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This journal aims to reflect upon teaching Creative Writing courses by asking two questions: 

(1) How can Creative Writing be taught? and (2) How can I teach it? Despite having been a 

student in Creative Writing (hereafter CW) for a number of years (I had taken various 

evening courses and attended a week-long retreat with a visiting writer1, for example, prior to 

embarking on the MA), I was not entirely sure that CW could be taught so much as practiced. 

As a writer, I had a tendency “to mystify the creative process” (Rein2), perhaps because I was 

so deeply engaged with my work; I think this affected my initial ideas about teaching.  

 The question whether CW can be taught is often seen as a “‘great’ or ‘perennial’ 

debate”3; there seems to be a general assumption that “creative practice is esoteric and 

unlearnable”, yet “[t]he body of literature investigating creativity and education is so robust 

that it is almost embarrassing to hear this popular idiom repeated.”4 The creative arts are 

being taught, have been taught for centuries, yet the assumption that writers are born, not 

made can still be seen in many writers’ interviews and newspaper articles on the subject 

which almost invariably ask some form of the question: Can CW be taught?5 rather than 

                                                           
1 The Writing Retreat with visiting writer Angie Sage took place in March 2016: https://thewritingretreat.co.uk/ 
2 “[T]his popular notion of experiential research only serves to mystify the creative process. Claiming that 

creative writers are always researching – we are not – can create distance between ourselves and our students.” 

Joseph M. Rein, ‘Write What You Don’t Know: Teaching Creative Research’, New Writing: International 

Journal for the Practice and Theory of Creative Writing, Vol. 8, No. 2, 96-102 (p.98) 
3 “What passes for controversy on this issue turns out, in most cases, to be some smaller and more specific 

disagreement – usually having to do with the efficacy of creative writing courses and whether they foster false 

hope in students without literary promise.” Heller in Rivka Galchen and Zoë Heller, ‘Can Writing Be Taught?’, 

The New York Times, 19 Aug 2014. Available at https://nyti.ms/1oNsewo [accessed 10 May 2017] 
4 Louise Tondeur, ‘Learning and Teaching Creativity’, Writing in Education, Vol. 69, Autumn 2016. Available 

at https://www.nawe.co.uk/DB/wie-editions/articles/learning-and-teaching-creativity.html [accessed 10 May 

2017] (all further references to Tondeur are from the same work) 
5 For example: Janet Murray, ‘Can you teach creative writing?’, The Guardian, 10 May 2011, available at 

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2011/may/10/creative-writing-courses [accessed 10 May 2017]; Sarah 

Keating, ‘Can great writing be taught?’, Today programme, 1 December 2011, available at 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/today/hi/today/newsid_9652000/9652745.stm [accessed 10 May 2017], and Sarah 

Gilmartin, ‘Can creative writing be taught? Irish authors give their answers’, The Irish Times, 18 April 2016, 

https://thewritingretreat.co.uk/
https://nyti.ms/1oNsewo
https://www.nawe.co.uk/DB/wie-editions/articles/learning-and-teaching-creativity.html
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2011/may/10/creative-writing-courses
http://news.bbc.co.uk/today/hi/today/newsid_9652000/9652745.stm


How? Tondeur describes this stance as both “repetitive” and “circular”, full of 

“misunderstandings implicit” about (among other things) “a rather clichéd figure of a writer, 

a tortured genius”. 

 If I had been asked the question Can CW be taught? prior to beginning the MA, I 

probably would have said something similar to Galchen when she writes that the work 

emerges “from an unteachable dark”6; I had certainly never considered how I might teach it. I 

am aware of a recurring theme of self-actualisation taking place here, in the form of a 

conversation between myself as creative writer, myself as CW student and myself as 

potential CW teacher. Rather than being mutually exclusive, these overlapping writer-

student-teacher selves can be seen to benefit one another – although they do not agree on 

everything.  

 For example, when considering the question Can CW be taught? I am initially 

presented with three different approaches. Myself as writer was never taught to write 

creatively. It was simply something that she did - and does – “for the sake it” (Tondeur). CW 

is as natural as breathing; it is like a birth-right (sometimes a bit of a bugbear) as far as 

myself as writer is concerned. If she has not spent much time considering the reasons other 

people write or how they might be taught to do so, that is understandable, because myself as 

writer is naturally focussed on her writing. If she must speak of teaching CW at all, she 

would prefer to use the term ‘facilitation’, which seems more suited to her natural ‘gift’.  

 Myself as CW student is less concerned with the question Can CW be taught? because 

she has already laid her money down on the answer being “Yes – somehow”, and anyway she 

benefits from being part of a thriving writing community, what Christie Watson calls being 

                                                           
available at http://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/can-creative-writing-be-taught-irish-authors-give-their-

answers-1.2614672 [accessed 10 May 2017] 
6 “But I believe that in most every intellectual endeavour, the extremes of its work come from an unteachable 

dark.” Galchen in Galchen and Heller, op. cit.  

http://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/can-creative-writing-be-taught-irish-authors-give-their-answers-1.2614672
http://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/can-creative-writing-be-taught-irish-authors-give-their-answers-1.2614672


“immersed in a culture of writing”7 due to the MA. This student-self stands on the side of the 

consumer in the education industry (teaching becomes transaction, in other words), and she is 

less concerned with how the service is provided than she is with whether or not it works. That 

all changes when myself as CW student becomes myself as Teaching CW student. At this 

point she challenges the question Can CW be taught?, turning it, like Tondeur, into How can 

CW be taught? – if she does not, she will be instantly redundant. 

 Referring back to that “unteachable dark”, Galchen was actually speaking ironically, 

not about CW at all but the sciences. In a New York Times article shared with Zoë Heller8, 

Galchen claims that “music, soccer, mathematics, history, even ethics” are all just as “magic-

infused” as CW, and that “[maths] seems more dominated by the dark than writing does” (a 

notion I can understand better having listened to a radio interview on theoretical physics with 

Fay Dowker, who clearly has a braver imagination than most writers9). Galchen points out 

that no one questions whether maths or other sciences belong in a classroom, despite there 

being a sense that some students are ‘naturally gifted’. There is a perception of glamour 

directed specifically towards CW that other specialities seem to lack.  

 This isn’t just an art-versus-science mentality, either. Consider the formalised methods 

of instruction of particular styles of music or of painting; to my knowledge, none of these 

have been called into question in the same way that writing has, at least not recently. Perhaps 

it is because CW is still a relative newcomer to the academic scene (if years like 1922 or 

1960 can seem new10) so certain cornerstones are still being laid. Then again, perhaps writers 

                                                           
7 “‘I was certainly immersed in a culture of writing and I was surrounded by hard-working people like me who 

had some degree of natural talent, whatever that is.’” Keating, op. cit. 
8 Galchen and Heller, op. cit. 
9 Jim Al-Khalili, ‘Fay Dowker on a new theory of space time’, BBC Radio 4: The Life Scientific, 9 May 2017 

[podcast]. Available at  http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b08pdzxj [accessed 10 May 2017] 
10 The University of East Anglia pioneered the teaching of CW in the UK. Its website 

(https://www.uea.ac.uk/literature/creative-writing) states that the first MA in CW was established in 1970 at 

UEA with CW be taught at undergraduate level informally since the 1960s. In America, the first Writers’ 

Workshop was formally founded in 1936, with the University of Iowa accepting creative projects as theses for 

advanced degrees as early as 1922: https://www.writinguniversity.org/content/writing-iowa [both sites accessed 

10 May 2017] 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b08pdzxj
https://www.uea.ac.uk/literature/creative-writing
https://www.writinguniversity.org/content/writing-iowa


just want to be designated as special, as Holloway wryly remarks: “this deserving self-

importance shows itself with each new cohort of under- and postgraduates. ‘But I’m special!’ 

they cry, one after another. Yes, you all are.”11 

 Initially, as a potential CW teacher, I didn’t feel myself capable of giving an 

explanation as to why, let alone how, I went about my writing, and I felt terribly placed as a 

tutor for even one undergraduate session. Tondeur’s explanation that “I simply wanted to do 

it. I couldn’t help myself” hardly seemed fair to use in an academic context, and unlike some 

of my peers, I had no CW BA to fall back on. I knew I could write, and sometimes even write 

well, but I had no idea how to translate it to a roomful of nineteen-year-olds. 

 Hanif Kureishi, winner of the Costa First Novel Award in 1990 and CW teacher at 

Kingston University, spoke of the “99.9% [of students] who are not talented”, and of the 

writing craft itself he asked “Can you teach that? I don’t think you can”. He further slated the 

“thousands of pounds to enrol on an MA in creative writing. ‘No. I wouldn’t do it like that. 

[…] I would find one teacher who I thought would be really good for me’”12. I found this 

attitude particularly daunting coming from a professor teaching a CW MA. While preparing 

for my first teaching lesson, I observed that the undergraduate class could in fact be taught - 

they had a more than competent teacher, of course – but by me? I was unsure.  

 There is no doubt in my mind that the clichéd portrayal of CW teachers (and writers, 

and the writers’ workshop generally13) had also affected my confidence levels. As Manery 

notes, CW teachers are often depicted as being “either foppishly narcissistic…or cruelly 

                                                           
11 Simon Holloway, ‘Teaching, Writing, Publishing: the necessity of isolation?’, Creative Writing: Teaching 

Theory & Practice, Vol.2, No.2, December 2010, 137-146 (p.139) 
12 Alice Jones and Nick Clark, ‘The Independent Bath Literature Festival: Creative writing courses are a waste 

of time, says Hanif Kureishi (who teaches one)’, The Independent, 3 March 2014, available at 

http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/news/the-independent-bath-literature-festival-creative-

writing-courses-are-a-waste-of-time-says-hanif-9166697.html [accessed 10 May 2017] 
13 “The workshop model – expert surrounded by starry-eyed novices” Michael Pearson, ‘The Real World of 

Nonfiction Workshops: A Cautionary Tale’, Creative Writing: Teaching Theory & Practice, Vol.2, No.2, 

December 2010, 111-119 (p.112) 

http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/news/the-independent-bath-literature-festival-creative-writing-courses-are-a-waste-of-time-says-hanif-9166697.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/news/the-independent-bath-literature-festival-creative-writing-courses-are-a-waste-of-time-says-hanif-9166697.html


abusive” and almost always frustrated by their students’ work. There is the myth of the 

tortured genius mentioned earlier, and the perceived cult of celebrity of the expert in which 

“established writers who teach prestigious creative writing programmes are held in awe”14. 

Harris defines them as “exotic beasts in the jungle of academe”15; there is something wild, 

untamed about ‘real’ writing that leaves CW classes (and their teachers) standing alone.  

 Manery describes these ‘Expert Practitioners’ (characterised as “Somebody who’s 

known or was known at some point”) as facilitating a process of learning “by osmosis”16, and 

while this process is not completely fictional - I dare say we all know that one person who 

inspires us by simply existing - Haake has observed “a fundamental schism between writer-

artists and writer-(artist)-teachers” as “mini-Shakespeares/dedicated worker-bee types”17. As 

I clearly couldn’t be “mini-Shakespeare”, I found myself falling into the position of “worker-

bee”. But I probably fit better under Manery’s ‘Facilitator: Change Agent’ (We have got to 

bust these myths”, Change Agent announces) and ‘Facilitator: Co-Constructor of Knowledge’ 

(“We all came to these same conclusions together”, Facilitator triumphs)18.  

 I was uncomfortable, even as myself as writer subscribed to it, with the idea that 

writing must be ‘good’ to be worthy or that ‘talent’ should be ‘fostered’ rather than ‘taught’. 

Such notions stem from an outdated assumption that teaching is a single-way transmission: 

“When teach is treated as if it is passive, the questions [like Can CW be taught] suggest that 

the answer is already no” (Tondeur). Our definition of ‘teaching’ has a bearing on CW 

                                                           
14 Rebecca Manery, ‘Revisiting the Pedagogy and Theory Corral: Creative Writing Pedagogy Teachers’ 

Conceptions of Pedagogic Identity’, New Writing: International Journal for the Practice and Theory of Creative 

Writing, Vol. 12, No. 2, 205-215 (pp.205-206) 
15 “In addition we were given a fair bit of elbow room at the start; possible because university creative writing 

courses were new, and the writers who universities now called ‘creative writers’ were exotic beasts in the jungle 

of academe.” Mike Harris, ‘Are universities still fit places in which to teach and learn creative writing?’, 

Writing in Education, Vol. 68, Spring 2016. Available at https://www.nawe.co.uk/DB/current-wie-

edition/articles/are-universities-still-fit-places-in-which-to-teach-and-learn-creative-writing.html [accessed 10 

May 2017] 
16 Manery, p.209 
17 Katherine Haake, What Our Speech Disrupts: Feminism and Creative Writing Studies (Urbana, IL: National 

Council of Teachers of English, 2000), p.4. Cited in Manery, p.207 
18 Manery, p.211 

https://www.nawe.co.uk/DB/current-wie-edition/articles/are-universities-still-fit-places-in-which-to-teach-and-learn-creative-writing.html
https://www.nawe.co.uk/DB/current-wie-edition/articles/are-universities-still-fit-places-in-which-to-teach-and-learn-creative-writing.html


Philosophy, as Jordan-Baker has rightly pointed out: we must contrast CW as 

“education…the cultivation of someone’s ability to understand, retain, associate and reflect 

on ideas” with CW as “instrumentalist or training-based”19 (that is, vocational). A degree in 

CW is no more “training-based” than any other art (you may not be destined to become the 

next Beethoven when you embark on a Masters degree in Music, but your chances will have 

arguably improved) yet “the questions of publication and financial returns still remain”20 in 

the popular view when discussing whether CW should be deemed ‘worth teaching’. In other 

words, when it comes to CW, peoples’ expectations seem much higher. 

 If we, as teachers, assume that “real artists are born artists - people whose genius 

shouldn’t be corrupted by instruction”21, then we are not only letting down our ‘ordinary’ 

students; we are also making ourselves largely superfluous. Perhaps it is better to return to 

comfortable mystification: “If one can ‘learn’ to play the violin or to paint, one can ‘learn” to 

write”.22 That sounds positive enough without giving everything away; myself as writer 

would probably applaud. But the latter statement, taken from the ‘Philosophy’ of The 

University of Iowa Writers’ Workshop, is problematic for myself as a CW teacher, even as it 

makes an important point. By claiming that “writing cannot be taught but writers can be 

encouraged”23, the Workshop closes the door to any ‘non-writers’ – whoever they are, 

whatever subjective criteria might be used to designate them. 

 I will try to put this another way, by explaining what eventually drove me to take an 

interest in CW teaching. Our MA class was given the opportunity to observe and assist on an 

adult learner’s GCSE English class at Barry College, around the end of March 2017. I noted 

                                                           
19 Craig Jordan-Baker, ‘The Philosophy of Creative Writing’, New Writing: The International Journal for the 

Practice and Theory of Creative Writing, Vol. 12, No. 2, 238-248 (pp.240-241) 
20 Holloway, p.143 
21 Gregory Spatz, ‘The Teachable Talent: Why Creative Writing Can Be Taught’, Poets & Writers, 

September/October 2012. Available at 

https://www.pw.org/content/the_teachable_talent_why_creative_writing_can_be_taught_0 [accessed 10 May 

2017] 
22 Cited in Manery, p.213 
23 Italics mine 

https://www.pw.org/content/the_teachable_talent_why_creative_writing_can_be_taught_0


that the teacher seemed solely interested (as was perhaps fair) on getting his students to pass 

their GCSE-level exams, which included such lofty expectations as “use plenty of 

adjectives”24. We were paired off, one MA to one GCSE student. The student I sat with was 

older than me. She had brought along a sparsely elegant piece of prose about a woman 

suffering from dementia, but this student did not consider herself a “real” writer and 

described herself as not “naturally gifted”. She said she hadn’t “used enough adjectives”, that 

she was too “factual to be creative, always have been”.  

 I experienced a ‘light-bulb’ moment here which broke through the elitism of my writer-

self. This student’s work was well-paced, emotionally charged and original, and it was 

written in an authentic voice for the protagonist. I tried to encourage the student by 

explaining how too many adjectives can ruin a perfectly good piece of prose, yet I didn’t 

wish to limit her chances of passing the GCSE. Throughout our conversation it was clear that 

writing did not seem to belong to her; any joy in the creative process had been drained away 

when they reduced CW to a series of checkboxes.  “Real writing,” you could almost hear 

them say, “is better left to the experts, anyway.” 

“And why don’t you write? Write! Writing is for you, you are for you; your body 

is yours, take it. I know why you haven’t written […] Because writing is at once 

too high, too great for you, it’s reserved for the great - that is for ‘great men’; and 

it’s ‘silly’. Besides, you've written a little, but in secret. And it wasn't good, because 

it was in secret, and because you punished yourself for writing, because you didn't 

go all the way.”25 

 

Speaking of experts, one writer was “clearly infuriated by […] this abysmal creative writing 

trend”26 which might even lead to “the democratization of creative writing” (Tondeur) and 

that is precisely what myself as CW teacher would like to see. The writer in question – a 

                                                           
24 Notes from my rough journal may not be exact quotes. Any mistakes are, as always, my own. 
25 Hélène Cixous, Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’, Signs, Vol. 1, No. 4, Summer 

1976, 875-893 (pp.876-877) 
26 Rachel Cusk, ‘In Praise of the Creative Writing Course’, The Guardian, 18 January 2013. Available at 

http://www.theguardian.com/books/2013/jan/18/in-praise-creative-writing-course [accessed 10 May 2017] 

http://www.theguardian.com/books/2013/jan/18/in-praise-creative-writing-course


speaker at an international seminar - had a “vested interest” in keeping CW the domain of 

certain types. Facing an audience largely composed of women, he asked “Did they really 

want writing to become a kind of occupational therapy […] a tragic pastime for old ladies and 

bored housewives”27? His attitude is “not surprising,” remarks Tondeur, “given that aspects 

of the writing scene can be androcentric”. 

 While some may wish to improve their chances of publication (which might be claimed 

to be a ‘masculine’ prerogative, and is certainly an academic one28), this is not the sole aim of 

CW teaching; for example, there is the therapeutic side. Writing’s ability to give everyone a 

voice from primary school students to adult GCSE learners and, yes, even to those tragic 

bored housewives, was a notion I had not explicitly considered. I hadn’t thought about my 

own privilege either (having the time and the encouragement of others to write is privilege) 

and how CW teaching seems especially crucial now at a time when the arts are being pushed 

out of UK schools29. 

 During Bryony Goffin’s workshop on Therapeutic Writing, I wrote in my rough journal 

on 15th March 2017: 

“B’s students experts on their own material – feel heard.  

 Show not tell is not just precision on the page; it’s looking with fresh eyes, not 

judging/categorising. To REALLY show gives permission to look in a certain way.  

 Bring energy back from the intellect into the body – use senses! Students come 

into greater mindfulness in T.W.  

 Write so that the imagery on the page most truly represents their mental image - 

get closer and closer to one’s own truth - recognise the quality of your experience.  

 T.W. is a form of ‘non-confrontive’ teaching.”30 

 

                                                           
27 Cusk, op. cit. 
28 “The upper benchmark of academic assessment is that the work should be of ‘publishable standard’, which 

implies (though doesn’t actually state) a touching faith in publication as an assurance of quality.” Cusk, op. cit. 
29 “The [Warwick] report highlights ‘barriers and inequalities’ that prevent ‘equal access for everyone to a rich 

cultural education and the opportunity to live a creative life’.” Mark Brown, ‘Arts and culture being 

“systematically removed from UK education system”’, The Guardian, 17 February 2015. Available at 

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2015/feb/17/arts-and-culture-systematically-removed-from-uk-

education-system [accessed 10 May 2017] 
30 TW = Therapeutic Writing 

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2015/feb/17/arts-and-culture-systematically-removed-from-uk-education-system
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2015/feb/17/arts-and-culture-systematically-removed-from-uk-education-system


During her workshop, Bryony asked us to write “from the five senses” (we were told to close 

our eyes and envisage our morning journey, then to describe what we had experienced as a 

piece of prose – what we’d heard, tasted, smelled and felt as well as seen). This exercise 

sparked an immediate improvement; the writing of the entire MA class was suddenly altered 

from being a little stilted and self-conscious (perhaps too literary-leaning) to freshly authentic 

and innovative work. It made me understand that you do not need to come to CW from the 

position of the ‘Expert Practitioner’ or “exotic beast”. You can use your own unique 

experiences, with the teacher performing the role of a facilitator (or prompt students, if acting 

as the teacher, to do the same). Although I might have expected flowery prose as a result of 

Bryony’s exercise, we experienced the opposite; our results were much more clarified and 

elegant than they had been. I was not the only MA student to remark on this. 

 By saying that we were ‘literary-leaning’, I mean, of course, that we were trying to 

impress each other, which isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Yet “[t]here must be as many 

definitions or what makes writing ‘good’ as there are writers”31, and Sampson posits that “all 

of us who teach writing are used to the idea that our students’ writing can succeed or fail in 

its own terms across the genres”32. Certain genres that interested me had not seemed ‘literary’ 

enough to have a place in higher education, and I was concerned that I was not acceptably 

‘academic’. No wonder Hooker’s concern over the dangers of “institutionalising” or 

encouraging “a ‘house’ style” at the expense of self-expression; there is a clear potential for 

“excessive self-consciousness”33 here, which can affect the vibrancy of our writing. 

 Categorising writing as simply ‘good’ or ‘bad’ assumes, of course, that we write for the 

same reasons, yet depending on the modus operandi of the class the quality of the work may 

                                                           
31 Fiona Sampson, ‘Transferable Skills?’, Writing in Education, Vol. 16, Autumn 1998, 23-28 (p.26). Available 

at https://www.nawe.co.uk/DB/wie-editions/articles/transferable-skills.html [accessed 10 May 2017] 
32 Ibid. Italics writer’s own 
33 Jeremy Hooker, ‘Developing Creativity: The Place of the Imagination in the Academy’, Writing in Education, 

Vol. 11, Spring 2002. Available at https://www.nawe.co.uk/DB/wie-editions/articles/developing-creativity-the-

place-of-the-imagination.html [accessed on 10 May 2017] 

https://www.nawe.co.uk/DB/wie-editions/articles/transferable-skills.html
https://www.nawe.co.uk/DB/wie-editions/articles/developing-creativity-the-place-of-the-imagination.html
https://www.nawe.co.uk/DB/wie-editions/articles/developing-creativity-the-place-of-the-imagination.html


not even matter so much as the journey that it took to get there. For me, the assumption has 

always been that we write to create art and to get published or to become successful in some 

other way. My initial experience of taught CW was always workshop- or group exercise-

based, with the focus being on literary quality, and that was the standard against which I 

based later comparisons.  

 Looking through my rough journal, I seem to have had a few concerns about CW 

teaching’s “institutionalising” potential. During my fourth teaching observation session, I 

wrote the following: 

“Ideas of chaos as a negative to learning – yet can’t it be a positive to teaching 

creatively? Isn’t creation always chaotic in a sense? A building of form – words, 

paint on canvas, graphic pixels, notes in a song – meaningless alone. But together 

they become more than the sum of their parts. It takes chaos to get there, but chaos 

is problematic in a school-room. Exercises feel forced/unnatural even when deemed 

‘wacky’ or ‘out there’.” 

 

I don’t know the situation in which I dwelt upon the necessity of chaos in creativity and its 

“problematic” nature in a classroom (I certainly don’t remember the session being poor in 

any way), but I might have been inversely inspired by Thomas Gradgrind’s words in 

Dickens’s Hard Times: “Now, what I want is, facts.” It is clear that, in CW at least, there are 

no facts; no single way in which a writer writes or a reader reads, even if there are certain 

“demonstrable rules, principles and techniques”34 (and those rules can be played with once 

they have been learned). 

 Rather than assuming CW itself was unacademic, I was more worried about my own 

credentials, particularly in the context of teaching undergraduates who would surely know 

more about CW than me (I was a mere Law graduate and writing hobbyist). It wasn’t that I 

knew nothing about writing, just that I had none of Gradgrind’s ‘facts’; I had no relevant 

                                                           
34 “No one seriously disputes that good writing has certain demonstrable rules, principles and techniques. (All 

writers, insofar as they are readers, have been ‘taught’ by the example of other writers.)” Heller in Galchen and 

Heller, op. cit. 



qualifications, no piece of paper with which to notify the students that I knew the difference 

between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ literature. This was what myself as writer, if not my selves as CW 

teacher or student, believed. 

 Yet I was doing CW teaching a disservice. My early assumptions were informed by a 

lack of confidence35, as well as the higher validity I found myself attributing to formal 

teaching as opposed to personal experience. After Bryony’s workshop, I realised that if we do 

not value our own knowing, no one will. Rather than see myself as ignorant or unsure, I 

might have described myself as open-minded and understood it to be an appropriate teaching 

skill. 

 I have always been stronger, in CW as in other areas, when I am trying to impart some 

subject I enjoy and feel passionate about. If nothing else, that spark of interest can be 

transmitted; for the rest, I will leave you with an extract from a poem by Bukowski: 

 

and the thing 

you might learn 

is that nobody knows anything – 

not the State, nor the mice 

the garden hose or the North Star. 

and if you ever catch me 

teaching a creative writing class 

and you read this back to me 

I’ll give you a straight A 

right up the pickle 

barrel.36  
 

                                                           
35 For example, see Appendix ii, p.xii: “at the time, I was concerned that it would be ‘below’ the students’ 

advanced level (and I lacked confidence in my own choice when the decision had to be made).” 
36 Charles Bukowski, ‘If I Were To Teach Creative Writing’, The Prague Review, 16 July 2013. Available at 

http://srjoshi3.wixsite.com/the-prague-revue/if-i-were-to-teach-creative-writing-by-c-bukowski [accessed 10 

May 2017] 

http://srjoshi3.wixsite.com/the-prague-revue/if-i-were-to-teach-creative-writing-by-c-bukowski

