
 
 

The University of Texas at El Paso 
10 Problems of the Fiction Writer 

Room: ED 110 
CRW 5374/CRN 16511 

Fall 2024 

I. Professor’s Information  
 

Professor: Sylvia Aguilar-Zéleny, MFA 
Email:  saguilar8@utep.edu 
Office Hours: Wednesdays by appointment only from 10:00 am to 12:00 pm.  
 

II. Course Description 
 

“I was struggling with a party scene and happened to be teaching James Joyce’s The Dead, which 
taught me something about how to orchestrate the voices of the party guests into a chorus from 
which the principal players step forward, in turn, to take their solos”, says Francine Prose in Reading 
Like a Writer. She later explains how Isac Babel’s fiction taught her how to balance a scene of 
horrific violence by adding a passage of intense lyricism. Reading or re-reading brought her 
solutions to her problems as a fiction writer. This is what this course is about: examining problems 
and their roots, finding solutions, and learn how to craft solid fiction.  
 
Unrealistic characterization, choosing point of view and tenses, having an unfocused structure or 
an overly complicated dialogue or plot, are just some of the many challenges we writers face; by 
reading Jennifer Egan’s episodic novel and some articles and essays we will develop ideas and 
strategies to overcome ten or more problems of the fiction writer. Also, we will learn how to 
inform our writing through an annotated bibliography and the support of our workshop sessions. 
 
This will be a hybrid course, meaning that we will meet in the classroom or in zoom as a group, 
and you will have online activities on Blackboard Ultra. This is a bilingual course, meaning that 
my lectures and power points will be in English, but your participation and writing should be done 
in the language you feel most comfortable with.  
 
During this semester you will be working on a book project from pre-writing and research, to 
writing and editing. If fiction is all about decisions, this course will provide you the tools to take 
them and help you become a stronger storyteller. 

 

III. Goal and Learning Outcomes 
 

Goal: Students will develop research techniques, critical and creative practices to craft solid 
works of fiction. 

 
Learning Outcomes: By the end of this course, the successful student will be able to do the 
following: 

mailto:saguilar8@utep.edu
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1. Exercise research skills for creative writing projects. 

2. Learn and practice techniques and craft strategies for fiction. 

3. Develop critical response strategies to provide and edit through feedback. 

4. Engage in revision practices.  

 

IV. Bibliography 
 

Except for the novel (which you must purchase) we will be reading this semester, all of these 
essays or excerpts will be available for you to read in pdf in this order: 
 

• Prose, Francine. Reading Like a Writer. A Guide for People Who Love Books and For Those Who 
Want to Write Them. Harper, 2006. 

• LaPlante, Alice. Method and Madness. The Making of a Story. Norton, 2009. 
• Lasky, Kim. “Poetics and Creative Writing Research” in Research Methods in Creative Writing. 

MacMillan 2013. 
• Ferreira Cabeza-Venegas, Lina María. “Character” in A to Z of Creative Writing Methods. 

Bloomsbury, 2023. 
• Moore, Cath. “Dialogue” in A to Z of Creative Writing Methods. Bloomsbury, 2023. 
• Stern, Jerome. “Don’t Do This. A Short Guide to Not What To Do” in Making Shapely 

Fiction. Norton, 2000. 
• Baxter, Charles. “Digging the Subterranean” in The Art of Subtext. Beyond Plot. Graywolf, 

2007. 
 

V. Requirements  
 

1. Discussion Boards. I will post questions regarding selected topics based on our readings 
and discussions. Follow the guidelines —available in Blackboard Ultra—for your posts and your 
comments to your classmate’s responses. 
 
2. Writing Exercises. You will write some creative exercises to stretch your creative muscles 
and produce material for your final project. There will be instructions, however you have 
freedom to explore possibilities and go the extra mile. 
 
3. Readings.  I have chosen articles and essays that will inform your writing, you are in charge 
of taking notes and preparing statements and discussion questions before class. As a group we 
will all read A Visit From the Goon Squad/El Tiempo es Un Canalla by Jennifer Egan. You must see 
all the material, creative and critical, as a lesson in fiction. Read as a writer who wants to further 
knowledge in craft. For all chapter readings, there will be a quiz in class or online, you MUST 
read the assigned chapter BEFORE class. 

 
5. Workshops. Using Liz Lerman’s Critical Response as a tool we will work on your final 
project. You are required to provide feedback using the Review tool of Word (in-text comments) 
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along with a summary that everyone will be able to read and use for discussion in Blackboard. 
A guideline on how to provide feedback will be provided. I have planned one group workshop 
and one in smaller teams. 
 
6. Presentations. Based on Jennifer Egan’s novel, individually or in teams you will work on a 
very short presentation that will analyze the building bricks of the chapter: strategies on 
characterization, setting, point of view, atmosphere, etc. Some of these presentations will take 
place in class and some will be prepared as interactive power points. You must all prepare a 3 
question quiz for the group. 
 
7. Annotated bibliography. Because our goal is to inform our writing you will work first in a 
list of six sources (three critical, three creative) based on the elements and requirements of your 
final project. You will read and work on an annotated bibliography of such sources and submit 
at the end of the semester. 
 
8. Final Project. You will work on a book project of fiction, a novel, a novella, short-story 
collection. We will work bit by bit, you are expected to submit project proposal, first two 
paragraphs, an outline for structure, and two draft submissions for workshop in group and in 
teams. This practice will give you tools for going from planning, plotting, to writing and revision. 
Your final project must include a preface. Review grading rubrics in Blackboard.  

 

VI. Grading 
 

Your grades will be determined by your completion of:  
 
10 points – Discussion Boards 
10 points – Presentations   
10 points – Bibliography and Annotated Bibliography 
10 points – proposal, two paragraphs, and outline 
10 points – Draft and Exercises.  
10 points – Quizes/participation 
40 points – Final Project (with preface) 
 
All submissions must be submitted on the due date as the forum will close automatically after 

such time and no late work will be accepted.  

VII. Instructor’s Policies  
 
Grading, Assignments, & Deadlines: All assignments, announcements, and posts will be sent and 
received via Blackboard; it is your responsibility to check the page regularly. Also, it is the 
responsibility of each student to turn in all assignments by the due dates. Late work is not accepted.  
 
Preparing for Class: Students should at least work on their course 3 to 4 hours a week for. This 
means logging on to read the instructions for the module/week, participate on discussion boards, read 
the material, and submit exercises. Instructions or formats for discussion boards, exercises, workshops 
and final projects will be posted in the Guidelines folder in Blackboard. 
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Preferred Mode of Address: The Department of Creative Writing at UTEP supports students’ right 
to define their identity in terms of name, pronoun, and mode of address. This class will provide each 
student the opportunity to let their preference be known, and will support and respect that preference. 
Should you need to discuss this issue with your instructor, make an appointment early in the semester. 

 
Email Protocol, Office Hours & Online Contact: 
UTEP email is the best possible way to contact me (11am-4pm, M-F) and has the added bonus of 
recording our conversations, but please first read the module instructions or this syllabus, sometimes 
the answers to your questions are already there. When emailing me, please consider it a formal 
communication: include your name, your course, your question/comment.   
 
If you have an extended question or dilemma that cannot be answered by our online communication, 
we can schedule a phone or Zoom appointment to be held during my office hours.  
 

VIII. UTEP´S Policies 
 

Academic Dishonesty: Dishonesty in any form is not tolerated in this course. Even one instance 
will result, at the least, in a failing grade for the assignment. Academic dishonesty is taken very 
seriously and may result in failure of the course and suspension. The following are brief descriptions 
of certain types of academic dishonesty. If you have further questions, please speak to the instructor 
for clarification.  
 

Plagiarism: Plagiarism is submitting or using someone else’s writing as your own. This is 
not tolerated. You may wish to use a short quote from another source as part of an essay. 
You may do this only if the source is properly documented.  
 
Collusion: Collusion is unauthorized collaboration with another person in preparing your 
written work. You may be asked to work with a partner on a specific assignment. Except 
for those instances, all work must be your own. Getting others to do your work for you is 
not tolerated.  

Artificial Intelligent Tools Policy: As this is a Creative Writing course, where one of our 
fundamental goals is to develop our own writing skills and strengthen our creative imaginations, the 
use of generative AI tools such as Chat GPT are NOT PERMITTED in this course, unless otherwise 
noted for specific assignments. 
 
Disabilities Statement: I will make any reasonable accommodations for students with limitations 
due to disabilities, including learning disabilities. Please, email me during the first two weeks or make 
an appointment to discuss any special needs you might have. If you have a documented disability and 
require special accommodations, you will need to contact the Disable Student Services Office: 
http://www.utep.edu/dsso 

 
Texas Senate Bill 17: The recent law that outlaws diversity, equity, and inclusion programs at public 
colleges and universities in Texas, does not in any way affect content, instruction or discussion in a 
course at public colleges and universities in Texas. Expectations and academic freedom for teaching 
and class discussion have not been altered post-SB 17, and students should not feel the need to censor 
their speech pertaining to topics including race and racism, structural inequality, LGBTQ+ issues, or 
diversity, equity, and inclusion. 

http://www.utep.edu/dsso
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Protection for Pregnant and/or Parenting Students: The University is committed to providing 
reasonable accommodations and auxiliary services to students, staff, faculty, job applicants, applicants 
for admissions, and other beneficiaries of University programs, services and activities with documented 
disabilities in order to provide them with equal opportunities to participate in programs, services, and 
activities in compliance with sections 503 and 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as amended, and 
the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 and the Americans with Disabilities Act 
Amendments Act (ADAAA) of 2008. Students who become pregnant or have parenting responsibilities 
may also request reasonable accommodations. Reasonable accommodations will be made unless it is 
determined that doing so would cause undue hardship on the University. The UTEP Center for 
Accommodations and Support Services (CASS) will process requests for accommodations based on a 
disability, pregnancy, or parenting. Contact the Center for Accommodations and Support Services at 
915-747-5148, email them at cass@utep.edu, or apply for accommodations online via the CASS portal. 

 

IX. Calendar 
 
The following schedule may be modified according to the needs of the class, it is the responsibility 
of the student to be aware of these changes. 

Module 1: Pre-Writing 

Week 1: Aug. 29th/Everything starts with an idea. Blackboard session. 
 Review: Syllabus and Schedule and do Quiz.  

Read: “Words” by Francine Prose and “What is this story really about? True emotions, 
sensory events” by Alice LaPlante. 
Discussion board 1: Introductions, you, your writing, your project.  
 
Homework: Submit the first two paragraphs of your project by Sept. 3rd before 
midnight (if you are working on a short-story or poem collection, consider what you 
believe might be your first story/poem). Be prepared to discuss your project proposal 
and your insights on Francine Prose’s and LaPlante’s essays next class. 

Week 2: Sept. 5th / What to write and how to read. Classroom session. 
Discussion: Ideas and Emotions to Stories & Reading like a Writer 
Lecture: Words and Sentences. 
Analysis: First two paragraphs of everyone’s projects. 
Exercise 1:  

  
 Homework: Read excerpt from “Poetics and Creative Writing Research” by Kim Lasky 
and make list of elements (borrowed from Lasky or your own) to inform your writing 
process, post in Bboard. Read Chapter 1 “Found Objects” from A Visit from the Goon 
Squad 

Week 3: Sept. 12th / Decisions on point of view and tenses. Classroom session. 
 Discussion: How to inform your writing/ The Annotated Bibliography 

Activity: List of Sources & Categories 
Lecture: Point of View and Tenses 

 Analysis: Chapter 1 “Found Objects” and quiz. 
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 Exercise 2:  
 

Homework: Read Chapter 2 “The Golden Cure” from A Visit from … Assigned team 
works on analysis and quiz. Submit bibliography for final project by: Sept. 17th. Start 
working on your first submission.  

Week 4: Sept. 19th / How to Craft Characters as Actual People. Classroom session.  
 In class reading: “Character” by Lina María Ferreira and “Dialogue” by Cath Moore. 

Discussion and Lecture: How to create actual characters.  
 Group Analysis: Chapter 2 “The Golden Cure” and quiz. 

Exercise 3: 
 

 
HW. Write, write, write, first draft is due Oct. 15th. 5-10 pages (1750-3500 words) 1 ½ 
line space. Read: Chapter 3 and 4 Teams prepare analysis in interactive ppt. and quiz. 
 

Module 2: The Actual Writing 

Week 5: Sept. 26th / To do or not to do? That is the problem. Blackboard session. 
Read: “Don’t Do This: A Short Guide to What Not To Do” by Jerome Stern. 
Discussion Board 2: What to do, then? 
Watch: Video ppt presentation and Quiz of Chapter 3 
 
Homework: Read Chapter 4. Team prepares interactive ppt for analysis and quiz.  

Week 6: Oct. 3rd / Writing, writing, writing. Individual or Group session. 
Write: Use this week to prepare your first submission either on your own or set up a 
writing date in teams or as a group. Use rubric to review. Submission  is due on Tuesday 
Oct. 15th. before midnight. No late work is accepted. 
Watch: Interactive ppt presentation on Chapter 4. 
Do. Quiz 

   
Homework: Read Chapter 5 and 6 from A Visit from… Read “Why you need to show 
and tell” by Alice LaPlante. 

Week 7: Oct. 10th /How to create vivid spaces and atmospheres. Classroom session. 
Lecture and discussion: Dramatizing and Narrating 
Exercise 4:  
Presentation and Quiz: Chapter 5 and 6 
Preparation: Workshop logistics and Critical Response 
 
Homework: Read Chapter 7 from A Visit from… Teams prepare analysis and quiz. 

Week 8: Oct. 17th / Workshop. Classroom session. 
  5 Authors:  

Presentation and Quiz: Chapter 7 
 
Homework: Read Chapter 8 team prepares analysis and quiz. 
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Week 9: Oct. 24th/ Workshop. Classroom session. 
5 Authors:  
Presentation and Quiz: Chapter 8 
 
Homework: Read Chapter 9, team prepares analysis and quiz. 

Week 10: Oct. 31st/ Workshop. Classroom session. 
 
5 Authors:  
Presentation and Quiz: Chapter 9 
 
Homework: Read Chapter 10, team prepares interactive ppt for analysis and quiz. 
Read “Digging the subterranean” by Charles Baxter. 
 

Module 3: Co-Writing, Revision, and More Problems 

Week 11: Nov 7th/ How to knot a plot. Blackboard session. 
Discussion board 3: Hidden story possibilities. 
Read: Analysis of Chapter 10  
Do: Quiz  
 
Homework: Revise on 1st and work on 2nd. draft Due: Nov. 20th. Read Chapter 11 
and prepare analysis. Send 1-2 new problems of fiction you are facing on your project 
by Nov. 12th. 

 

Week 12: Nov. 14th / More problems in fiction. Classroom session. 
Discussion: The problem of the problem 
Lecture: TBD (depending on the problems you sent last week). 
Presentation: Chapter 11 and quiz  
Exercise 5: 
 
Homework: Submit second draft on Nov. 20th before midnight. Read Chapter 12. 
 

Week 13: Nov. 21st / Workshop in Teams Zoom session. 
Discussion: Analysis of Chapter 12  
Do: Quiz  
Workshop in teams in Zoom. 
 
Homework: Read Chapter 13. Work on edits for final submission. 

Week 14: Nov. 28th / Thanksgiving break 
Write, write write: Final version of project. Revised and expanded version of your 
first two drafts. Due: Dec. 10th. 
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Need Extra points? Submit a critical response to Jennifer Egan’s tools and strategies f
 or fiction. Due: Dec. 5th before noon. 

Week 15: Dec. 5th / What about poetics? Zoom session. 
Discussion: Preface and Poetics 
Lecture: Chapter 13 and A Visit from the Goon Squad 
 

 

X. Teams for Analysis and Instructions 
 

To lead the discussion and analysis for eleven of the chapters of A Visit from the Goon Squad I have 
chosen individuals or duos to do so. You are expected to prepare a 5-6 slides presentations, 
interactive if your turn is to be done online. Feel free to use my own presentation as a model for 
yours. You are expected to cover: summary, details, strategies of craft, and a quiz. 

 
Chapter 2: The Golden Cure Ari and Jade 
Chapter 3: Ask me If I Care Leah 
Chapter 4: Safari Max & Emiliano 
Chapter 5: You (Plural) Mar 
Chapter 6: X’s and O’s Carlos and Carla 
Chapter 7: A to B Natalia and Estefanía 
Chapter 8: Selling the General Randy and Facundo 
Chapter 9:40 Minute Lunch Bryan 
Chapter 10: Out of the Body Claudio 
Chapter 11: Good-bye, My Love Joel 
Chapter 12: Great Rock n Roll Pauses Erik 

 

XI. Final Project Instructions 
 

 
Your final project is a book, non-fiction, fiction, or poetry in narrative form, meaning, a story 
(stories) must be told. This is an opportunity to set the basics of a novel or novella, a short-story 
or poetry collection, or a memoir.  
 
You will first work on your proposal and your first two paragraphs/stanzas and from there we 
will move to what might be your first chapter/section to a second or third. This means we will 
work in three stages: 1) pre-writing and research, 2) writing and co-writing, and 3) revision and 
editing. Two submissions for workshops are expected. 
 
You will also work on an annotated bibliography that will inform your writing, you may use 1-2 
of the authors –not same essays!—I am providing, but it is expected that you come up with four 
more, three critical and three creative. 
 


