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Helen Stockton has been teaching creative writing to adult learning groups since 2004 as well as being a keen life-long writer, published locally and nationally. She also works as a programme development and marketing manager for an adult education college, employing and supporting creative writing tutors. She has a real enthusiasm for creative writing and is a firm believer in its life-enhancing benefits, as well as being an advocate of high quality and inspirational teaching.
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Preface


Creative writing has become an increasingly popular subject. Courses can be found at Further Education Colleges, with Adult Education providers, and at universities, with the subject offered both as a degree in its own right, or as a unit within other subject areas. There are instructive programmes offered online, residential courses combined with holidays or retreats, classes associated with literary festivals and events, as well as facilitated writing groups in most towns and cities. An A-level in creative writing has recently been introduced and the subject is also an important part of English GCSE syllabuses and is a popular hobby for children and adults alike.


When I first started teaching creative writing eight years ago, I took over an established group from a previous tutor and had the additional challenge of teaching a class who had already covered the basics and were looking for fresh inspiration. I tried to find a book that could provide me with ideas and resources but there were none available. I now employ other creative writing tutors to teach courses whilst continuing to tutor myself, and regularly receive requests for a helpful resource book on teaching the subject.


This book is intended to provide such a resource and assist anyone who teaches creative writing or facilitates a writing group and would benefit from advice and inspiration. It is aimed at those teaching in the post-compulsory sector but will also be of benefit to anyone teaching creative writing at key stage three and above and will cover the following areas:


•    Awareness of what kind of teacher, tutor or facilitator you are and what you bring to the role.


•    Course planning and structure.


•    Gathering ideas and resources.


•    Establishing who you are teaching; managing and meeting student expectations.


•    Planning lessons, structuring and pacing sessions, catering for different abilities.


•    Managing a group.


•    Using homework to develop skills.


•    Giving effective feedback, both verbal and written.


•    Practical teaching exercises for a range of different aspects of creative writing.


•    Using examples of your own and other writers’ work.


•    Teaching different genres.


•    Anticipating, preventing and dealing with problems.


•    Being aware of the therapeutic aspects of creative writing.


•    Encouraging students to find an audience.


•    Concluding courses on a positive note, getting feedback and planning for progression.


•    Celebrating success.


•    Reflecting on teaching and learning.


Teaching creative writing is great fun and immensely rewarding. Taking students who come to you with very little confidence and watching their skills blossom is a real pleasure, and having experienced the reward of seeing your own work in print, seeing your students being successfully received in the outside world and witnessing their pleasure provides an added delight.


However, many people who come to creative writing teaching, whilst they may have a fine back catalogue of published work, often have less experience of teaching it as a subject, and the amount of support they receive varies greatly. Students deserve to be well taught and this involves a whole different skills set to writing effectively yourself. This book aims to ensure that creative writing classes are a positive and beneficial experience that will furnish students with new or improved skills and, for both tutors and students alike, give enjoyment and widen horizons. Not only does it provide ideas, but hopefully it will inspire you to create and explore ideas of your own that will enable you to pass on your particular expertise imaginatively and professionally to your own students. I hope you will find it useful.





CHAPTER 1:


Great Expectations



Are you teaching or facilitating?


It is important from the outset that you identify exactly what your role will be with any given group. A teacher or tutor imparts knowledge or instructs in an aspect of a subject or skill, developing new accomplishments or improving existing ones. A facilitator of a writing group provides the opportunity for writers to meet, interact and write together, practising their skills. Both teachers and facilitators should offer inspiration and enthusiasm, stimulating writers with fresh ideas.



What do you bring to your teaching role?


If you are teaching creative writing, then you’ll be an experienced writer, probably with published work to your credit. You’ll most likely specialise in one or more areas of writing and have particular skills and passions that you’ll be well placed to communicate to your students. You may also have relevant subject qualifications in English or Creative Writing.


In addition, you should have a suitable teaching qualification, and ‘Preparing to Teach in the Lifelong Learning Sector’ (PTLLS) provides a minimum level that covers the practical basics and is widely available as a manageable part-time course. It is really worth an investment of both time and money to ensure that you have the necessary foundation for competent teaching and many employers will subsidise the cost of such a course.


If you are facilitating rather than teaching, then you need to be a keen writer with plenty of ideas for stimulating writing, and preferably have some skills and experience of managing a group. You need to be organised, tactful and firm.


As either a facilitator or teacher, you will be a keen reader of texts from a wide variety of different genres, ages and cultures. You will ideally also have experience of being a creative writing student yourself. There is nothing like being the ‘user’ of a service to give you a clear idea of how it should, or should not, be done. Try enrolling on a short course or workshop, and treat it as a fact-finding mission.



Who are your students?


For taught courses, try and find out as much as possible about your potential students in advance. If you have any input into pre-course information or advertising, try and ensure that it is completely accurate in describing your course, how it will be taught, what it covers and who it is aimed at in terms of previous writing experience. If students have any queries prior to enrolment, try and answer them. A quick email or chat on the telephone can reassure a nervous student lacking confidence, but equally can avoid disappointment and potential difficulties by ensuring that students and courses are well matched and that expectations are realistic.


Some institutions provide pre-course information that is sent out to prospective students or downloaded from their websites, but if not, you can provide your own. Pre-course information should include the following:


•    The overall learning aim or objective for the course.


•    The specific learning outcomes that will need to be achieved by each student in order for the overall course aim or objective to be met.


•    Who, precisely, the course is aimed at and what previous experience, if any, is required.


•    How the course is going to be delivered; for example, by lecture, small group work, practical writing exercises and group sharing with feedback on completed writing.


•    What books, materials or equipment a student must have or would be desirable.


•    Any additional costs not covered by the course fee.


•    Information about the tutor.


•    Information about possible progression beyond the course.


See figures 1 and 2 overleaf for examples of course guide and fact sheet.


For facilitated writing groups, ensure that potential new members understand the following:


•    Who the members are in terms of their writing experience.


•    Exactly what it is the group offers.


•    How often and where they meet.


•    How the group is run.


•    The likely activities/content of meetings.


•    The terms and conditions of membership.



Gathering ideas, information and resources


You will need plenty of ideas if you want to remain fresh and inspiring and these can come from a variety of different sources.


Attending a writing group or course can prove stimulating and it is good to network with other teachers or facilitators and find out what they do. If you can arrange a peer observation of a good creative writing tutor you will learn a lot and hopefully start to build up a supportive network.


Subscribing to a writing magazine can also be helpful. There are a number to choose from, so consider them carefully before settling on one. It might be helpful to periodically change your affiliation, as magazines tend to have particular points of view or perspectives reflected by their use of regular columnists. Periodicals should provide updates on the latest developments, writing exercises, interviews with established writers, information on new and existing markets plus details of writing competitions.





COURSE GUIDE – Figure 1






Course: Creative Writing for Beginners


About the Group


This is a group catering for those with no or very little experience of creative writing who wish to explore the subject, improving and extending their skills. All students will be new to the group and, it is hoped, will enjoy and benefit from the interaction with and support of other writers.


About the Course


This is a ten-week course with the option of extension, subject to demand, sufficient student numbers and venue availability.


The ten-week course will provide an introduction to and the opportunity to develop some fundamental creative writing skills, with the possibility for the content to be adapted according to student needs and experience.


About the Sessions


Sessions are taught through a variety of different techniques designed to keep tutor lecturing to a minimum. There is an opportunity to purchase refreshments at the café halfway through the session. Each lesson there will be short writing exercises to practise what has been taught and there is usually an opportunity to share writing for feedback from the group as well as the tutor, although, depending on group numbers, this may not be possible for all students every time. This sharing of work is optional and students should not feel under any pressure to read their work out if they would rather not, although most writers find the feedback valuable. It is possible for work to be submitted to the tutor, in-between sessions, for individual verbal and/or written feedback. However, evaluation of longer individual writing projects may exceed the remit of the course and will be at the tutor’s discretion.


There is usually an opportunity to extend the topic of the session into writing at home should students wish to do so. Students are also encouraged to keep a journal of their progress throughout the course. The tutor collects these in at the end of each session as they facilitate an important dialogue on learning.



Celebrating Student Achievement


After the ten weeks, students are generally invited to submit a short story for inclusion in a group compilation. Students can purchase a copy, with the fee covering the costs of production. This varies according to how ambitious we want to be, but is agreed within the group.


Contact Details


If you cannot make a session, please let the tutor know either by leaving a message with the office or emailing on the work email address provided.


About the Tutor


Helen is an experienced tutor, having taught English as well as Creative Writing for eleven years. She is qualified to MA level in Literature and is an enthusiastic reader and writer, with work published at both a local and national level. She has a particular enthusiasm for autobiographical writing and poetry.


What Next, After the Course?


The tutor offers an Improvers course that students may want to consider after the conclusion of this course. Details will be provided.












COURSE FACT SHEET – Figure 2








	Course:


	Creative Writing for Beginners







	Date Course Starts:


	Monday, 7 January 2013







	Date Course Ends:


	Monday, 25 March 2013







	Duration:


	10 weeks







	Time:


	10.00 a.m.–12.00 noon







	No Classes:


	18 February 2013







	Venue:


	Civic Centre







	Cost:


	£84








Course Description:


The aim of this course is to introduce and establish the basic skills of creative writing by exploring different approaches, techniques and genres. It is for those with little or no experience of writing creatively but who want to learn and improve the fundamental skills, finding their future writing direction.



About the Course:


The course will be taught through a variety of structured activities that will encourage students to establish and develop the fundamental skills of creative writing. There will be writing exercises in class and students will be encouraged to share their writing, giving and receiving feedback. There will often be opportunities to extend writing further, at home, should students wish to do so. Students will consider the work of established writers, together with a variety of other sources, as inspiration for their own writing.


Course Objectives:


•    To consider, practise and improve the fundamental skills of creative writing such as gaining inspiration, establishing and developing characters, together with writing effective beginnings and endings.


•    To have written a short story based on a group writing project.


•    To have shared writing, benefiting from and contributing to group feedback, improving skills in evaluating students’ own and others’ writing.


•    To consider a variety of different genres and attempt to write in at least two.


•    To established students’ own priorities as writers and identify how they can progress in the future.


About the Tutor:


Helen is qualified to MA level in Literature and is an enthusiastic reader and writer, published at both local and national level. She is an experienced Adult Learning Tutor with a particular enthusiasm for poetry and autobiographical writing.


Bring to the course:


A pen, paper and folder for handouts. Please feel free to bring your own laptop for use during the sessions if this would be helpful.


After the course:


It may be possible, subject to demand and tutor/venue availability, to extend the course beyond the original ten sessions. Students could also continue to develop their interest in writing by enrolling on an Improvers course; further details from the tutor.







Books on writing can also be very useful and there are guides available on almost any genre and approach. If you are teaching for a college or adult education provider, they may have a budget for resources, so check with them before you purchase. You can buy books new from bookshops or online from one of the big retailers such as Amazon and eBay. You can save money by purchasing a second-hand copy, and library services often offer online search and order facilities so that you are not restricted to the choice available at your local library. Most have a small reservation fee for orders, but it will still be considerably cheaper than buying the book. It may take a couple of weeks to arrive, however, so you’ll need to plan ahead. Writers’ guides such as the Writers’ & Artists’ Yearbook are a good source of up-to-date information and advice and will be available at your local library as well as for purchase from most retailers.


Reading extensively across a wide range of different genres, cultures and ages can provide a big source of inspiration. Keeping a record of what you’ve read and your thoughts on it can be very helpful when trying to find examples that illustrate particular points. Belonging to a book or reading group that encourages you to read broadly and outside of your normal ‘comfort zone’ can also be useful in widening your literary horizons.


The Internet is a huge source of ideas, inspiration and advice, with websites, forums and blogs to name just a few. There are the usual caveats concerning the reliability of some of the information out there, but if you use it prudently, a search engine can be a marvellous tool. Remember, however, to accurately save or record where you found a particularly good site. You may think you won’t forget, but it can be very frustrating trying to recall exactly what phrase it was you searched under that resulted in a useful find. Sometimes information can be removed altogether so, if you find something particularly good, print off a paper copy.


Listening to successful writers talk can be very inspiring, so check out literary festivals and writers’ conventions. You’ll need to book rapidly for famous writers, but listening to Sarah Waters and Audrey Niffenegger talking about gothic writing at the Charleston Literary Festival one year inspired a very successful series of lessons on gothic writing. And if you can’t get to a festival, listening to interviews with writers and poets on the radio and television can be just as effective.


Inspiration can come from a broad range of sources: attending art galleries, collecting objects, visiting different countries or regions, life events, news stories, evocative smells and tastes, weather, seasons, snatches of conversation, people you know, jobs or voluntary work. . . the list is endless.


Which leads me to the last point: you need to have somewhere to store ideas or potential sources of inspiration. I favour a notebook with lined pages and built-in subject dividers with pockets for postcards, photos or magazine clippings. I have plastic boxes for objects as diverse as stones, shells, modelling clay, coloured paper, small notebooks, card, maps, buttons and wool. I also have a file on my computer for photographs likely to prove useful for writing, from scenic views, interesting people, different places to a close-up of lichen and moss on an apple tree in my garden. All ideas need to be squirrelled safely away so that they can be called upon at a later date.
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