Storybuilding

Instructors: Naomi Hinchen and Susan Shepherd

COURSE SYLLABUS

A. DESCRIPTION

Teachers will lead students through the steps of inventing a world for their stories to take place in. Genres we will explore include fantasy, science fiction, speculative fiction and alternate history; each has its own tropes and rules which students can work with or around as they see fit.

Students will pick a genre to work in, build a plausible world (including its societies, technology, magic systems if any, ecology, language, geography, aliens and culture), and create characters to suit. Students will spend approximately five weeks on worldbuilding  before diving in and writing either a short story or an outline of a longer work such as a novella. 

Students will probably find it useful to read books or short stories from the genre they are interested in. The teachers will provide a list of suggested reading – anything, really, from this list can help, although the list is by no means exhaustive and we're bound to have missed some good ones. Some of the books will be available in class for checkout. Students should take care of these books and return them by the last class.

B. ORGANIZATION

The first few classes will be lecture-format with breaks for discussion and for students to work on various aspects of worldbuilding. We will give the students notebooks to keep with them; they can use these for writing or for notes / maps. About half an hour will be set aside for working on the world, until the sixth class, when an hour or more will be provided. The last class is reserved for students to share their work, listen to and provide suggestions, and receive feedback from other students and the teachers. The teachers will have stories of their own for students to read if they're interested.

C. COURSE OBJECTIVES

1. To introduce students to the concept of worldbuilding.

2. To teach students how to integrate a character's culture, background, species and universe into a story.

3. To encourage students to read and write and to challenge themselves to do well in both reading and writing.

4. To encourage students to finish what they start; this may be the single most important habit for a beginning writer.

5. To have fun! This is for students of all ages and experience levels, and should be more discussion and project-oriented than competitive.

D. COURSE TOPICS

Note: These are not in any particular order; subjects will be grouped roughly into categories, but storybuilding tends to involve many aspects of worldbuilding at once.

1. Science Fiction

2. Speculative Fiction

3. Fantasy

4. Historical Fiction

5. Alternate Fiction

6. Tropes and Conventions

7. Choosing a Setting

8. Ecology

9. Alien Ecology

10. Geography

11. Aliens

12. Alien Worlds

13. Societies

14. Customs

15. Status Levels and Society

16. Trade, Barter and Money

17. Government

18. Technology

19. Common Professions

20. Education

21. Language

22. Freedom vs. Restrictions on Freedom

23. Plot

24. Characterization

25. Matching your Character to your World

26. Populating your World

27. Magic Systems

28. Magical Items and Artifacts

29. Destiny (whether magical prophecy or genetics)

30. The Sliding Scale of Idealism vs Cynicism

31. Good Books and Stories for Make Benefit Glorious Writers of Tomorrow

32. Overused Tropes and How to Avoid Them (Note: good writing is good no matter how old the idea behind it; this list is just opinion)

33. Mary Sues, Gary Stus and how to avoid them

E. CLASSROOM RULES OF CONDUCT

1. Questions are encouraged. Raise your hand; we will try to hurry up and finish what we're saying and then address your question.

2. Be polite when reading other students' work. If you're an experienced writer, try to encourage less experienced and younger students.

3. If you need to use the restroom or get a drink of water, go ahead. No need to ask.

4. You know how to act in classrooms – general good manners go a long way, so please be respectful of the instructor and your fellow students. It's fine to disagree (even vehemently) but please be polite during discussions. And elsewhen, for that matter.

5. Be positive about your own and others' work. 

6. Feel free to contribute weird / cool / neat / unusual ideas. When we read, we don't remember the 90% of the world that is the same as other things we've read. We tend to remember the 10% of the world that was really amazing and unique.

TENTATIVE SCHEDULE

First Class: Genres, Genre Conventions, and Outlining a World

· Introduction to the Class

· Idea Bank and How to Use It

· Meaning of Genre, Tropes, and Cliches

· Genres with Examples

· Genre Conventions

· Steps to Outlining a World

· Brainstorming and its Uses

· Why Transportation is Your Friend

· Technology Level and Magic Level and how they can Influence your World

· Knowing what About your World is Better/Worse than our Own

· Deciding on People and Cultures to Focus On 

· Book List & Recommended Reading

Second Class: Fleshing Out Characters and the Societies they Live In

Third Class:  Plot and How it Can Relate to your Setting

Fourth Class: Introducing your Characters and your World

Fifth Class: Weaving Many Interconnected Plot Threads

Sixth Class: Specialized Description (Places, Strange Sights, Action Sequences)

Seventh Class: Revising and Editing

Eighth Class: Read-Around and Presentation of Works

Course Description:

Interested in writing science fiction, fantasy, alternate history or speculative fiction? This may be the class for you. Students will pick a genre to work in, build a plausible world (including its societies, technology, magic systems if any, ecology, language, geography, aliens and culture), and create characters to suit. Students will spend approximately five weeks on worldbuilding before diving in and writing either a short story or an outline of a longer work such as a novella.  This course will be ten weeks long.

Course Prerequisites

1. An interest in writing.

2. An interest in reading - this is not mandatory, but most writers benefit from having read books and stories in the genre they're interested in.

3. A willingness to rewrite when necessary. It's better to have one finished story than a dozen wonderful beginnings; you can always go back and improve the story after you've finished writing it.

