
Fall Creative Writing 
Conference 2020

October 17–18, 2020

Going Virtual!
The mission of MTSU Write is to celebrate both the art

and craft of creative writing through instruction, 
mentorship, and outreach. Each fall, in celebration

of this mission, we gather for a full day of inspiration, 
instruction, ideas, and community.

Breakout Sessions Presenters

Karen Alea, Charlotte Rains Dixon, Hank Early,  
Jessica L. Folk,Christian Anton Gerard, Constantine Jones, 

Marcus Jackson, John Minichillo, Linda Busby Parker,  
Michael Ray Taylor, Alex Terrell, Anna Weinstein



Conference
Schedule

Send program inquiries to mtsuwrite@mtsu.edu.

Session
Presenters

October 17 Sessions
9:00–10:00 a.m. 
 Hank Early
 “Finding an Agent” 

10:00–noon
 Linda Busby Parker* 
 “Macro and Micro Similes and Metaphors in Fiction” 

12:00–1:00 p.m. 
 Christian Anton Gerard
 “Getting the Feel of Things: The Craft of Bringing  
  Pop Culture into Poems” 

1:00–2:00 p.m.
 Marcus Jackson*
 “Poems Addressing Love and/or Death”  

2:00–3:30 p.m.
 Michael Ray Taylor
 “Say what? Dialogue in Nonfiction”  

3:30–4:30 p.m. 
 John Minichillo
 “Flash Fiction: The Very Short Story” 

October 18 Sessions
10:00–11:00 a.m. 
 Jess Folk
 “Writing Compelling Characters for the Stage” 

11:00 a.m.–12:30 p.m.
 Charlotte Rains Dixon* 
 “Establish and Sustain a Writing Practice for the  
  Long Haul” 

11:00 a.m.–1:00 p.m. 
 Alex Terrell
 “Motherland, drip on me’: Voice, Ancestors, and  
  the Histories We Carry” 

1:00–3:00 p.m.
 Marcus Jackson*
 “Poems Addressing Love and/or Death”  

2:00–3:30 p.m.
 Michael Ray Taylor
 “Say what? Dialogue in Nonfiction”  

3:30–4:30 p.m. 
 John Minichillo
 “Flash Fiction: The Very Short Story” 

Karen Alea
Karen Alea has her MFA from Bennington College, is an 
alumna of Sewanee Writers’ Conference, a Fellow at 
Virginia Center for the Creative Arts, and the former 
director of MTSU Write. Her short stories have been 
published in literary magazines including Eureka, 
Stickman Review, Riverwalk Journal and the anthology, 

Catch Fire in the Treetops. Her short story “The Next Guy” won The 
Nashville Scene fiction contest judged by Ann Patchett, which led to a guest 
column in the publication. She has written nonfiction for About.com, 
Huffington Post, Jezebel, Narratively and others. She freelances, coaches 
privately, and is on faculty for MTSU Write. She has a writing podcast and 
blog at WriteIn10.com. You can follow her on Facebook.

“The Why Is as Important as the How” 
Description is more than a string of adjectives. Authors finesse description 
to manipulate the feelings of a reader or foreshadow a plot point. We’ll 
look at three main reasons to use description, and we’ll delve into some 
master techniques to incorporate into your writing. This session is 
applicable for novelists, memoirists, and, yes, even poets.

Charlotte Rains Dixon
Charlotte Rains Dixon, MFA, is the author of the novel 
“Emma Jean’s Bad Behavior,” as well as the forthcoming 
titles “The Matchmaker’s Temptation” and “The 
Journalist’s Passion,” both part of the Calderwood Grove 
series. When not writing fiction, Charlotte teaches 
writing in her hometown of Portland, Oregon, in 
Nashville, Tennessee, in the south of France, and on the 
Oregon Coast. She also coaches writers privately. She is 
director emeritus and a current mentor at the Writer’s 

Loft, a certificate-in-writing program at Middle Tennessee State University. 
She earned her M.F.A. in creative writing from Spalding University and is 
the author of a dozen nonfiction books. Her fiction and articles have 
appeared in numerous publications. Charlotte lives with her husband in 
Portland, Oregon, in a multi-generational home that is by turns boisterous 
and exuberant but seldom quiet. She believes no breakfast is complete 
without a crossword puzzle to work and no happy hour can actually be 
happy without popcorn. (Wine goes without saying.) She writes stories 
about places you long to live filled with people you’d love to know.

“Establish and Sustain a Writing Practice for the  
 Long Haul” 
“When the passion goes away, it’s the practice that sustains us.” –Jeff Goins

Writers are not truly happy unless they are writing. This is why establishing 
and sustaining a regular writing practice is vital. You don’t have to be 
crafting your bestselling novel every day (though it is awesome if you can). 
Write in a journal, free-write on prompts, scrawl a one-stanza poem every 
day, or write a Haiku. In my experience, writing—no matter what kind—
leads to more writing. Though we hate to think about it, there may come a 
time when our passion may desert us, when our creative well runs dry and 
we despair. This is when an established, regular practice of writing will lead 
you back to that passion.



Hank Early
Hank Early spent much of his youth in the mountains 
of North Georgia, but these days he makes his home in 
central Alabama. He writes crime and horror, watches 
too much basketball, and rarely sleeps. His Southern 
Gothic Earl Marcus mysteries have been described as 
“atmospheric... gritty... and riveting.” He’s represented 

by Alec Shane of Writers House.

“Finding an Agent” 
Finding an agent is one of the most daunting challenges an author can 
face. The odds are stacked against you, and the whole undertaking can 
make even the most determined writers throw up their hands in despair. 
Join crime writer Hank Early as he demystifies the process, sharing his own 
journey from uninitiated and aspiring novelist to landing a dream agent. 
From there he’ll discuss the agent-author relationship and all the necessary 
steps between idea and published manuscript.

Jessica L. Folk
Jessica L. Folk is an assistant professor at Western 
Kentucky University. Originally from New York, she 
holds an M.F.A. in Screenwriting from Chapman 
University. Her poetry and nonfiction pieces have 
appeared in Ghost City Review, in the Fear and 
Courage collection from Exisle Publishing, and in the 

Summer 2020 issue of Sinister Wisdom. She was the screenwriter for the 
short film “Five” (dir. Kali Baker-Johnson), which was featured in the 
African American Short Films Series from Badami Productions in 2016 and 
her TV pilot script “’Til Death” received an honorable mention at the 
University Film and Video Association conference in 2019.

“Writing Compelling Characters for the Stage”  
Characters do not have to be likable to carry a narrative. In fact, some of 
the most compelling characters are enormously flawed, even “bad” people. 
This session will explore what it means to write a “good” character. 
Participants will have a chance to craft the beginnings of a character bio 
and an opening scene for an original character.

Christian Anton Gerard 
Christian Anton Gerard is a woodworker and the 
author of “Holdfast” (C&R Press, 2017) and “Wilmot 
Here, Collect for Stella” (WordTech, 2014). He’s 
received Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference scholarships 
and was a 2017 Best of the Net finalist. Christian is an 
associate professor in the creative writing program at 
the University of Arkansas-Fort Smith. Find him on the 
web at www.christianantongerard.com and www.

facebook.com/PoetmadeWoodworksandBooks.

“Getting the Feel of Things: The Craft of Bringing Pop  
  Culture into Poems”  
The hour will focus on bringing “the feels”” to poems by using pop culture 
references and influences that might not feel related to pop culture. We 
will read poems utilizing popular culture to help us see and practice how 
poems can open up to larger places in the imaginations of readers and 

writers if we forget about what a poem is “about” and worry more about 
how a poem can “feel.”

Constantine Jones 
Constantine Jones is a Greek-American thingmaker 
raised in Tennessee and living in Brooklyn. An alumnus 
of MTSU, they now facilitate creative writing 
workshops at Brooklyn Poets, Liminal Lab, and The 
City College of New York, where they earned an M.F.A. 
specializing in multi-modal writing forms. They are a 

Visual AIDS Artist+ Member, and their debut hybrid haunted house print 
document, IN STILL ROOMS, was published through The Operating 
System (March 4, 2020). Constantine’s work has been displayed, 
performed, or exhibited at venues across New York City. You can follow 
Constantine on Twitter and Instagram @storiesandnoise. More information, 
including links to publications and courses offered, is available at linktr.ee/
storiesandnoise. 

“A Chorus of Selves”  
We often think of a chorus as the part of a song we can’t get out of our 
head. It’s no coincidence that the ancient Greek root of the word implies a 
collective singing and dancing of poetry. In ancient Greek drama, the 
Chorus was a persona both one and many. The Chorus was both inside and 
outside the action—a group of voices speaking and moving together that 
would periodically interact with the characters on stage while providing 
contextual information for the audience. In this session, we will draw on 
our composite lived experience, allowing many versions of ourselves to 
speak at once—past, present, and potentially future—in essence creating a 
Chorus of selves, a unique landscape in which we’re the actors and 
spectators of our own lives, the speakers and audiences of our own poems.

Marcus Jackson 
Marcus Jackson studied poetry in NYU’s graduate 
creative writing program and as a Cave Canem fellow. 
His poems have appeared in such publications as The 
American Poetry Review, The New Yorker, and The 
New York Times Magazine. His second book of poems, 
entitled “Pardon My Heart” (Northwestern University 

Press/TriQuarterly Books), was released in 2018. Of “Pardon My Heart,” 
Jeff Gordinier for The New York Times writes, “Jackson’s collection confirms 
the arrival of a thrilling new voice in American poetry, one whose writing, 
on page after page, has the fullness and glow of a jubilee.” Jackson lives 
with his wife and child in Columbus, Ohio, and teaches in the M.F.A. 
programs at Ohio State and Queens University of Charlotte.

“Poems Addressing Love and/or Death”   
The great poet Li-Young Lee once said that most poems, regardless of their 
intended or secondary subjects, are really either about love or about 
death—or both. We’ll read and discuss a selection of poems about love 
and death, written by different poets, and we’ll pursue a finer 
understanding of their approaches to these timeless, crucial subjects.

John Minichillo 
John Minichillo has published three small press novels, 
most recently “The First Woman on Mars” (Spaceboy 
Books, 2019). His short fiction and essays have 
appeared widely with two pieces selected for the 
Wigleaf Top Fifty Very Short Fictions of 2012. He’s 
taught writing and literature at five Tennessee state 

universities and colleges, and he lives in Nashville.

“Flash Fiction: The Very Short Story”  
There have always been very short stories, but with the explosion of online 
literary magazines and the normalization of the term “flash fiction,” there 
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are a lot more venues celebrating the form. The only thing that really 
defines flash is word count, but we’ll look at representative styles and 
discuss common techniques. Short pieces are not any easier to write,  
but they can sometimes be easier to publish, and they can help fill out a 
short story collection in progress. It seems flash fiction is here to stay,  
and emerging writers can use it to help establish themselves in an 
overcrowded field. 

Linda Busby Parker 
Linda Busby Parker authored two novels: “Seven Laurels” 
(historical fiction set during the Civil Rights Era in 
Alabama) and “Oliver’s Song” (upmarket fiction set in 
Mobile, Alabama, during Mardi Gras). “Seven Laurels” 
won the James Jones First Novel Award and the Langum 

Prize for Historical Fiction. Her short pieces appear in Writer’s Digest, The 
Writer, Big Muddy, Provincetown Arts, Oracle, Confluence and Minerva 
Rising. Her book reviews appear in The San Diego Union Tribune, Mobile 
Press Register, 2nd and Church, and First Draft. She has served as a Fellow in 
Fiction at Bread Loaf and a Scholar in Fiction at the summer Sewanee Writers’ 
Conference. She earned her Ph.D. from the University of Michigan and her 
M.F.A. from Spalding University, and she teaches creative writing at the 
University of South Alabama and mentors in a low-residency writing program 
at Middle Tennessee State University. She is publisher/editor for Excalibur 
Press. Linda has recently fallen in love with poetry and won a first-place prize 
in the spring 2020 poetry competition sponsored by the Alabama Poetry 
Society. Her current writing projects are in fiction and nonfiction.

“Macro and Micro Similes and Metaphors in Fiction”  

We will begin with a discussion of similes and metaphors—what they are and 
what they accomplish for the writer. This workshop provides an opportunity 
for participation in the process of developing metaphors or improving existing 
metaphors. We will also discuss “thinking in metaphors.” I will use two short 
stories as samples of “macro metaphors” in fiction. Those are: “The Secret 
Goldfish” by David Means (originally published in The New Yorker on May 
31, 2004) and “The Ceiling” by Kevin Brockmeier (originally published in 
McSweeney’s in July 2001). Means’ story can be found in his collection by 
the same title “The Secret Goldfish.” A Kindle download for the entire story 
collection is $3.99, and used copies sell for as little as $2. “The Ceiling” can 
be found in Brockmeier’s collection “Things that Fall from the Sky.” Used 
copies sell for as little as $2. These collections may also be found in libraries 
and online. For “micro metaphors,” I will use primarily The Shipping News by 
Annie Proulx. These examples are short and can easily be covered in session. 

Michael Ray Taylor 
Michael Ray Taylor is author of “Hidden Nature: Wild 
Southern Caves,” a mixture of memoir and subterranean 
natural history—much of it set in Middle Tennessee. He 
is also the author of “Cave Passages, Dark Life, Caves: 
Exploring Hidden Realms,” and “The Cat Manual” (a 
humorous ebook). As a journalist, he has written about 

science and exploration for The New York Times, Sports Illustrated, Houston 
Chronicle, Wired, Outside, Audubon, and many other print and digital 
publications. He is a frequent contributor of book reviews and interviews to 
Tennesee’s Chapter 16, and he chairs the communication and theatre arts 
department at Henderson State University in Arkansas. Website: 
michaelraytaylor.com Twitter: @MikeRayTaylor Facebook: www.facebook.
com/michael.taylor.77985

 

“Say what? Dialogue in Nonfiction”   
As in fiction, dialogue in narrative nonfiction can engage readers while 
advancing the story and revealing character. Conversely, poorly written 
dialogue can quickly kill an otherwise good scene. Learn some pitfalls to 
avoid and tips to improve your use of dialogue to create highly readable—
yet still factually accurate—scenes for nonfiction articles and books.

Alex Terrell
Alex Terrell is a writer and maker of worlds. Her interests 
include Blackness and Black bodies in magical realism, 
genre fiction, and strange/weird fiction. She would like 
you all to know she is one of the Dora Milaje who 
protects the king in Black Panther, she’s a Gryffindor, 
though with some Ravenclaw mixed in, and she is House 
Stark. Twitter: @theloudflower Instagram: _theloudflower.

“Motherland, drip on me’: Voice, Ancestors, and the   
  Histories We Carry”  
We will explore what it means to write voice-driven fiction and connect with 
the ancestors (however we define them) that we hail from. These can be 
literary or familial ancestors. They might also be places that we feel a deep 
connection to or places that we’ve visited that have remained with us. We 
will focus on exploring the stories we carry from our past by writing 
voice-driven fiction, haunting histories, and folkloric fables. We will write to 
our ancestors, think of our ancestral homes, and make space in fiction to 
leave a lineage behind. All genres and levels of experience welcome.  

Anna Weinstein
Anna is a screenwriter based out of Atlanta. She is an 
assistant professor of screenwriting at Kennesaw State 
University and is the founding editor of the PERFORM: 
Succeeding as a Creative Professional book series 
(Routledge), which offers practical, real-world 
discussions about how to make a living and a life 
working in film, television, and the performing arts. She 
publishes interviews with feminist film scholars and 

women directors in Film International, and her current book, “Writing 
Women: Creating Complex Female Characters for Film and Television,” is 
under contract with Routledge. Anna has had 10 feature-length screenplays 
place in dozens of competitions and festivals over the years, including the 
Austin Film Festival, Script Pipeline, Chesterfield Writer’s Film Project, 
American Zoetrope, and the top 5% of the Academy Nicholl Fellowship. She 
has written film and television scripts for Furthur Films, Permoveo 
Productions, and Voyage Media, and she is currently writing several 
commissioned screenplays. https://kennesaw.academia.edu/AnnaWeinstein.

“Hollywood Story Structure: What Can You Learn From This”  
You will learn how to apply cinematic three-act storytelling structure to other 
narrative forms. We will discuss the major turning points within and across 
act breaks, how to balance and weave together multiple storylines, when and 
how to incorporate stakes for the protagonist, strategies for generating and 
increasing conflict, and how to hold the reader’s attention at key moments in 
the narrative, particularly at the midpoint, the end of the second act, and 
leading up to the resolution. We will look at comedic and dramatic examples 
of three-act structure in commercially successful Hollywood films and will 
examine how this plays out in single-protagonist, dual-protagonist, and 
multi-protagonist films. This lecture will include opportunities for Q&As and 
collaborative discussion. 
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