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The Workshop 

Workshopping is the process by which we will attempt to better understand our writing, how it works, and how to improve it. This is perhaps the most helpful aspect of this class and also the most enjoyable if you do it right. The way to do it right is by reading the story at least twice and annotating along the way. This means making notes in the margins that direct the writer to things you admired and things you thought needed work. 

During the workshop, you will summarize the story and then proceed to the critique. I believe it is best to start with what is working in the story. Sometimes we do not know what is working in our stories, and it is every bit as important for the writer to hear this as it is to hear what is not. So, I would encourage everyone to begin by discussing aspects of the story your found successful. Be very specific. Always, always, always, point to a specific word or sentence. Do not just say, “I really like your characters,” or “I think your title is cool”, or “You’re so funny.” Show the writer specifically what words make you like the characters, what about the title makes it cool, and how their style is working. Be as specific as possible. 

At some point, it will come time to discuss what is not working as well. This will be difficult for some of you at first, but it’s an important part of the discussion. Not only will you be explaining—specifically—where and what the writer needs to work on, but you will be provisionally forming the basis of your own ideas about how writing works. And remember, when discussion a story’s shortfalls, we are always respectful in the words we use, the tone, the body language. Everything. Your job as a critic is to help, not to be the smartest person in the room. Also, we always talk about the story, never about the writer. In other words you don’t, for example, say, “You need to work on your dialogue.” Instead you say, “I thought some of the lines of dialogue were not as strong as they could be.” Then you point to specific lines of dialogue that you did not think were strong, and explain specifically why. Stories are complete units of language made up of words. In a workshop, we take the story apart to see how each aspect is working individually in an effort to make the whole stronger. Our only evidence is the story. We cannot say the writer is or is not doing something well because we have no way of knowing what the author intended.  

Meanwhile, during the workshop, the writer is not allowed to talk. It is the writer’s job to listen, take notes, etc. The workshop for the writer is a listening exercise.  Pay attention to how your story is being read, interpreted, and critiqued. All of it is valuable information. 

After each story has been discussed, I will collect all each copy. I will be looking for copious annotations, constructive comments, and the aspects highlighted on the following form and taking a grade for all of this. Once I return each copy, you will have the weekend to rewrite. When you turn your story back in, I will be looking for a 25% revision. Every change will need to be highlighted and turned back in for full credit. 

Preparing for the Workshop

Follow the directions below to prepare for the workshop. ‘

1. Write your name and the date at the top of each story. 

2. Read the entire story carefully, taking your time.

3. Annotate as you read each story. Mark the things you like, the things that you do not, parts that are confusing, exciting, etc. Box in words you do not know and look them up. 

4. Write the point of view at the top of the first page. 

5. Reread the story and respond to _____ of the following questions citing specific words as evidence: 

a. How effective is the conflict? 

b. How clearly can you see the main character? 

c. What sentences sound particularly good? 

d. What words are particularly good? 

e. How effective is the dialogue? 

f. What sensory details are particularly good? 

g. How clear is the setting? 

6. Mark the places where these answers were found in the text. 

7. Write a summary of your remarks at the end of the text or on a separate sheet of paper. It should be ordered as follows: 

a. One big thing the story is doing well.

b. One big thing the story is not doing so well. 

c. One small thing the story is doing well. 

d. One small thing the story is not doing so well. 

During the Workshop

Follow the directions below during the workshop discussion. 

1. Summarize the story. 

2. Discuss aspects that are working.

3. Discuss aspects that are not working. 

4. Turn in each copy of the story. 

Checklist

The Workshop

Follow the checklist step-by-step as you read each story. Do not proceed to the next step until you have fully completed the previous.  




             YES       NO

1. Did I write the name and date at the top of each story? 

 

2. Did I read the story slowly, carefully? 

3. While I read the story, I made several annotations per page?

4. Did I write the specific point of view at the top of the first page?  

5. Did I reread the story to thoroughly answer each of my assigned questions? 

6. Did I mark the specific places for these answers in the text?

7. Did I write a detailed summary of my thoughts that answered each aspect?

