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W E  WA N T  Y O U R S . 

Gotham Writers Workshop is a creative home in New York City 
and Online where writers develop their craft and come together 
in the spirit of discovery and fellowship. We’ve been teaching 
creative writing to students since 1993.

We believe that everyone has a story to tell. Indeed, many 
stories. Keep your eyes and mind open and you will find them 
everywhere. And we can help you tell your stories better.

Whether you’re a new writer looking to explore, or an 
experienced writer looking to strengthen your skills, our classes 
will help your reach your goals—through clear instruction 
on elements of craft, critique in a safe environment, and a 
structured process that keeps your work on track. 

We also teach Business Writing, with the same verve and 
expertise we bring to our creative writing courses. 

We strive to give each student the best possible learning 
experience. Class size is strictly limited so you never get lost in a 
crowd. And our instructors are consistently excellent—working 
writers who are as skilled at teaching as they are at writing.

We are invested in helping students find the writing class that 
is most appropriate for their particular needs. Explore our 
website, and feel free to discuss options via email or phone.

Thousands of people have been enriched by the Gotham 
experience. It’s why we’ve been around for over twenty years.

CONTACT@GOTHAMWRITERS.COM



Essentials
Creative Writing 101 is an ideal 
starting point for writers, to test 
the waters or wash off the rust. 
The other courses here focus on 
crucial aspects of the writing craft, 
useful for all types of writing. 

CREATIVE WRITING 101 

CHARACTER 

DIALOGUE

GRAMMAR: WRITE IT RIGHT! 

THE WRITER’S MIND 

THE EDITOR’S EYE

IN (VERSE): POETIC TECHNIQUES 
FOR NON-POETS

PROMPT-A-THON

ONLINE VIDEO

SOCIAL MEDIA

 

Professional Development
These courses sharpen your skills 
in the workplace, or help you 
build a platform as a writer, or 
guide you through the tricky task 
of publishing your work. We also 
offer Corporate Classes.

BUSINESS WRITING 

BLOG BASICS

BLOG WRITING

HOW TO GET PUBLISHED

NONFICTION BOOK PROPOSAL

HIT SEND: PUBLISHING SHORT 
NONFICTION

Teen Classes
Pressure-free, creativity-stretching, 
not-like-school courses for writers 
ages 13-17. Useful for expanding 
your talent or gaining skills bound 
to help with essays and schoolwork. 

UNBOUND: CREATIVE WRITING

TRUE STORY: CREATIVE NONFICTION

WRITE IT RIGHT!: GRAMMAR FOR TEENS

One-on-One
It’s wonderful to learn in a group 
setting, but sometimes one-on-one 
is the right match. You may want 
a private class, or “doctoring” on a 
specific project, or a professional 
mentor to guide you, or one of our 
specialty arrangements.  

DOCTORING— BOOK/STORY/SCRIPT

MENTORSHIPS

PRIVATE SESSIONS AND CLASSES

PRIVATE GRAMMAR SESSIONS

PRIVATE BUSINESS WRITING 

SESSION/CLASS 

COLLEGE ESSAY COACHING

MFA APPLICATION ASSISTANCE

BLOG LAUNCH

Fiction
Whether delving inside the truth 
of our everyday lives or letting us 
escape into an entertaining page-
turner, fiction takes us through the 
 “looking-glass” into a world that’s  
a curious mixture of real and  
made-up.   
 
FICTION/NOVEL

CHILDREN’S BOOKS 

SCIENCE FICTION & FANTASY 

MYSTERY

ROMANCE

COMICS & GRAPHIC NOVELS

READING FICTION

Nonfiction
Whether it’s an experience found 
in your kitchen or halfway around 
the world, whether it’s an idea you 
can’t forget or a conversation with a 
fascinating person, sometimes the 
most intriguing stories are true.

CREATIVE NONFICTION 101

MEMOIR

ESSAY & OPINION 

PERSONAL ESSAY 

ARTICLE

TRAVEL WRITING 

FOOD WRITING

Scriptwriting
We all like to be entertained, 
whether it’s watching a 
performance live on stage or 
flickering on a screen. Here’s 
where you learn to write the 
material that holds those 
audiences in thrall.

WRITING SCRIPTS 101

SCREENWRITING

TV WRITING 

PLAYWRITING 

DOCUMENTARY FILM 

SCRIPT ANALYSIS

VIDEO GAME WRITING

Comedy, Poetry & Song
Send words soaring in the 
lyricism of poetry or song.           
Or get people high on laughter 
through stand-up comedy or 
humorous prose. 

POETRY

SONGWRITING

HUMOR WRITING 

STAND-UP COMEDY

Courses
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10-Week Workshops
These classes use a combination 
of lectures, exercises, and 
workshopping (critiquing of student 
projects). In New York City, they 
meet for three hours per week; 
online, each session begins at the 
same time each week, and unfolds 
gradually all week long. Available in 
Level I, II, III.

$425 — NYC
$399 — Online

6-Week Classes
These classes let students explore 
a variety of forms and concepts in 
a low-pressure manner, through 
a combination of lectures and 
exercises. In New York City, they 
meet for three hours per week (two 
hours for Business Writing); online, 
each session begins at the same time 
each week, and unfolds gradually 
all week long. (Timing and price is 
different for Business Writing.) 
All Level I.

$315 — NYC
$299 — Online

Selling Seminars
These courses emphasize the 
business side of writing. The New 
York City versions take place 
over two three-hour sessions. The 
online versions take place over 
four weeks. All Level I.

$165

Intensives
In NYC, these are seven-hour 
crash courses, taking place all in 
one day. The online versions take 
place over three weeks. All Level I. 

$125

Ways to Learn

CONTACT@GOTHAMWRITERS.COM 212–974–8377 

Registration fee for all classes: 
$25 paid once per term.

In-person classes in NYC. 
NYC CLASSES BEGIN THROUGHOUT MARCH, 

APRIL, AND MAY. MANY OF THEM 

BEGIN THE WEEK OF APRIL 11. 

Online classes draw together  
writers from across the globe.

ONLINE CLASSES BEGIN THROUGHOUT 

MARCH, APRIL, AND MAY.
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The most challenging part of writing is often just 
getting started—daring yourself into the wide-openness 

of the blank page. We invite you to do just that. 

To help out, we present several “story starters” 
and some tantalizing blank space to write upon.

Write Now

Begin a story inspired by this painting. 

Painting by Samantha Jordaan

I T ' S  A  V I S U A L
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Imagine you’re working on your own standup comedy act. See if you 
can find interesting or humorous ideas doing this: 

Write down three aspects of your life (dating woes, planning a Bar 
Mitzvah, etc.).
 
Write down three things going on in the world (the election, current 
movies, etc.).
 
Write down three random things (Grape Nuts have neither grapes nor 
nuts). 

Pick one or more of these ideas, and start teasing out funny stories or 
observations. Hint: the best humor springs from truth rather than just 
trying to be funny. 

Look around you, right now. Think of a title inspired by what 
see. For example, Twilight in the Park or Screaming Children 
or The Stack of Unpaid Bills. It doesn’t need that much thought. 
Then imagine (or write) story that goes with that title. 

F I N D  A  T I T L E

Y O U R  S TA N D U P  C O M E D Y  A C T
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At the center of every good  
movie there is a single driving 
force around which all other 
elements gather. It has the rage 
of a hurricane, the focus of a 
cougar, the horsepower of a 
Lamborghini. It’s not the movie’s 
star. It’s not a special effect. It’s 
not the most awe-inspiring 
action sequence or the most 
tear-jerking dialogue. It is decep-
tively simple, so sly and stealthy 
you don’t even know it’s there.

It’s a question.

Sure, a good story raises lots of 
intriguing questions, but there 
is one question at the white hot 
center of all the others. This is 
the “Major Dramatic Question,” 
or MDQ for short. Every good 
story has its unique MDQ. 
Think of it as the story’s nucleus. 
It’s a centrifugal force that pro-
pels the story along its path of ac-
tion, accelerating it steadily and 
breathlessly toward a climactic 
conclusion. And once the MDQ 
is answered… the story is over.

You want one of these for your 
story, don’t you? Let me show 
you how to find it. The MDQ 
is comprised of three primary 
parts.

Protagonist
Most stories revolve around a 
single character, known as the 
protagonist. Really, protagonist 
is just a hifalutin’ term for the 
main character. Your protago-
nist is the primary player, the 
one whose story it is, whose de-
sires, actions, and predicaments 
drive the plot. He or she is at the 
center of the events, the most 
important person. In Gone with 
the Wind, it’s Scarlett O’Hara. 
In Raiders of the Lost Ark, it’s 
Indiana Jones. In Silence of the 
Lambs, it’s Clarice Starling. 

Why do movies have a  
protagonist? Because it helps 
the audience to have a single 

character whom they can follow 
and identify with. To share 
his burdens. To invest in her 
dreams. We struggle along with 
Scarlett. We cheer on Indy. We 
fear for Clarice. It’s easier for 
us to feel something if we’re 
experiencing it alongside a 
single character, rather than 
several. Occasionally a film has 
more than one protagonist, but 
most movies have just a single 
protagonist.

It’s important that you know 
your protagonist. His deepest 
thoughts, her rawest feelings. 
But the visual nature of movies 
means that the screenwriter’s 
job is to take all those thoughts 
and feelings and externalize 
them into forms that can be seen 
and heard. Your protagonist’s 
thoughts and feelings must be 
represented as action. And that 
action needs direction.

Goal
A clear goal keeps the protago-
nist—and the story itself—on 
a directed path. The audience 
needs to have a sense of what 
the protagonist is after and to be 
able to follow how well he or she 
is progressing in pursuit of the 
goal. Even a sprawling epic like 
Gone With the Wind always stays 
connected to Scarlett’s one goal 
of winning Ashley.

The goal should also be tangible, 
meaning something external 
and specific. It would be too 
abstract if Indiana Jones were 
seeking “to maintain the balance 
between good and evil.” That 
would be hard to dramatize, 
hard to capture on film. It would 
be too broad if Indy’s goal were 
simply “to have a good bout of 
adventure,” or even “to defeat 
the Nazis.” These goals aren’t 
achievable in specific ways. “To 
obtain the Ark of the Covenant” 
works much better because it’s 
something we can easily see 
Indy acting toward in external, 

specific, concrete ways. We 
can watch the struggle, and 
Indy’s success or failure will be 
unmistakable. He will either 
get the Ark or he won’t. That’s a 
key point. The MDQ should be 
a question that can be answered 
with a firm “yes” or “no.”

Although the goal itself should 
be simple, there may be a world 
of complexity beneath it. In fact, 
often there is a deeper desire 
underlying the goal. Something 
more abstract and internal. In 
Silence of the Lambs, for example, 
Clarice’s deeper desire is to si-
lence the lambs whose screams 
haunt her from the night she 
witnessed their slaughter on her 
uncle’s farm. This is why she 
is training to be an FBI agent 
and it’s why she wants to catch 
Buffalo Bill before he takes an-
other victim. The internal desire 
is often the emotional root of the 
external goal, signaling what is 
really at stake for the protago-
nist. Clarice wouldn’t be able to 
spend the entire movie trying 
to silence the screams in her 
mind—no way to show that—
but her deeper desire adds depth 
to her surface goal of catching 
Buffalo Bill.

Simple, and yet complex.

The MDQ is the thing that 
keeps us watching, wondering 
how things will turn out. By 
the end of the movie, there will 
be—there must be—an answer 
to the MDQ. A “yes” or a “no.” 
Indy and Clarice both manage to 
achieve their goals. Scarlett fails, 
realizing she will never possess 
Ashley and that he wasn’t the 
right mate for her anyway. 
Sometimes, protagonists realize 
that the goal wasn’t really what 
they needed after all.

Conflict
The protagonist acts to achieve 
the goal. But he or she should 
come up against obstacles, 

opposing forces that block the 
fulfillment of that goal. When 
obstacles get in your protag-
onist’s way, there is conflict. 
Conflict is an essential part of 
the MDQ equation because it’s 
what makes a story dramatic. 
Most of us don’t want to watch a 
movie about someone sleeping. 
Or even achieving the goal with-
out breaking a sweat. If it were 
easy for Scarlett to win Ashley, 
or for Indy to obtain the Ark, or 
for Clarice to catch Buffalo Bill, 
these movies would be absurdly 
short and painfully dull 

Just as a protagonist pursues a 
primary goal through the story, 
he or she usually acts against a 
primary obstacle. The primary 
obstacle often comes in the form 
of a person, an antagonist. Most 
people think of an antagonist 
as the bad guy, and often it 
is. Darth Vader is a classic 
antagonist whom we love to hate. 
But the antagonist can also be 
a perfectly decent person who 
happens to be at cross purposes 
with the protagonist, such as 
Carl Hanratty in Catch Me If 
You Can. So whether he wears a 
black cape or a cozy felt hat, the 
character who most stands in 
the protagonist’s way is 
the antagonist. 

The primary obstacle doesn’t 
need to be a single person, or 
even a person at all. It can take 
many forms—a beast (Jaws), 
nature (The Perfect Storm), ma-
chinery (2001), an empire (Star 
Wars), or even a whole world 
(The Matrix). All of these are 
the primary obstacles that block 
protagonists from achieving 
their goals

Although there is only one goal, 
there may be a multitude of 
obstacles. In fact, the more ob-
stacles, the better. Many of these 
obstacles will come from an 
antagonist but some may come 
from elsewhere. Not only does 

Scarlett need to contend with the 
fact that Ashley is happily mar-
ried to Melanie, but she’s got the 
Civil War, a dying way of life, a 
plantation, starvation, and three 
husbands to deal with. In the 
context of the story, these are all 
obstacles to Scarlett’s primary 
goal of winning Ashley.

Conflict comes in two forms—
external and internal. External 
conflicts come from obstacles 
exterior to the protagonist. 
Internal conflicts refer to strug-
gles within the protagonist’s own 
mind.  Movies need external 
conflicts because they are easier 
to portray on screen, but the 
richest characters have both 
external and internal conflicts. 
In addition to Clarice’s external 
obstacles to catching Buffalo 
Bill—discovering his identity, 
soliciting information from 
Hannibal Lecter, deciphering 
clues, tracking him down—
Clarice must overcome her fears 
of the dark side of human nature, 
as well as her insecurities about 
being a woman in a man’s job 
and of being a “country rube.” 
These internal conflicts give the 
story more psychological depth.

Conflict is the most indispens-
able element of a good story. It’s 
what happens when the unstop-
pable force meets the immovable 
object. A crashing together of 
contrary intentions that rivets us 
and keeps our eyes locked on the 
screen. Remember this: movies 
are not about casual events in 
a life. They are about the most 
crucial, challenging, earth-
shaking events.

__________________________

This article is excerpted 
from Gotham’s book on 
screenwriting Writing Movies.

SEE MORE FACULTY ARTICLES 
AND PROFILES ON OUR WEBSITE. 

THE MAJOR DRAMATIC QUESTION
Faculty Insight
BY DANIEL NOAH

World Books, anytime they had a celebrity biographer. 
“Folks who rise to power or celebrity from not so  
illustrious beginnings fascinated me,“ says Anita.  

“I think with greatness there’s a commonality in there 
that I’m always interested in exploring.”

Anita didn’t start off with the intention of becoming 
an editor. As a failed disc jockey temping in book pub-
lishing, she found herself with a choice: to become an 
assistant for a publicist or an editor. In her words, she 

“chose the flash” and began as a publicist. She rose to 
the top of the publicity ladder, but didn’t feel like it was 
her world and decided to move over to the editorial side.

As an editor, not only did agents send celebrities her 
way, she would also come up with book ideas. “I would 
look around and if there was a book that didn’t exist, 
then I would go to the boss and say, “I want to find a 
writer and do a book on this.” That’s how Bill Clinton 
and Black America by Dewayne Wickham was born.

The story goes like this: Anita walked in on her mother 
screaming “leave that man alone,” at the television 
one day. Bill Clinton was on the screen and this was 
during the Monica Lewinsky scandal. Anita realized 
that many people in her community were equally upset. 

“This indignation was there, and I was like, okay, I don’t 
understand it but I'm going to find someone to write the 
book about it and I’m going to read the manuscript and 
understand this sociological event.” She casually adds 
that Bill Clinton and Johnny Cochran both came to the 
book party.

Anita grew up in Hells Kitchen when it was still  
living up to its name. She was a bookish kid and spent 
evenings reading on her stoop. Her mom was support-
ive of “anything that has the potential to make a lot of 
money without going to jail.” The first inkling of writ-
ing as a career came in the 5th grade when she wrote 
a paper on James Brown that impressed her teacher 
enough to tell Anita that she would become a writer 
one day. And he was right. Anita is the author |of sever-
al novels including A Meeting in the Ladies Room and A 
Mighty Love.

Teaching is a relatively new experience for Anita.  
She decided it might be interesting to see writers  
before they acquire all of their bad habits. “I’m seeing 
a lot of talent,” she says of the students of her current 
class. Her teaching style is relaxed and she prefers to 
allow her students to go at their own pace.

So besides having a rock star like Anita editing their 
memoirs, what else do Reese Witherspoon and Dr. Dre 
have in common?

“A simple refusal to accept the word ‘no.’ They just 
won’t.” Apparently Anita doesn’t accept the word easily 
either.

What do Reese Witherspoon, Tupac Shakur, Dr. Dre, 
and Billy Joel all have in common?

For one, Gotham Memoir, Fiction, and Creative 
Writing 101 teacher Anita Diggs edited all of their 
memoirs, among many others in the early 2000’s. 
Literary agents called Anita, a senior editor at One 

@GOTHAMWRITERS

Gotham Faculty

ANITA DIGGS
Faculty Profile

BY MELISSA BLUMBERG
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Student Voices

 “Writer's block 
ends during class!”

—Elizabeth Mauran , company president

“I drove one and half 
hours each way for this 
course and I can’t wait 

to do it again!”
— Jamal Stroman, technical support

212–974–8377 CONTACT@GOTHAMWRITERS.COM

“This is a terrific opportunity 
to get in there and write in 

a supportive, engaging, 
constructive environment.

—Margaret Morth, freelance copy editor

“This class blew away the 
anxiety connected to writing 

and perfection.”
—Mindy Jones, content developer

“It feels amazing that my 
writing dreams are coming 

true; but the part of this 
story I like the best is that 

I didn’t even know I had 
those dreams until I came 

to Gotham Writers.”

—Corie Adjmi, writer

“A Gotham class will introduce you to 
a highly-motivated group of writers, 
led by a perceptive instructor, all of 

whom will help you look at your work 
in a new light.”

—Daniel Brody, broadcast engineer



A VERY 
SHORT 
STORY
CONTEST

GOTHAMWRITERS.COM @GOTHAMWRITERS

Do you wish there was a place you could go for 
writing inspiration and practice? Where you could 

hang out with other writers? Without needing to make 
a long-term commitment or spend a lot of money? 

With food and drink involved?

Gotham Write-Ins are that place.

HERE’S WHAT HAPPENS: The teacher 
gives an interesting writing prompt. 
Everyone writes for a while. Then, 
those who want to read aloud their 
work. You take a break and social-
ize over refreshments. Then you go 
through the process one more time. 
Then you socialize a little more. It’s 
two hours of writer’s heaven.

You can sign up in advance                 
or just drop in. 

FRIDAY EVENINGS IN MANHATTAN 
6:30–8:30 pm

$20 per session
See our website for details.
 

We do free classes and other fun things 
around New York City—at bookstores, bars, 
Bryant Park, etc. It’s our way of showcasing 
what we do and getting to know you. See our 

website for upcoming events. 

Community

twitter



A VERY 
SHORT 
STORY
CONTEST
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A Very Short Story Contest

It may be apocryphal, but the story 
goes that Ernest Hemingway won 
a bet by writing a short story that 
ran fewer than ten words. One 
version of the story places the bet 
at the famed Algonquin “round 
table.” Whether true or not, there 
is an actual bet-winning short story 
attributed to Hemingway: 

For sale. Baby Shoes. Never worn.

You have to admit it’s pretty good. It 
builds, and there’s a whole world of 
background and emotion lurking 
beneath those words.

We would like to make a similar 
bet with you. Write a great short 
story in ten words or fewer. (You 
may use a title, but that goes into 
the word count.) Submit it to our 
contest. Entry is free. Winner of 
the bet gets a free Gotham class.  

WE DID THIS CONTEST LAST YEAR, AND 
HERE ARE SOME OF THE BEST ENTRIES:

Underwear—check. Fake pass-
port—check. House key—left 
behind.

—  Megan Evans 
Denver, Colorado

Her hijab. Her cross. They became 
one. An unexpected couple.

—  Antigoni Gaitana 
New York, New York

School bus. Plenty of seats. No 
place to sit.

—  Will Chessor 
Nashville, Tennessee

For competition rules and online entry form,  
—  visit  —

GOTHAMWR I T E R S .COM / T E N W O R D S T O R Y

Spring Contest
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Stories are, truly, everywhere—every place 
you look, everyone you meet, everything 
you experience. Every day is filled with 

hundreds of potential stories awaiting your 
imagination and craft. 

Each month we invite you to post a story on Twitter at 
#storieseverywhere. Your stories (which can be true or made up) will 

be inspired by what you see, know, or do, and they should relate in some 
way to these monthly “themes”:

MARCH
Surprising encounter

APRIL
It happened in the shadows

MAY
Saying goodbye

At the end of each month, we will pick our favorite and reward 
that person with a free Gotham writing class. Your story must be 
no longer than 140 characters, including spaces and the hashtag 

#storieseverywhere. 

Here is a previous winner, using the theme 
“What happened in school today?”:  

I had to write “I must not be vociferous” on the blackboard 50 times.  
I stopped at 10. #storieseverywhere

By @JKsSnazzyPants

Everyone has a story. Especially you.  


