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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 2 Questions for Beginning Writers 
Choose one or more of the options below to discuss with your group: 
 
From Angela Flournoy’s talk: 

What do you think of Angela Flournoy’s approach to keeping track of a large cast of 
characters by making a family tree? Can you think of any other methods that would help you 
to make each of your characters feel distinct?  

 
From Margot Livesey’s talk: 

In her talk, Margot Livesey discusses strategies and tips for using dialogue in fiction, and 
ways to make that dialogue sound more natural, such giving different characters different 
inflections, using different sentence structures for different characters, or including moments 
of exposition in between the lines of dialogue. (Exposition = lines that describe or explain 
what is happening in a story). 
 
In the story “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty” by James Thurber, Thurber uses dialogue to 
plunge the reader into Walter Mitty’s different fantasies throughout the story. (The link to 
this story can be found in the Class 2 Readings document.) For instance, to begin the fantasy 
in which Mitty is a doctor, Thurber writes: “‘It’s the millionaire banker, Wellington 
McMillan,’ said the pretty nurse. ‘Yes?’ said Walter Mitty, removing his gloves slowly. ‘Who 
has the case?’” Why do you think Thurber chose dialogue, instead of exposition, to 
introduce these fantasies? How do you feel about being able to “hear” all of these distinct 
voices in Mitty’s fantasies? Do you think the story would be as effective if we didn’t get to 
hear from these characters that Mitty creates in his mind? 

 
Optional assignment preparation question for beginning writers:  

The Class 2 Assignment for Beginning Writers for this class asks you to write a scene in 
which a character feels compelled to solve a mystery or fix a problem, and which features a 
main character, a secondary character, and at least one supporting character (full assignment 
instructions can be found in the Class 2 Writing Assignments document). To prepare to 
write your scene, look back at Thurber’s story and consider each line of dialogue. How does 
each line of dialogue reveal some essential piece of information in the story? How do Mitty 
and his wife’s dialogue interactions reveal information about their relationship, or about their 
individual characters? How are all of these voices working together to establish fantasy 
versus reality in the story? 
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Class 2 Questions for Experienced Writers 
Choose one or more of the options below to discuss with your group: 
 
From Angela Flournoy’s talk: 

Angela Flournoy says that every time we see a character on the page, we have an opportunity 
to differentiate that character from our other characters. She includes the suggestions of (1) 
creating a family tree and (2) working with different points of view. Think about the 
characters you have created in the past. What are some approaches you have taken to make 
two or more characters feel very different from each other in a story? How do you think 
point of view might affect how your characters come across to the reader? Can you think of 
any other craft methods besides (1) family tree and (2) points of view that would help you to 
create distinct characters in a large cast? 

 
From Margot Livesey’s talk: 

Margot Livesey discusses the importance of subtext in writing natural-sounding dialogue in 
your work, and states that “polite” dialogue often feels tedious if overused. Look at James 
Thurber’s story “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty” (the link to this story can be found in the 
Class 2 Readings document). Can you identify moments of subtext in the dialogue between 
Walter Mitty and his wife? Do you think Thurber is successful in delivering this subtext 
through his use of dialogue? Do Mitty’s imagined alternate realities play a role in establishing 
the subtext of the story as a whole? 

 


