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How to use these questions: 
These discussion questions are based on the video and required reading for each class. You can use 
them to lead a discussion with your group, or you can use them to think about the class videos and 
readings on your own. You do not have to use them in the order given below, and you do not have 
to use all of them. Onward! 
 
Class 3 Questions for Beginning Writers 
Choose one or more of the options below to discuss with your group: 
 
From Boris Fishman’s talk: 

In his talk, Boris Fishman recommends this strategy for plot development: as you get started 
on writing a story, you should know about one-third of your plot, and then you should 
figure out the remaining two-thirds of your plot as you write. Think about the writing you 
did for the Class 1 Assignment and the Class 2 Assignment. Do you think you have the 
beginning of a plot? Or do you already have a complete plot in mind? How will this affect 
you as you continue to write? 

 
From Stephen Lovely’s talk: 

Stephen Lovely says that a great way to be sure that your plot moves forward is to make sure 
that your characters have strong desires. In D.H. Lawrence’s story “The Rocking Horse 
Winner” (the link to this story can be found in the Class 3 Readings document), the main 
character, Paul, is overcome by a desire to find luck in his life: “He went off by himself, 
vaguely, in a childish way, seeking for the clue to ‘luck.’ Absorbed, taking no heed of other 
people, he went about with a sort of stealth, seeking inwardly for luck. He wanted luck, he 
wanted it, he wanted it.” How does Paul’s desire determine his relationships with his mother 
and his uncle? How does his desire determine the plot of this story?  
 

Optional assignment preparation question for beginning writers:  
The Class 3 Assignment for Beginning Writers for this class asks you to write a story in 
which two or more characters find their differing desires coming into conflict with one 
another (full assignment instructions can be found in the Class 3 Writing Assignments 
document). Before you write, revisit Lawrence’s story and look at how each character’s 
desire affects the other characters. How does Paul’s desire affect his relationship with his 
mother or his uncle or himself? What about his mother’s desire? 
 

From Jonathan Lethem’s talk: 
In Jonathan Lethem’s talk, he says that a powerful tool for getting started with a story and 
developing its plot is to take two unrelated things you have in mind (for example, two 
different settings or two different characters) and juxtapose them in one story. (Juxtaposition 
= the fact of two things being seen or placed close together with contrasting effect.) 
Think about the writing you did for the Class 1 Assignment and the Class 2 Assignment. 
What types of interesting plot developments do you think you might discover by putting 
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together characters and/or settings from these two assignments? Can you think of any 
stories or novels you’ve read that juxtapose very different characters or settings? If so, what 
do you like and dislike about juxtaposition in those works? 
 
Optional discussion activity: Think of two different people in your life who have never met. 
Think about what might happen if you juxtaposed these two people in an imaginary scene. 
How might a story unfold between these two people?  

 
Class 3 Questions for Experienced Writers 
Choose one or more of the options below to discuss with your group: 
 
From Boris Fishman’s talk: 

Boris Fishman states that he thinks the most important plot elements of your story should 
be introduced to the reader at the outset. Do your favorite stories or novels introduce their 
key plot elements at the beginning, or do they introduce key plot elements more gradually? 
Do you normally try to introduce important plot elements early in your own writing? How 
do you think the early introduction of important plot elements might affect the use of plot 
twists or the creation of suspense? 

 
From Stephen Lovely’s talk: 

Stephen Lovely talks about the importance of creating characters who have strong desires in 
order to move your plot forward. In D.H. Lawrence’s story “The Rocking Horse Winner,” 
the main character Paul’s desire for luck is stated to the reader outright and it moves the plot 
toward its end, but the desires of the other characters in the story – namely Paul’s mother 
and uncle – are not as clearly stated. (The link to this story can be found in the Class 3 
Readings document.) Can you find any moments in the text in which those characters’ 
desires seem to surface? If so, how do those characters’ desires interact with Paul’s desire to 
move the plot forward?  
 

From Jonathan Lethem’s talk: 
In his talk, Jonathan Lethem discusses the strategy of conflating two unalike things in a story 
to advance the plot. Aside from his own novel, Motherless Brooklyn, he cites James Joyce’s 
Ulysses as an example of this technique at work. What novels or stories do you know of that 
very clearly demonstrate conflation/juxtaposition? Do you think this strategy would work 
equally well in writing a novel and a short story? How might you use this strategy differently 
if you were applying it to writing a short story versus a writing a longer work of fiction? 

 


