	
	
	








English 3140.006:  Beginning Fiction Writing
Spring 2026

Instructor:  John Tait [he, him]
Email: john.tait@unt.edu 
Office: AUDB 206A
Office Hours: TuTh 2:00-3:30 in person or by appointment 
Class Location: AUDB 212
Class Time: Thurs. TuTh 3:30-4:50

  Course Description:
English 3140 is the first step in UNT’s fiction writing sequence, and in it you will be reading and writing a considerable amount of short fiction over the semester. Through workshops, discussion of readings, writing exercises, and assignments, you will become acquainted with the techniques and vocabulary of literary fiction. You will write exercise scenes and one work of literary fiction, and through workshop receive written and oral feedback from your peers and myself. You will later revise your literary fiction piece for a final portfolio, write an assessment of that revision, and also write a short profile of a writer who interests you.  

  Materials: 
The Scribner Anthology of Contemporary Short Fiction. Ed. Lex Williford, Michael   
  Martone
Jerome Stern. Making Shapely Fiction

  Attendance:
Because course work is collaborative and centered in class discussion, it is crucial that you attend class regularly. If you miss three classes without an acceptable excuse, your final grade will be dropped one letter. For every unexcused absence you accumulate beyond three, your final grade will be lowered another letter. After five unexcused absences, you may be dropped from the course. Being late, leaving early, or obvious inattention (i.e. doing other work or activities during class) may also be counted as absences and affect your grade. You are responsible for finding out and completing whatever work you miss because of an absence. If you are absent for religious or university-related purposes, you must comply with university policies regarding notification and making up of work. Please inform me if you are unable to attend class meetings because you are ill, in mindfulness of the health and safety of everyone in our community. If you are experiencing symptoms of COVID-19 please seek medical attention from the Student Health and Wellness Center (940-565-2333 or askSHWC@unt.edu) or from your health care provider prior to coming to campus. 

In general, if you encounter medical issues, problems, crises, or changes in your life or living situation that affect or might affect your attendance or participation in the class, please let me know as soon as you can so I can work with you on possible solutions. 

  Canvas:
Outside of our in-class meetings, the majority of our other activities this semester will center around the class’s Canvas site, so please be sure you have and maintain steady access. (Let me know right away if you’re having any problems). The “Modules” section of our class Canvas will function as a class-by-class schedule containing all required readings, materials, and assignments. And a great deal of required work will happen in the “Discussions” section. So, please check in regularly to be sure you’re up to date. 

  Communication:
Emailing me directly at john.tait@unt.edu is the best way to get in touch. Canvas email works but can be erratic, so I would suggest trying my direct email first. For purposes of this class, you will need to have a reliable email account that you check regularly. Canvas defaults to your UNT email address, so if you don't use that email, please let me know an alternative at the start of the semester. Also, I will occasionally be sending out important class information via Canvas announcements so be sure you're receiving those messages properly. (I'll be sending one or two out ahead of the first day of class). Finally, let me know if you have any difficulties this semester with internet or email access so we can figure out solutions.  

  Participation:
Though I understand that students have different comfort levels when it comes to class discussion, this is a workshop course that centers on such activity, and I encourage you to involve yourself and stay engaged. If I notice a lack of activity or effort, it may mean deductions from your participation grade. 

  Late Work: 
If you miss a deadline for handing in assigned work, you will receive an appropriate grade penalty. If your writing exercises or literary fiction piece are turned in late, you may forfeit your chance to have them workshopped.  

  Written Work:    
All submitted work should be, according to the assignment instructions, either posted to the appropriate Canvas forum thread or submitted electronically as a Word file. (Let me know if you have problems with this). All written work should be double-spaced, using a readable font. Make sure to include your name and page numbers.

  Office Hours and Conferences:
In general, my office hours are a time when you can come by to discuss the class, your assignments, your writing, or anything else related to your studies. Besides my regular, in-person office hours this semester, I will also be available to meet at other times in person or via Zoom. Please email me (john.tait@unt.edu) to make an appointment. 

  Course Requirements:
Participation + Responses to Assigned Readings: 10%
Writing Exercises:  10%
Literary Fiction Assignment:  20%
Workshop Responses: 20%
Final portfolio worth 40% total, consisting of: 
	Revision of short story with an assessment of the revision:  30%
	Writer Profile: 10% 
  	
Participation + Responses to Assigned Readings (10%). As discussed in the earlier section on participation, you're encouraged to involve yourself in class discussions. If I see a lack of activity or effort, I will contact you, and if I don't see improvements thereafter, it could adversely affect this grade. Also, you will periodically be assigned short responses, posted to Canvas, on our discussion readings, due before class time.     
   
Writing Exercises (10%): During the early part of the semester, you'll be asked to write two short writing exercises (and a revision of one of these exercises) which will allow you to practice some elements of fiction writing craft and which will (with luck) provide raw materials or directions for later writing. These exercises will be posted directly into the appropriate threads on Canvas, where the class and myself can read and respond to them. (I’ll also distribute hard copies of exercise scenes as we develop and workshop them).

Literary Fiction Assignment (20%):  The main project for the semester, the piece you hand in for workshop, should be a work of literary fiction (as discussed in the "What is Literary Fiction" document provided in Week One.) It should be from six to twelve, double-spaced pages long (approximately 1800 to 3600 words). Though the piece will ideally be a self-contained short story, it can also be an excerpt from a longer work such as a long story, a novella, or a novel. If that’s the case (i.e. an excerpt of something longer) please include a brief afterword where you summarize the larger work or provide some context for the section we’re reading. Alternately, if you write shorter pieces, it’s possible to package more than one together (e.g. two three-page pieces or three two-page pieces) to meet the required page length for the assignment.

Workshop Responses (20%): Once I’ve started receiving the literary fiction assignment pieces, I’ll create a workshop schedule by uploading pieces by workshop date into the Modules section on Canvas. I’ll also – whenever possible -- hand out hard copies of each piece in the week ahead of its workshop. For each of your classmates' workshop pieces, you will be responsible for a page-length (minimum 250 words) response posted to the appropriate thread on Canvas ahead of workshop (i.e. before class time on the day the piece is workshopped). If your comments are not lengthy or detailed enough, if they’re posted late, or if they do not follow the guidelines for appropriate commenting we will discuss in class, you may not get full credit. I also encourage you to continue these workshop conversations, both regarding your own work and those of others, with additional comments, questions, clarifications, etc. (*A Warning* -- Completing late workshop or assigned reading responses during class time on the day they’re due may count against you doubly. You’ll receive a late penalty and also a possible participation penalty. And you may miss important announcements or other business at the start of class as you scramble to complete the work. So, please don’t do that). 

Final Portfolio (40%): In our final week of class, a portfolio of your work will be due, containing the following items:
	
	Revision and Assessment (30%): The revision you submit with your final portfolio should be a substantial reworking of your literary fiction piece, not just superficial changes or corrections. (We will be discussing and sharing effective revision strategies in class). You will also need to turn in a three to five page (900 to 1500 word) assessment of the revision. This may include commentary about how you made revision choices, your thoughts about the revised draft, as well as what changes you might make in future.

	Writer Profile (10%): Also, for your final portfolio, you will write a three to five page (900 to 1500 word) profile of a contemporary fiction writer whose influence you can discern in your own work or with whom you find some affinity. Here, you should avoid a “Wikipedia” approach focused on biographical or bibliographical details and instead respond to this other writer as a writer, discussing the choices they make, the qualities (or faults) you observe in their writing, as well as any issues or questions of writing craft the writer raises. You can also address this writer’s influence on your own work or any parallels you see between their work and yours. If you feel unsure about what to do or if you have questions about various options, please let me know.
	A Note on Grading
Something to remember this semester is that, while your ability as a writer certainly matters in a course like this, your course grade mainly reflects your ability and effort as a student of creative writing. As you can see in the grade breakdown above, while some of the final grade measures how successful your written pieces are, just as much weight falls on how well and how conscientiously you do the important work of responding to your classmates writing as well as the assigned readings and topics. Also, because this course focuses on process over product, you will never be punished in terms of your grade (especially with your final portfolio revision) for taking risks, challenging yourselves, or trying something new. If anything, you'll be rewarded for that, because it's exactly what you should be doing. If you have uncertainties or concerns about your grades at any point in the semester, please do let me know. 
	  A Note on Acceptable Standards 
As instructor, I reserve the right to reject and / or remove from Canvas any written materials, submitted for this class, which may be in violation of the UNT student code of conduct [deanofstudents.unt.edu/conduct] or which seem intended to malign, demean, or harass. I similarly reserve the right to reject materials which don’t meet the basic requirements of a given assignment or don’t meet a basic standard in terms of effort. Finally, I reserve the right to deny the privilege of workshop to students who, in my judgment, have demonstrated bad faith or malice through their submitted work or their responses to their classmates’ work.

	Academic Integrity Standards and Consequences

According to UNT Policy 06.003, Student Academic Integrity, academic dishonesty occurs when students engage in behaviors including, but not limited to cheating, fabrication, facilitating academic dishonesty, forgery, plagiarism, and sabotage. A finding of academic dishonesty may result in a range of academic penalties or sanctions ranging from admonition to expulsion from the University. 

This course assumes that all work submitted by students will be generated by the students themselves, working individually or in groups. Students should not have another person/entity do the writing of any portion of an assignment for them, which includes hiring a person or a company to write assignments and using artificial intelligence tools like ChatGPT.

	ADA Accommodation
 
UNT makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with disabilities. Students seeking accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Accommodation (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide a student with an accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding one’s specific course needs.  Students may request accommodations at any time, however, ODA notices of accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester to avoid any delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. For additional information see the ODA website at disability.unt.edu
 
	Emergency Notification & Procedures
 
UNT uses a system called Eagle Alert to quickly notify students with critical information in the event of an emergency (i.e., severe weather, campus closing, and health and public safety emergencies like chemical spills, fires, or violence). In the event of a university closure, please refer to Canvas for contingency plans for covering course materials.

	Retention of Student Records

Student records pertaining to this course are maintained in a secure location by the instructor of record. All records such as exams, answer sheets (with keys), and written papers submitted during the duration of the course are kept for at least one calendar year after course completion. Course work completed via the Canvas online system, including grading information and comments, is also stored in a safe electronic environment for one year. Students have the right to view their individual record; however, information about student’s records will not be divulged to other individuals without proper written consent.  Students are encouraged to review the Public Information Policy and the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) laws and the University’s policy. See UNT Policy 10.10, Records Management and Retention for additional information. 

	Acceptable Student Behavior
 
Student behavior that interferes with an instructor’s ability to conduct a class or other students' opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive and will not be tolerated in any instructional forum at UNT. Students engaging in unacceptable behavior will be directed to leave the classroom and the instructor may refer the student to the Dean of Students to consider whether the student's conduct violated the Code of Student Conduct. The University's expectations for student conduct apply to all instructional forums, including University and electronic classroom, labs, discussion groups, field trips, etc. The Code of Student Conduct can be found at deanofstudents.unt.edu/conduct
	
Access to Information – Eagle Connect

Students’ access point for business and academic services at UNT is located at: my.unt.edu. All official communication from the University will be delivered to a student’s Eagle Connect account. For more information, please visit the website that explains Eagle Connect and how to forward e-mail: eagleconnect.unt.edu/

	Student Evaluation Administration Dates
 
Student feedback is important and an essential part of participation in this course. The student evaluation of instruction is a requirement for all organized classes at UNT. The survey will be made available during weeks 13, 14 and 15 of the long semesters to provide students with an opportunity to evaluate how this course is taught. Students will receive an email from "UNT SPOT Course Evaluations via IA System Notification"   (no-reply@iasystem.org) with the survey link. Students should look for the email in their UNT email inbox.  Simply click on the link and complete the survey.  Once students complete the survey they will receive a confirmation email that the survey has been submitted. For additional information, please visit the SPOT website at www.spot.unt.edu or email spot@unt.edu. 
	
Sexual Assault Prevention

UNT is committed to providing a safe learning environment free of all forms of sexual misconduct. Federal laws and UNT policies prohibit discrimination on the basis of sex as well as sexual misconduct. If you or someone you know is experiencing sexual harassment, relationship violence, stalking and/or sexual assault, there are campus resources available to provide support and assistance. The Survivor Advocates can be reached at SurvivorAdvocate@unt.edu or by calling the Dean of Students Office at 940-565-2648.

References and Cross References
 
UNT Policy 04.008, Records Management and Retention
UNT Policy 06.035, Academic Freedom & Academic Responsibility
UNT Policy 06.038, Safety in Instructional Activities
UNT Policy 06.039, Student Attendance and Authorized Absences
UNT Policy 06.003, Student Academic Integrity 
UNT Policy 16.001, Disability Accommodation for Students and Academic Units
UNT Policy 16.005, Sexual Harassment
Senate Bill 212
Senate Bill 212 requires employees of public and private higher education institutions to report sexual harassment, sexual assault, dating violence or stalking against a student or employee to the institution’s Title IX Coordinator or a Deputy Title IX Coordinator.
Employees have always been required by UNT Policy to report instances of sexual misconduct, but this policy requirement is now a state law. 

Most importantly, the law, which went into effect on Sept. 1 2019, requires the university to terminate any employee (including tenured faculty members) who is found to have failed to satisfy the mandatory reporting requirement.

Additionally, failure to report sexual misconduct will be a misdemeanor criminal offense beginning on Jan. 1, 2020. 

For more details about Bill 212, please see:  https://www.unt.edu/notices/new-texas-law-requires-unt-employees-report-sexual-misconduct-they-are-aware






















Syllabus Addendum:  Conduct and Content
	

After reading the following addendum, I invite you to contribute any thoughts or questions in the "Content and Conduct" thread on the class Canvas discussion board. 

  Fundamentals of Workshop Conduct

I think we would agree that all members of a workshop deserve to be treated with basic respect. This means using preferred pronouns (please feel free to let us know yours in our first class or whenever you choose). It means avoiding microaggressions as well as more overt expressions of racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, ableism, or other bigotry. It means avoiding language that feels dismissive, mocking, contemptuous, or demeaning. A failure to extend these basic courtesies to your classmates could result in actions described in the Acceptable Student Behavior section earlier in this syllabus.

I think we can agree too that the workshop experience must be inclusive, that no participant should be diminished, ignored, singled out, or treated differently because of who they are, what they believe, etc. An effective writing workshop acknowledges and embraces difference. One of the most valuable uses of a workshop for an individual writer is for defining audience, which often means bringing our work to readers with different backgrounds or life experience, different sensibilities or tastes. For writers, it's important to consider all readers' responses for the valuable information they can provide. Even if the final conclusion is "oh, this reader isn't part of my audience" that, in itself, can be a valuable insight (and occasionally a relief).  

I also encourage you to remind yourselves of the main goal of workshop – to provide the writer with useful feedback for future revisions – and limit behaviors which don’t support that goal. Though workshop discussion often involves disagreement, it’s not a debate, where the point is to argue for the sake of argument or prevail against those who disagree. And though workshop can be funny at times, it’s not a roast or a comic improv. Too much joking can even feel dismissive and disrespectful to the writer being workshopped, who has most likely put a lot of time and care into their writing. 


  Being Honest, Engaged and Kind

As workshop readers, we should always seek to be honest and engaged. Rather than saying "I don't get it" in response to a classmate's workshop piece, describe (in detail) what you don't understand. Rather than saying "This is good -- if you like this kind of thing" or "I don't enjoy sci-fi / fantasy / literary fiction so I have nothing to say," maybe talk in detail about your hesitations with the genre or subject matter. That can be genuinely insightful. Instead of saying "I don't know people like these characters so I have nothing to add," focus on what you can observe and assess. In general, avoid lazy responses where you're not taking seriously your obligation to give the same good faith engagement and effort you would expect regarding your own work.  

I occasionally encounter student writers who believe that honesty means being hard on their workshop classmates, being bluntly critical and even a little mean. Many justify this by saying it's how they prefer to be treated in a workshop or that they're equally hard on themselves. That's fine -- but be mindful that, while some writers may respond positively to such a tough approach, receive it as challenge or inspiration (a good outcome), others might be discouraged or demoralized by it or even abandon a promising piece of writing too soon (not a good outcome). So, try to be encouraging even as you're delivering bad news. Point ahead to future revisions where the writer can improve the piece. Always direct your criticisms at the piece of writing rather the writer (i.e. that crucial difference between saying "this is a flawed story" and "you are a bad writer.") Remind yourself that your fellow writers are in the same situation you are, are taking the same risks, and leaving themselves vulnerable in the same ways that you are. 

Honesty and engagement also apply to positive responses, of course. Empty praise (e.g. "Wonderful -- don't change a word!") feels good but is unhelpful and most often a disservice. Empty deference (e.g. "I don't feel qualified to comment on this -- so let's just say it's great!") fails in a similar way. We owe it to each other to push each other, to struggle beyond our limitations when necessary. Along the way, we may risk revealing our ignorance, our biases, our shortcomings, even reveal ourselves as "bad" readers of a particular text. But again, all of this information is useful for writers who are seeking to understand how various readers receive and understand their work so they can make the best and most informed decisions going forward.

  Online Challenges

One additional problem we face in a class like this that includes some discussion online is that we sometimes only have each others' written words in front of us. Online, no one can hear our tone of voice or see the expressions on our faces. So, a joke may not register as a joke. Irony and sarcasm, subtlety and nuance, may be lost. A comment may come off as more aggressive or more defensive than intended. Also, as we know well, online discourse too often heads in the direction of combativeness, escalation, callousness, and cruelty -- basically people acting in unpleasant and uncivil ways they never would in person. Miscommunications and misunderstandings are inevitable -- we're only human. But many problems can be avoided if we write and read online comments with care. So please be mindful of this in your different roles this semester, both in the words you write for your fellow writers and in the way you read the words they've written about your own work.

  Trigger and Content Warnings  

Though public debate and scientific research regarding trigger and content warnings continue, I think most us would agree that, if there's any possibility that people might be traumatized or re-traumatized by content they read in a class without warning, particularly graphic depictions of sexual violence and abuse as well as racial / homophobic / transphobic violence and hatred, then we should take reasonable measures to prevent that. Whenever possible, I will try, as course instructor, to provide warnings for content that might be triggering. But the practical problem remains that, in a workshop where we'll sometimes be moving through a great deal of written work rapidly, I might not have time or opportunity to catch everything. And so, I would ask that, if you think something you're submitting or someone else has submitted might be triggering, please let me know so I can add appropriate warnings. Thanks for that.  
 
Finally, I do want to be clear though, when we talk about triggering material, what we're not talking about. We're talking specifically about trauma. We're not talking about fictional depictions of behaviors or speech of which we don't approve or political / ideological / religious views with which we don't agree or situations and / or characters that make us uncomfortable, anxious, or annoyed. Reading literature puts us in such situations constantly, and it's part of our growth as readers and writers to find ways to navigate these situations and (ideally) learn from them. Also, by using or advocating trigger warnings, we're not saying that writers should be discouraged from tackling difficult and fraught subject matter or from taking risks. Writers often write best when they write about their pain, their struggles, their trauma. And good literature can often be ugly when it's being accurate and honest about the ugliness in our world. It must be acknowledged that art, when it's doing what it should, is often necessarily uncomfortable, provocative, even upsetting.  

  Writing and Mental Wellness

Writing and workshop can be stressful, fraught, and anxious experiences even at the best of times. And when there are additional sources of stress and anxiety, things can feel even worse. If you find yourself struggling with depression, anxiety or any other such difficulties, please know there are plenty of resources for support out there, including UNT's excellent, free, and confidential counselling for students. (For help or information, email counselingandtestingservices@unt.edu or call 940-565-2741).    
  

On Senate Bill 212 and Workshop

Finally, as you can read in the syllabus description earlier, Senate Bill 212 requires that university employees immediately report all instances of sexual harassment, sexual assault, dating violence or stalking against university students and employees. Failing to do so, under this law, is a fireable offense. And the law applies not just to incidents that university employees observe firsthand but also incidents they learn of indirectly after the fact. The implications of this legislation for creative writing workshops, where students often share personal experiences of the kinds described in the bill both in their writing and in class discussion, are obvious. Personally, I hope this law won't discourage those students who want or need to write or speak about such experiences from continuing to do so. But please do remain mindful of this law and what it means. And please be aware that, if you disclose, in class or in private, certain experiences to your professors or instructors (or friends / classmates who are employed by UNT), they can offer you their sympathy and support but unfortunately not their confidentiality. 	
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