The Writing Workshop 
The writing workshop is a time for constructive criticism, for the exchange of ideas, and sharing of impressions. Honesty, while sometimes hard to deliver (and receive) is a prerequisite, as is good judgment. Remember, you are not critiquing the writer, just his or her work. Be tactful, respectful, and constructive. Remember that all pieces of writing have good aspects, and workshop is a time to note these parts, not just the parts which could be improved. 

When you are being workshopped, remember you are not being critiqued, just your work. Accept what is helpful, deflect what is not. You will benefit most if you can be open-minded. Remember, they are not talking about your baby; they are talking about your writing. 

There is only one absolute rule: the person being workshopped does not speak while his or her piece is being discussed. Only after the group has decided they are finished discussing the piece may the author ask questions of the group. This is not a time for the author to clarify his/her writing. A successful piece (and thus, writer) should not need clarification.

Some Questions to use for Workshopping

In general

What is the piece’s mystery? 

What left you satisfied, what did you like? 

What left you unsatisfied. What could be improved?

Clarity
Is the writing clear? Is it ambiguous in places. 

Is the action clear? 

Were the uncovering and significance of clues clear?

Character 

Who is the main character/narrator? 

What does the narrator want? Is this interesting and engaging? 

Who is the villain? What are his/her motives?

Are the other characters adequately fleshed out? 

Are the characters dynamic and complex? Do they change, or are they one-dimensional

Is the piece’s language in keeping with the main character’s voice? Should it be?

Tension and pace 

The beginning: does the opening grab your attention? 

The middle: do you want to keep reading? Are there slow parts?

The end: is the ending satisfying? Could it be improved? Is it predictable, and does it follow from all that precedes it?

Structure:

In what order do the events happen and does this work for the piece?

Mystery Essentials

The Puzzle:

Does uncovering the puzzle drive the story? If not, what will drive the story? 

Are the clues hidden well enough but not made obscure?

Is the puzzle interesting, captivating? Does the puzzle feel new in some way?

Is the puzzle predictable?

Is the reader just a step or two behind the writer (or detective), and is this distance a comfortable one?

Are the clues available to the reader and detective (hero) at the same time (i.e. fair play)?

Are all the details significant?

Does the detective/hero discover something unexpected to him/her or the reader?

The Detective/Hero:

Who is she? What challenges (personal, professional, etc.) does she face?

Is she likable and distinct?

Does she have a unique or captivating voice/perspective?

Is she a strong enough character to overcome the villain?

The Villain:

Is the villain a worthy opponent for the hero/detective?

Are the villain’s motives accessible, important, or necessary?

Does the villain test the detective’s skills?

Does the villain act for compelling reasons?

Realism/logic:

Does the detection of the clues happen in an orderly or clear manner for the reader to follow?

Do the clues fit? 

Are the characters’ actions believable?

Is the end realistic and believable, though not predictable?

Fiction and Nonfiction Story Essentials

Here are some things to consider before and while you write a fiction or nonfiction piece, as well as when you critique one:

Character:

What does this character really want? 

Why can’t the character get this thing?

What does the character feel passionate about?

Do you like your character? Are you interested in her? Is she someone you’d want to know well? What would others like/dislike about her?

What is the character’s history?

Does your character change, does she learn or discover something about herself?

What does she sound like when she talks? 

What is her social class, ethnicity, political views, etc…

What makes her unique and different? Is she a cliché? 

Plot:

What is the external problem the character must confront?

Is there a moral or ethical dilemma facing the character?

Will the plot drive the story or will something else drive it (say, character or voice or description)? 

Is the plot predictable?

Is the ending of the plot inevitable (yet still unpredictable)?

Beginning:

Where will the story begin?

Have you started at the story’s true beginning or do you start with so-called throat clearing? 

How will you order the events? Will you use chronological order, or will the piece be ordered in some other way?

What tone will the first paragraph introduce? 

What image/idea/character train will the first paragraph introduce?

What rules/conventions (or breaking thereof) does the first paragraph/page establish?

What pace does the opening establish? How many characters do we meet and in what context? 

What does the beginning foreground (i.e. plot, character, voice, tone, description, place…)?

Point of view:

Will you use 1st or 3rd person? Or even 2nd person?

How close to the 1st/3rd person will your narrative be? Will the reader know the narrator’s deepest secrets?

How objective will you be?

Will the piece’s voice reflect the narrator’s (main character’s) POV and voice?

Will the piece be restricted or confined by the narrator’s POV (say, if you write from a child’s perspective)?

The Middle:

How will you introduce complications to the plot? Will these be surprising or predictable? 

Are there any slow moments? Moments which you lose interest? Why? 

Is there a constant building of tension, or do you let up at times, and is this okay?

What themes, patterns, and ideas do you establish in the middle of the piece?

As you write/read the piece's middle, are you learning something about the character(s)? 

Is the ending predictable while reading or writing the middle?

Ending:

Is the end predictable? Is it inevitable once you finish the piece?

Do the characters change or learn something?

Is there a twist of some kind?

Does the end feel satisfying? Does it feel complete? Have you resolved the problems (the plot's and the character's) you presented earlier?

Does the end indicate what the piece is really about? Does the end indicate a deeper/larger meaning; does it take the reader to another level of complication or understanding? 

Language:

Is the writing concise? Is it coherent and clear? Does it make sense?

Have you paid attention to rhythm and repetition of sound? Alliteration?

Dialog: is it managed and essential? Wordy? Does it have the flavor of real dialog?

Have you read the piece out loud? Does it flow? Have you listened to the beat of the words, the rhythms and music of the language without paying attention to the actual meaning?

Is the language consistent? Does the language fit with the characters and plot and tone?



Responding to Student Writing Workshop Pieces

(due weeks 7 – 9 at beginning of wkshop)

Thursday between week 7 and 9, four students (per workshop group) will have their writing workshopped. You will need to prepare a one-page (at a minimum), single-spaced response for each student's workshop piece. We expect these responses to be frank, honest, yet constructive. Address your response directly to your peer; your response is essentially an on-going dialog with the author. Let the author know what aspects of the story worked well, and which ones did not. Put aside your own vision of the story and respond to what you feel is the author’s vision. Help the author realize his/her vision of the story. You can be prescriptive and give advice concerning how you would write the piece, but again, only do so if your advice feels in keeping with the author’s intentions. 

It is absolutely unacceptable to neglect reading a student's piece for workshop. Nor is it acceptable to forego writing a response. To do so will likely result in loss of credit. 


Excerpted sample response:

Dear Sarah, 

I enjoyed reading “The Unlikely Murder of Francis Bean” because I didn’t know what was going to happen. Every time it seemed like the narrator was going to get herself into trouble, she actually uncovered something new about the murder, and this kept me interested in the story. I especially liked her character. She was funny (and I liked her morbid humor) and light-hearted even though she was surrounded by this gore, and though this was a little surprising because it’s not what I expected, I liked that she wasn’t a timid female character. In fact, I wonder if you could make her more so. Make her tough like the guys she works with, but still have her be female and sensitive. I think that could be a hard balance, but it’d be nice to see a female character who isn’t either your stereotypical female or the opposite of this either. 

The plot was a little hard to follow at times. I wasn’t sure who was doing what or why certain details were there. Sometimes the significance of clues didn’t really make sense either. And it didn’t seem like the narrator just naturally figured them out. I think you were perhaps trying to cover too much ground in just a short story. That’s hard to do. As is, the story feels like you wanted it to be a mini novel almost. I’d maybe cut out Jimmy Bobo and Meathead’s characters. They’re pretty stereotyped too, and they don’t add that much. This may be strange, but I liked the garbage truck driver even though he was a minor character, but you drew him out really well and quickly, and I wonder if he could somehow play a bigger role in helping the narrator dig through the dumpster when she’s looking for the pig’s head. That could be a funny scene too to draw out. Just a thought. 

I really liked the ending, but it came out of left field. I think that’s because you didn’t prepare us enough in the middle of the piece. I think that’s also because you’re trying to do too much with the plot. Your beginning, though, was great. Don’t change it. 

I made a lot of line edits on my copy. Overall, I thought your writing was clear, but sometimes a little wordy. (I noted these spots.) I think you’re especially good at describing people in ways that lets me know who they are. Just don’t go overboard. Good luck with this one. 

Beth Custer



Key to Evan’s abbreviations

nec = is the selection necessary

awk  = selection is awkward

WC = find better word choice for selection   

VC = verb choice

SDT = show don’t tell

POV= point of view

tense = there is a tense problem

sent = sentence

struct = structure

rep = repetition

trans = transition

char = character

nar = narrator

too much, overdone = something is over-written, the author is pushing her point too strongly.

√ = good

ok = okay

ehn... = not good

yuk = really bad

triple underscore= capitalize (america)

¶ = paragraph sign

only if
= switch order of words

cliché = trite or overly used expression

colloq = colloquial phrase- used in speech but not good for writing

pass = using passive tense (The ball was hit by the bat.)

wordy = selection could be edited better, is too wordy.

spent quite some/time (slash indicates add a space)

quick   sand  (indicates remove space)

also........ also   (indicates repetition)



Additional Information for Writing Workshop

Writing Workshop story:

This is the story you submit to faculty and workshop peers for critique during workshop. Stories should be 7-20 pages long. Faculty and workshop peers will make extensive line comments as well as offer written feedback. We encourage these pieces to be your best efforts. Do not turn in rough, shabby work. Impress your peers. 

Turning in writing workshop pieces: 

You will sign up for a half-hour workshop slot, and you are responsible for remembering which week your work is due. Turn in your manuscript one week prior to your workshop date. Bring copies for everyone in your group, as well as one extra copy for the instructor (not two). If you are absent when pieces are being distributed and do not collect your peers’ work, it is your responsibility (not theirs) to track them down and get copies of their story. If you come to workshop without having read your colleagues’ writing, or if you are absent from workshop meetings, you will likely lose credit. The workshop is sacred. Treat it as such.
We will not accept any late pieces. Neglecting to turn in work on time may result in a loss of credit. If you do not turn in workshop pieces on time, they may not be workshopped. 

Information to include on writing workshop pieces:

Always list your name, the date, and your workshop group number at the top of the first page.

Revising your writing workshop story:

After you have had your piece workshopped, you will have one week to revise the piece and turn it into the faculty who was present at your workshop that week. (To clarify: you will not necessarily turn the revision into your seminar faculty. Also, the faculty may not have actually workshopped your piece in your workshop due to time constraints.) Your revision will be returned to you at your evaluation conference. 

Responding to writing workshop pieces:

We expect you to type a one-page (minimum), single-spaced response letter to the author. Be sure to include your full name on this page to receive credit for your work. Staple your response page to the story. Be sure to save a copy of all your responses; you may be asked to include them in a portfolio at the quarter’s end.
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