
 

Novel: Introduction 
 
Course Description and Objectives 
 
Writing is like driving at night in the fog. You can only see as far as your headlights, but you 
can make the whole trip that way. E.L. Doctorow 
 
This eight week course should prepare you for the writing of a novel—a process that can be 
lengthy and challenging, but also enlivening and a source of that sense of pleasure that comes 
with meaningful work. 
 
We will look at “rules”—those that exist, and why, and what can be done with them. We will 
also explore the habits of writers: daily or frequent writing; note-keeping; reading; observing. 
 
There will be short lectures and discussions in each week, as well as times of online writing and 
responding to exercises, exploring the elements of long fiction: building plot; developing 
characters, their voices, their inner and outer goals; setting; dialogue; point-of-view; tense; the 
nature of beginnings and endings for chapters and the novel as a whole; scene-building; 
effective description; and others. Each week will have an Assignment or Workshop that you 
may submit to. It’s optional if you’re not taking this for marks. If you are in the Certificate 
Program, you must complete the weekly assignments and comment on your peers’ work.  
 
There will be two workshop sessions of sharing work (up to 2500 x 2 words each submission, 
and a synopsis if you have it) and offering feedback.  
 
Course Schedule 
 
Week One: 

 
• Introductions 
• Habits—what makes/breaks writers more than talent, more than anything. Process 

journals. Plan for your “model” writer (a writer you admire). 
• Exercise: free-writing—journal piece in first person, working either with a character you 

have already or “hear a voice.”  
• (Formal workshopping will take place Weeks 3, 6. You will have a chance to post 2500 

words x 2 times.) 
• Mini-lecture: Ideas—finding them, tracking them, using them.  
• Forum: Post a (up to) 500 word synopsis in Forum (if you have one, if not, that’s ok.) 

 
 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/12584.E_L_Doctorow


Week Two: 
 

• Discuss in Forum. Discuss what works, what doesn’t, what challenges. Style, voice. 
Experiments. Emotion. Debate: Plot vs. Character—how does it begin? Two groups, one 
defending “character,” the other “plot.” A bit of time to discuss their ideas. Debate. 
Everything is posted in Forum. 

 
Week Three (if we have many students, I will break this up to Week 3 and 4. I will let you know 
when I open the week): 

 
• Lecture on WORKSHOPPING. How it works, what it should accomplish in a writer’s 

growth. What types of things might prevent it from doing so. 
• In Workshop Forum: first 4 ppl post. Read and discuss friends’ work. Read “How to Give 

a Good Peer Review” first. Consider all we have learned and discussed: VOICES, 5 
senses, Character, Plot, Setting, POV 

• Lecture on setting. 5 senses. Concrete vs Abstract. What it is setting? Its role in a story. 
How it connects with character/plot. General and specific. The significance of vivid 
details. Grounding a character in place/time.  

You can take for granted that people know more or less what a street, a shop, a beach, a sky, 
an oak tree look like. Tell them what makes this one different. ~~Neil Gaiman 

Week Four: 
 

• Lecture on dialogue: Challenges of strong dialogue. Examples. 
What should dialogue do? Illuminate character - each character’s speech should be 
differentiated from the others...is this always possible? What if you have characters 
from the same place? What to avoid, etc. 

 
Week Five: 

 
• Practice Point of View, 1st, 2nd, 3rd and character voice 

 
Week Six: 2nd Workshop 

 
• Approaches to writing growth/learning. 

 
 
Week Seven: 

 
• Tenses, flashbacks, and how to use them in your work.  

 
 



Week Eight: 
 

• Reading as a writer, “troubleshooting” your own work, and staying on-track! 
Keeping a Reading Journal: how to read. What to read. How to apply to your own work. 
Discussion of Publishing: What is it about? When to submit work. When are you ready? 
Agents and Publishing House Lecture. A chance for you to share your final thoughts. Did 
your synopsis change? 

 
 

 
 


