The Craft of Writing for Children

English 661 Course Format and Requirements

katherine ayres 
    chatham college
         Fall 2005
English 661, The Craft of Writing for Children, meets Monday evenings, C-232.  Your instructor is Kathy Ayres, 412-687-6627, e-mail kayres@telerama.com; e-mail and phone calls are welcome; office hours (c-131) are Mondays from 3:30 until class time or may be arranged.

Course Description and Objectives:  Writing for Children is an introduction to writing for children and young adults.  Students will study samples of literature for children and will practice a variety of basic writing techniques.  By the end of the course, students will be able to create and revise their own manuscripts and will have learned how to share constructive questions and suggestions with others.  For students who are preparing for teaching careers, the course and its methods are adaptable for use with elementary, middle and high school students.

Format—each class will include: 

1.  Content presentation with excerpts from pertinent, high-quality children's literature.

2.  In-class writing exercises which practice techniques in each area and stretch writing skills.

3.  Critique sessions/group workshopping: students will employ techniques which encourage the giving and receiving of suggestions and criticism to improve writing.  This criticism will be modeled by the instructor to encourage risk taking and the open exchange of ideas.

4.  Guidance for teachers who wish to use these methods with students (opt.).


Student Expectations and Assignments will include:

1.  Readings from the texts and other supplementary materials presented in class.

2.  Study of children's literature for particular technical examples and and content information.

3.  Regular weekly writing assignments which will be shared in class.

4.  Writing projects—each student will produce at least four small projects (4-5 pages) and one larger "work in progress" (20 pages) with the eventual goal of submitting it for publication.  This is your final project.
5.  Attendance is required.  This is a participatory course; the sharing of students' writings and criticism will be included in every class.  Therefore students must attend, participate and write.

Grading and Evaluation:  Learning to write is a process.  Students improve at an uneven pace, and in a short, intensive, course, they will begin to explore ideas that may take much longer to perfect.  The learning curve is steep and students will spend time on different aspects of the writing process.  Therefore, this course will be graded on the basis of process(on the student's level of participation in the daily writing and workshopping, as well as the final project.


Writing Assignments — one-third 


In Class Writing and Workshopping Participation — one-third 

Final Project — one-third 

Texts: 

1. Writing for Children and Teenagers, Lee Wyndham, Writer's Digest Books    

ISBN 89879-347-5.

2.  The 20th Century Children’s Book Treasury, Janet Schuylman (ed.), Knopf ISBN 0-679-88647-8. (also available in library)

3.   (optional)Parent's Guide to the Best Children's Books (NY Times), Eden Ross 

Lipson    ISBN 0-8129-1688-3. (also available in library)

4.   Bird By Bird, Anne Lamott, Anchor Books/Doubleday  ISBN 0-385-48001-6.

5. Writing Down the Bones, Natalie Goldberg, Shambhala Press  ISBN 0-87773-375-9

6. (optional) Worlds of Childhood:  The Art and Craft of Writing for Children, William Zinsser, Editor, Houghton Mifflin  ISBN 0-395-51425-8. (also available in library)

7. Hatchet, Gary Paulson 

Four books, Wyndham, Worlds of Childhood, Hatchet, and the anthology of picture books will be read as per assignment sheets.  The remaining books should be read independently through the course by students except as noted on assignment sheets.  Parent’s Guide is to be used as a resource/reference for those unfamiliar with children’s literature.

Students with Disabilities:  Chatham College is committed to providing an environment that ensures that no individual is discriminated against on the basis of her/his disability.  Students with disabilities, as defined under the Americans With Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA), and who need special academic accommodations, should notify the director of the Learning Center as soon as possible.  The Learning Center will work with students and the course instructor to coordinate and monitor the provision of reasonable academic accommodations.

Honor Code:  Chatham College students pledge to maintain the Honor code, which states in part:  “Honor is that principle by which we at Chatham form our code of living, working and studying together.  The standards of honor at Chatham require that all students act with intellectual independence, personal integrity, honesty in all relationships and consideration for the rights and well being of others.”  Information about the honor code is in the Student Handbook.

Registration:  In accordance with College policy, only officially registered students may attend this class and all other classes offered at the College. Please confer with your academic advisor if you need assistance with the registration process or you need additional information.
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Story:  what is story and where do stories come from?  transformation of experience and memory into story

Beginnings:  point of view, language, active voice, show—don't tell

Literature:  picture books, early readers, novels, poetry, non-fiction; books and magazines

Character:  how to apply creative listening techniques that allow characters to jump off the page and into the reader's heart

Plot:  characters in motion, the  dramatic question, shapes of stories, beginnings, middles, endings

Conflict:  the use of obstacles to intensify plot

Setting:  god is in the details, interior and exterior sensory images

dialog:  how to portray speech in writing and the functions of dialog 

Information:  getting the facts right and making them sing

Words:  lively writing via rhetorical choices, imagery, and so on.

Voice:  finding yours as a writer

Truth:  Honest writing, uncovering deeper truths
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September 12
•Story:  What is story?  Transformation of experience and memory



assignments:

 
read:
Wyndham, chapters 1-4, 9, 15, 19 

Worlds of Childhood:  Introduction; Sendak

Good Night Gorilla, p 133, Where the Wild things Are, p 106

Make Way for Ducklings, p 55; The Letter, p 48

write:
Begin to transform an event into fiction


September 19
•Beginnings:  point of view, language, active voice, show—don't tell  


assignments:

read: 
Wyndham, chapters 25-29, Worlds of Childhood:  Wells

Note lists on page 306 in anthology and review some stories in 

each age group, also Parent’s Guide
select:  a favorite children's book and bring to next class

write: Continue working on piece shared in class

September 26
•Literature:  picture books, early readers, novels, poetry, non-fiction


(for this class: First “cleaned-up” story is due in class today
assignments:

read: Wyndham, chapters 5-6 , Lamott pp. 44-53,  D.W.  The Picky Eater, p 214; Amelia Bedelia p 235



write:  begin work on a new story

October 3
•Character: characters that jump off the page and into the reader's heart


assignments

read:
Wyndham, chapters  8, 12, 13, 16, 17, Harry the Dirty Dog, p 249, Whose Mouse Are You? P 257 ; NOTE:  I Am a Bunny, p 243 HAS NO PLOT

write: A biography of your character, factual, emotional, worst nightmare, 

wish come true; keep working on your story

October 10   •Plot:  characters in motion, dramatic questions, shapes of stories, beginnings, middles, endings







assignments

read:
Wyndham, chapter  11, Make Way for Ducklings, p 55; A Boy, A Dog 

and A Frog, p 72, Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad

 Day, p 86

write: Devise plot elements based on your character biography, keep 

working on your story

October 17
NO CLASS—Fall Break

October 24
•Conflict:  the use of obstacles to intensify plot and keep those pages turning


(for this class:  Second cleaned-up story is due today
assignments

read: Wyndham, chapter  10, Lamott, pp74-79, Goldberg, pp41-44, Owen, 

p 265; Sylvester and the Magic Pebble, p 125

read and review Hatchet by Gary Paulson as per class instructions looking at 

both conflict and setting details

write: begin a new story

October 31
•Setting:  god is in the details, interior and exterior sensory images  


assignments



read:
Wyndham, chapter  7, Lamott, pp 64-73

write:  Overheard!  Capture an interesting snip of dialog (5-10 lines) exactly 

as spoken, write it down for next class—continue work in progress

November 7
•Dialog: how to portray speech in writing, and functions of dialog


assignments:

read: Worlds of Childhood:  Fritz, Krementz, Handouts from James Giblin

write: Look at your work in progress in terms of dialog; revise & improve

November 14
•Information:  getting the facts right and then making them sing


(for this class:  Third cleaned-up story is due today

assignments

read: Wyndham, chapters  14, 18, Goldberg, pp70-71. Worlds of Childhood:  

Prelutsky, Chicka Chicka Boom Boom, p 15

write:  start a new story

November 21    •Words:  lively writing via rhetorical choices, imagery, and so on



assignments

read:
Lamott, pp 195-201, Goldberg 36-37, 82, 143-46



Stevie, p 149; Bedtime for Frances, p 165

write:  Work in progress; pay special attention to specificity of nouns, crunchy verbs 

November 28
•Voice:  finding yours as a writer







•Truth:  Honest writing, uncovering deeper truths

assignments

read:
Wyndham, chapters 20-24

Worlds of Childhood:  Paterson

Stellaluna, p 208; First Tomato, p 230

write:
work in progress; make it personal and make it really matter



(for this class —Fourth cleaned-up story due today.

December 5
•Markets:  how to prepare your work and where to  send it, topics on markets for books and stories 






 


assignemnts

write:
  final project, ongoing work 

December 12
•workshopping final projects

Final Project due Tuesday, Dec 13.

Final Project:  Your work this term will culminate in a final writing project of approximately 20 pages of new work.  Midways through the semester you should begin to plan and formulate your project.  Several steps will be included:

Literature review.  Read, analyze and prepare annotated bibliography of books that relate to your project.  A minimum of five novels or 10 picture books is required.

Character Biography.  If the project is a work of fiction, a character biography will be written in the early stage of planning, and will be included in the project.  Likewise, if the project is a work of biography or autobiography.






-or-

Research and Framing Choices.  If the project is a work of nonfiction, demonstrate the content research completed with a bibliography, and present documentation of choices about how the story was framed.

First Draft.  A rough draft of the entire project.

Second Draft.  An edited (for content and mechanics) draft of the entire project.  Additional Drafts as needed and as time allows.

Types of projects:  During the term, you may choose to work on(
a single longer work for older readers

several short pieces for younger children

a collection of poetry

a collection of magazine pieces (short) for various ages of children

The final project may be an offshoot of or connection to one or more works completed during the term.  If, for example, you want to work on a novel during the term and continue it as your final project, a total of 36 pages is the minimum.  If, on the other hand, you’re writing for the youngest readers or writing poems, a mixed collection might result.  Again, the minimum is 36 pages (total) for the term; 16 pages during the semester and 20 new pages for the final project.

