
  

English 425 A – Advanced Seminar in Creative Writing and  
Contemporary Literature 

Spring 2018 
Prof. Laurie MacDiarmid 

 
Meeting:  Tues and Thurs 8:20-9:50, Mulva 314 
Office Hours:  By appointment 
Office:  Boyle 325, x 3498 
Website:​ http://ljmacdiarmid.com 
Twitter: ​@lmacdiarmid 
Email: ​Laurie.MacDiarmid@snc.edu 
Text: 920-676-8159 
 

Required Texts and Materials 
Letters to a Young Poet​, Ranier Maria Rilke 
A cheap notebook to write and draw in 
Writing utensils 
A device (laptop, notebook, tablet, Chromebook, etc.) 
 

(A Few) Course Goals 
 

● Further develop your creative writing skills (narrative, metaphor, voice, point of view, sound and 
rhythm, sentencing, characterization, and so forth) through a course of reading, writing, 
workshopping, and revising. 

● Hone your reader awareness. 
● Increase your ability to read creative writing -- your own and others -- with a critical and 

constructive eye. 
● Learn to use digital spaces more effectively. 
● Articulate your artistic purpose and aesthetic in concrete terms. 
● Complete and present a sustained creative project of your choosing for a wider audience than this 

classroom. 
 

Course Assignments 
 

Invention Exercises/Journal 25% 
Workshops 30% 
Readings & Responses 15% 
Participation 5% 
Creative Project & Presentation 25% 

 
Invention Exercises 
 
Journal​ (handwritten or typed) -- at least 3 entries per week -- with regular sharing (type something up 
and share once per week). 
 
 
Workshops 
 
Beginning in the 6th week, each class meeting, 2 workshop submissions per meeting (30 minutes each). 
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Readings & Responses 
 
Readings 

 
Rilke’s ​Letters to a Young Poet​ + an individualized reading program of  

 
● 1 current literary journal from this list: 

The New Yorker 
Ploughshares 
Paris Review 
Tin House 
New England Review 
Granta 
Harper’s Magazine 
Kenyon Review 
Georgia Review 
Southern Review 
Threepenny Review 
McSweeney’s 
Zoetrope All-Story 
Zyzzyva 
Witness 
 

● 2 full length works of contemporary fiction, poetry or creative nonfiction 
 
Responses 
 

Reviews in the open (on Goodreads or a blog) 
 
Participation 
 

Self assessed at the end of the semester 
 
 
Creative Project​  &  ​Presentation 
 
Project 
 
A self-designed chapbook (36 half-sheet pages maximum) of  

short fiction,  
or 
a portion of a novel that can stand alone,  
or 
a very long short story,  
or 
personal essays,  
or  
a collection of poems  
or 
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a combination 
 
Presentation 
 
An end of the semester reading (at the Literary Awards, April 25, 7 PM, Mulva 101) 
 

Course Policies 
 

Submission Guidelines 
 

● Share your work in the Google ​course folder​ (or upload it into folder and convert it into a Google 
Document) by the due date and time.   

● Create a filename that includes the assignment and your name, such as: ​Laurie Ex 1 or 
MacDiarmid Workshop 2. 

● Include your name​ INSIDE the Google Document as well. 
● Proofread your work!​  All submissions, especially workshop submissions, and most especially 

the final course portfolio, must be free of careless or mechanical errors.  
● Upload your workshop material to the folder at least 48 hours before it’s scheduled to be 

discussed​.  
 
Reading and Responding to Exercises and Workshop Stuff 
 
You: 

● Offer suggestions for invention exercises in class. 
● Read through workshop submissions before we discuss them in class. I suggest that you read them 

through without using the comment (line) function the first time, and then summarize your 
reading impressions and suggestions for revision (concrete suggestions) in a short paragraph at 
the end of the file.  Then, go back through the submission and add your most significant 
impressions/questions/concerns using the comment function. 

● We will discuss each workshop submission for about 25 minutes in class together. 
 
Instructor (Me): 

● Within 48 hours, I will respond to your exercises by commenting in the shared Google Document, 
offering suggestions for development.  You will receive full points for each exercise submitted on 
time, which I will record in Moodle. 

● I will add my suggestions for revision to your workshop documents along with everyone else, and 
will record a holistic score for your work in Snoodle. 

● About three times during the semester, I will respond (in general) to your blog entries through a 
comment.  (I encourage you to read each other’s blogs as well -- and to offer written feedback.)  At 
the end of the semester, I will count up your entries and enter a score for them in Snoodle (10 
points per entry). 

 
Attendance 
 
Please factor your attendance record into your self evaluation of participation.  Acceptable attendance, in 
my experience, means that you’ve missed no more than a week’s worth of class (two meetings, in this 
case). 
 
Late or Missing Assignments 
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Make it a habit to turn your work in on time, no matter how you feel about it.  I want you to practice being 
a professional writer, meeting deadlines and writing even when the Muse is taking a break in Tahiti, or 
when the evil Inner Critic is sitting on your shoulder, whispering shite into your ear.  I will dock late work 
10% per class meeting. Missing assignments will receive 0s.  You may not pass the course if you do not 
submit a creative project. 
 
Course Grade Breakdown 
 
I will keep your course scores recorded in Moodle. 
 
A = 93-100% 
AB = 90-92% 
B = 83-89% 
BC = 80-82% 
C = 73-79% 
CD = 70-72% 
D = 60-69% 
F = 59% or less. 
 
English Major Portfolio​: ​Hold onto your course portfolio. Select a portion to include in your English 
major portfolio, due before graduation. 
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Resources 
 

Previous 425 invention exercises​: 
 
0 
You are a superhero. What is your power and how do you use it? How did you acquire this power and 
how long have you had it? Who or what is your arch nemesis? 
  
1 

1. Open an English language dictionary or use this ​word generator​. 
2. Eyes closed, put your finger on a word: random page, random word. Then read about this word: 

origins, meaning, usage, and so on.  
3. Write the word down at the top of a sparse white page (or type in at the top of a blank screen).  
4. Imagine that this word is the center of something.  Let your mind wander out from the word, 

perhaps connecting it to a writing project you’ve been contemplating or working on.  This word is 
your starting point, a first step, an opening, the beginning of some journey. 

5. Write two pages, more or less, whatever falls into your brain, whatever your imagination 
produces. (From ​Write Now! Nonfiction​, Sherry Ellis, ed.) 

  
2 
Find a painting or a reproduction of a painting, or a photograph, and set it in front of you, and meditate on 
it for a few minutes.  (Here’s a random image generator:  ​Random Image Generator​.) Then, using as many 
concrete images appealing to the senses as possible, write a very short story (no more than 250 words), a 
very short personal essay or memoir (250 word max), or a poem about the piece.  Include the painting or 
photograph, if you can, in your exercise. 
  
3 
Close your eyes and open a novel or book of short stories.  Put your first finger on the page.  Now open 
your eyes and record the sentence your finger has pointed out for you. This is your first sentence. Start 
writing.  You are allowed three tries if the first sentence that fate hands you is truly appalling.  You may 
write a poem, a short short story, a scene, a short personal essay – whatever you’re inspired to write. 
(Taken from ​Writing Without the Muse​, Beth Baruch Joselow.) 
  
4 
You are on an airplane.  Your seatmate knows nothing about you when you strike up an ordinary 
conversation with each other.  As he asks a few polite questions about the reason for your trip, where 
you’re from, what you do, you have the opportunity to be anyone you like. You want to be: 

intriguing 
unprecedentedly boring 
unique 
an average Joe or Josey 
an adventurer 
a criminal 
a liar 
a social conscience 
a professional entertainer 

You can be any of those things, or anything else you dream up. You have 20 minutes to tell your seatmate 
the story of your life.  Go! (Taken from ​Writing Without the Muse​, Beth Baruch Joselow.) 
  
5 
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Write something from the point of view of an inanimate object. 
  
6 
Do a little research--find out as much as you can (in about a half an hour) about a plant or animal. 
Incorporate this plant or animal in some integral fashion into a poem, or very short essay or story (250 
words or fewer). 
 
7 
Write something about someone difficult you encountered in high school. 
 
8 
Based on your experiences as a writer thus far, write a list of “advice” or rules for younger (or less 
experienced) writers. Try to make it to 10.  Or, title your exercise “Why I Write” and make a list of 
reasons.  Again, try to make it to 10. 
 
Online Writing Exercises 

 
These websites include writing exercises of all sorts. Please add additional sites to the list as you find 
them. 
 
http://writingexercises.co.uk/index.php​:  This site randomly generates topics, first lines, character 
exercises, images and a whole bunch of other things you can use to get started. 
 
http://writetodone.com/10-best-creative-writing-exercises/​:  This site has some of the most used 
exercises in creative writing classes. (Warning: it’s a little condescending. But that doesn’t mean the 
exercises aren’t good.) 
 
http://www.writersdigest.com/online-editor/a-12-day-plan-of-simple-writing-exercise​:  This is like the 
12-step plan for getting your creative juices flowing. 
 
http://www.pw.org/writing-prompts-exercises​:  This Poets and Writers site has daily exercises for 
creative nonfiction, poetry and fiction.  It’s a great go-to site. 
  
http://www.languageisavirus.com/creative-writing-exercises.html#.VmSNl9-rSRs​:  This site includes 
what looks like a lot of surreal and experimental exercises to get you out of your rut/mind/headspace. 
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Course Schedule 
Subject to change, with advance notice, if demands dictate. 

 
 

Jan 23 First meeting: Build a syllabus 

  

Jan 25 Mulva 310 
Share a journal something. (Journal #1) 
Read Rilke’s Letters, 1-3 

  

Jan 30 Mulva 310 
Journal Share 2 
Read Rilke’s Letters, 4-6 

Feb 1 Mulva 310 
 
Creative Visualization meditation: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PJhLCj1f4fE&feature=youtu.be 
(I found a link to this meditation on this blog page: 
http://jenniferblanchard.net/two-morning-meditations-that-will-unleash-your-creati
vity/​) 
 
Journal Share 3 
Read Rilke’s Letters 7-10 

  

Feb 6 Post a review​ of Rilke’s Letters before we meet in class. 
Journal Share 

Feb 8 Start looking​ for a literary journal to read 
Begin to think​ about which book-length books you plan to read 
 
Journal Share 

  

Feb 13 Journal Share 

Feb 15 Post your planned book readings​ here: 
Jack - ​The Rest of Us Just Live Here​ by Patrick Ness & ​Our Numbered Days​ by Neil 
Hilborn 
Laurie--​the Best American Short Stories 2016​, Junot Díaz, editor, and ​The Best 
American Poetry 2016​, Edward Hirsch, editor. 
Katie--​Blankets​ by Craig Thompson, and ​Brooklyn​ screenplay by Nick Hornby, 
adapted from Colm Toibin’s novel of the same name. 
Letty--​Good Omens ​by Terry Pratchett & Neil Gaiman, ​The Raven King ​by Maggie 
Stiefvater (time to learn to write better funny fantasy…) 
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Maddie-- ​The Hate U Give, ​by Angie Thomas, and​ Aristotle and Dante Discover the 
Secrets of the Universe​ by Benjamin Alire Saenz 
  
Journal Share 

  

Feb 20 Journal Share 
Letty and Jack share by 5 pm 

Feb 22 Workshop 1: Letty, Jack 

  

Feb 27 Journal Share 
Review literary journal ​aloud in class 
Katie and Maddie share workshop by 5 pm 

Mar 1 Workshop 1: Katie, Maddie 

  

Mar 6 Journal Share 
Katie workshop 1 

Mar 8 Workshop 2: Letty and Jack 

  

Mar 13 Spring Break 

Mar 15 Spring Break 
Graphos deadline (by midnight) 

Mar 18 Literary Awards Deadline​: send me your entries in creative prose (3500 word max), 
poetry (1-5 poems in a single document) and critical essay on literature (3500 words 
max) by midnight. 

Mar 20 Workshop 2: Maddie  
Journal Share 

Mar 22 Workshop 3: Jack 

  

Mar 27 Review full length work ​before coming to class, if possible, and share the link 
Workshop 3:  Letty 

Mar 29 Workshop 3: Maddie 

  

Apr 3 Workshop 3: Katie 
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Apr 5 Workshop 4: Letty  

  

Apr 10 Workshop 4: Jack 
Plan the reading during the last week of classes 

Apr 12 Workshop 4: Maddie 

  

Apr 17 Advisement 

Apr 19 Workshop 4: Katie 

  

Apr 24 Workshop 5: Letty 

Apr 25 7:00 PM, Mulva 101: Literary Awards!  

Apr 26 Workshop 5: Jack 

  

May 1 Review full length work 2 
Workshop 5: Maddie 

May 3 Workshop 5: Katie 

  

May 9 Creative Projects (chapbooks) due by 9:15 AM (give me a copy!) 
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