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I teach creative writing with a very 

specific philosophy, based on years of 

experience not only as a writer and 

teacher but also as a participant in 

workshops and writing groups. The rules 

that govern this class may seem counter-

intuitive at times, but by enrolling in the 

course, you agree to try them in good 

faith. Your grade in the class depends less 

on the writing that you produce and more 

your practice of the craft and your 

participation in the workshop. Quality 

writing, passionate writing, serious and 

polished and gripping writing—this 

remains our goal. These rules and this 

grading system are based on my 

experience in trying to create a space 

where writers will make the biggest leaps 

forward towards such writing. 

No praise. No punishment.  

Advanced Fiction 
Writing workshop 

Respect. 
Honor. 
Mind. 
By enrolling in this 

class, you agree to its 
basic principles. 

Please sign this 

syllabus, as your 
class  contract. 

-Welcome… 

Prof. Michelle Chihara 

English Department, Whittier 
College 

MTWThF 10am-2:00 pm, HV 003 

Office: 2-3:00pm, HV 112,T-W 
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These two required books are at the 

bookstore: 

•   Best American NonRequired 

Reading 2015, ed. Adam 

Johnson  

• Ron Carlson Writes A Story, 

Ron Carlson 

• You MUST also have a small, 

bound paper notebook. 
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 This notebook is dedicated 

to your own writing. It does 

not have to be used only for 

assignments for this class, but 

it does need to be only for 

your writing. You will write 

assignments for this class in 

the notebook, which you will 

then revise and hand in. I will 

check that you have this 

3

notebook, but I will not 

actually read it myself: I will 

spot-check that you are 

actually creating a dedicated 

space for your writing, but I 

will respect it as a private 

space.  

PLEASE patronize the bookstore. 

They support us, we support 

them.  
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Any PDF documents will be on the 

class Moodle. You must bring PRINT 

COPIES of all reading assignments to 

class. You must bring a marked up 

printed copy of each manuscript to 

each workshop. You must bring TWO 

PRINTED COPIES of each of your 

critiques to workshop. . 
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This syllabus includes a tentative 

schedule for the class. The instructor 

will make changes as necessary.  

Each student is responsible, each 

week, for checking assignments, 

coming to class, checking email and 

checking the Moodle. 

Books are required materials. You must ALWAYS bring 
paper manuscripts to workshop, and the book to class. 

Honor the borders of 
the classroom. 
Create a space 
where we can take 
risks.  
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You are on a path which, if you are serious 

about it, will take you a lifetime to follow. 

There will always be people ahead of you 

on this path. This means both that there 

will be people who have been writing for 

much longer than you have, and people 

who have won the award you covet, 

published first, been praised more 

highly, taken more seriously. Even if you 

win the Pulitzer, there will be someone 

who got a better article written about 

their Prize in the New York Times. The 

people who have been writing for longer 

will usually be the ones with more prizes. 
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But not always.  

There will also always be people behind 

you on the path, people who have not 

been writing for as long, or who have not 

figured out some of the things you have 

figured out, who are still making mistakes 

you have learned to avoid, or who are still 

struggling in some other way.  

Paying attention to either group, the ones 

ahead or behind, never helps you. You 

must focus on your own path.  

(continued) 
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LEARNING GOALS 

Each student will practice: 

• Critiquing their peers’ 

writing in the no-praise/no-

punish method. 

• Exposure to and 

understanding of literary 

short fiction.   

• Active reading and listening, 

with attention to craft. 

• A daily writing practice, 

which involves changing 

habits.  

• Writing and revising a short 

story.  
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Please write your goals for the 

semester here, and sign your 

syllabus.  

 

________________________________ 
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(continued) 
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First, try to be something 

else, anything, else. A 

movie star/ astronaut. A 

movie star / missionary. A 

movie star / kindergarten 

teacher. President of the 

World. Fail miserably. It is 

best if you fail at an early 

age — say, fourteen. Early 

critical disillusionment is 

necessary so that at fifteen 

you can write long haiku 

sentences about thwarted 

desire. It is a pond, a cherry 

blossom, a wind brushing 

against a sparrow wing 

leaving for mountain. Count 

the syllables. 

Lorrie Moore 

How to Become a 
Writer 
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. CLASS DISCUSSION AND PARTICIPATION   

Participation in class discussions and in critiques is mandatory, without exception. A significant portion of your 
final grade depends on full participation in the workshop. Because grading creative writing is an art, I run this 
class as a real workshop, and this depends on your participation and respect for your peers. You must be 
prepared to come to workshop prepared, and to share your views and insights on the readings, topics, and issues 
examined in class. Feel free to disagree with the instructor and classmates by presenting your points in a 
reasonable and collegial manner. Thoughtful disagreement and debate are crucial to learning and are thus 
welcome.  We will treat the classroom as a private space, where we can risk making mistakes. This means we will 
share our thoughts on each other’s writing without sharing in-class statements in public or on social media. If you 
believe that your peers’ work is not worth your time, if you do not believe that you can benefit from engaging with 
your peers and with the instructor in this manner, please do not take the class.   

ATTENDANCE POLICY   

Regular attendance is mandatory and crucial to your grade in the class. Students must attend all scheduled 
meetings and to complete all scheduled readings prior to our class meeting.  Each student is allowed one absence 
for medical/emergency reasons—documentation is required (e.g., a doctor’s note). More than two unexcused 
absences will significantly lower your final participation grade. Excessive absences are cause for failing the 
course: The instructor may give you an F in the course for a lack of participation or for failing to attend more than 
three classes with no documentation. Again, signing the syllabus means you understand this policy.  

CLASSROOM POLICIES  

. Screen-free rule: This classroom is a screen-free space. Any use of screens—whether they be reading devices, 
laptops, or cell-phones, is prohibited. If you need to use a screen, you must clear it with the instructor prior to 
taking it out in class. Using screens without permission is counted as a lack of participation. See above.  

. Problems with screens can and will affect your overall grade in course. Please keep your cell phones in your 
backpacks or out of view. If you are expecting an important call, please alert me ahead of time. 

. Late arrivals: Attendance will be taken at every class. Three late arrivals will count as one unexcused absence. 
Students who cannot attend regularly and on time will be asked to drop the class. Please come to class 
regularly and on time.  

DISABILITY SERVICES AND ACCOMODATIONS 

Whittier College is committed to ensuring equal treatment, educational opportunity, academic freedom and 
human dignity for students with disabilities. Please see the Office of Disability Services for more 
accommodation policies, and please speak with the instructor about any special needs: 
http://www.whittier.edu/disability 

ACADEMIC DISHONESTY / PLAGIARISM  

All work submitted for this course must be your original writing, and the use of references and quoted, 
summarized, or paraphrased material must be properly cited using MLA guidelines.  

Please see Whittier College’s Academic Honesty policy here: 
http://www.whittier.edu/academics/academichonesty 

If you submit any work that is based on the words, ideas, and/or structure of another individual’s writing, or if 
you submit work that fails to cite properly your researched information, then you are guilty of plagiarism.  

Any instance of plagiarism will be reported to the proper institutional authorities, such as the English department 
Chair and the Dean of Students, and serious instances will be permanently recorded in a student’s academic file.  

Please be aware that plagiarism is grounds for an automatic “F” on the assignment and, at the instructor’s 
discretion, a possible “F” for the course. 
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ASSIGNMENTS: 

• Revised writing exercises 25% 
• Shorty Story 25% 
• Quizzes 10% 
• Critiques 15% 
• Participation 15% 
• Other assignments 10% 

 
• The instructor MAY also give one or two POP QUIZZES on the reading. These will be factored into your 

combined quiz grade.  
 

• Final Portfolio:  
o Writer’s Note: This writer’s note will cover both your overall experience with the writing 

assignments during the class, and the experience of workshopping the story (15% each) 
o Revised Story. 
o Revised Writing Exercises. 
o 4 Critiques you wrote for others. 
o 4 Critiques written for you.  
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Write your initial goals 

for  Jan Term on this 

syllabus. Reflect back 

on them at the end of 
the semester. 

 

Professor Michelle Chihara 
Class website: 

http://classes.michellechihara.com/jan2017engl302/ 

Hoover 112 

mchihara@whittier.edu 

Office hours:  Tuesdays and Wednesdays after 

  class, from 2-3pm.  

  By appointment. 

Email policies:  

You are welcome to email me with questions. My door 

is always open to current and former students. 

However, while email is always on, I am not. If you 

need a timely response, come to my office hours or 

ask me in class. I will not answer long or substantive 
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