your name on the first page
· Please bring TWO clean copies
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