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What makes a good English or Creative Writing lecturer?

Nicola Harlow, Manchester Metropolitan University
A Creative Writing tutor can, at best, inspire and develop the writing of her students. At worst she can preside over an arena of gladiatorial combat from which no one emerges unscathed. To run a successful Creative Writing session, the tutor's skills in group management are just as important as her subject knowledge, publishing record and qualifications.

Take a 'typical' group of students on a part time Creative Writing MA course: a middle aged man with a doctorate in Astro-physics and a lot to say for himself, a young mother with four children and no time, a couple of silent young men, an aggressive OFSTED inspector, a woman with terminal cancer .... All adults with cluttered lives on hold, their secret passion, writing, at last to be given ventilation. But before the first workshop has begun we've clocked each other and decided half the class is too clever for us and the other half too thick or too young or too not like us. Before our tutor has walked through the door, we're feeling pretty defensive, maybe ready to go home ...

Our tutor, if she's worth her salt, will be prepared for this. The first thing she will do is make our group a safe place to be. She will encourage us to open up, to allow our fellow students a peek behind our public faces into our vulnerable aspirations as writers. At the very beginning of term in my MA workshop, we were given an exercise in which each student  explained to another the novel she wanted to write. The partner then wrote a blurb for this novel and read it out. This was an incredible exercise in trust. Each of us had to trust a stranger to be kind about our embryonic projects, to somehow interpret unformed ideas and vague plotlines to create the description that could 'sell' the book. It worked. All the ideas sounded good. Even if none of them get written, an atmosphere of mutual support was built during that session. 

This is vital. By attending Creative Writing workshops, we are not only investing in our own work but each other's, and the commitment has to be there right from the beginning. A good tutor will nurture this commitment by encouraging students to be generous but critical with each other's work. A few ground-rules help. My tutor forbids swearing. We are also discouraged from the faux modesty of introducing a piece of work by saying, 'this is really rubbish but ...'.

But surely, we don't need rules and regulations in adult education in order to behave ..?

There are reasons why this trust breaks down and although these might not be the fault of the tutor, it is up to her to control it. Take my fictional class. One week we were discussing Sue's first chapter of her romantic novel. It was pretty raw, the layout all over the place, grammar and punctuation virtually non existent. Sue has a first degree in English Lit but has never shared any of her own writing before. Astrophysicist Derek began the critique session. He is used to a confrontational scientific approach and proud of his 'pulling no punches' way of talking. Our tutor was either unaware or unable to stop him saying what he perceived as the truth, which was: 'This was completely unreadable. I can't see anyone wanting to pick this up but your mother.' Sue burst into tears. The OFSTED inspector accused Derek of sexism. He defended himself by saying that he thought polite praise was pointless and only honest criticism was useful. Some of the class agreed. The tutor could hardly be heard above the ensuing row. By the tutor seizing control the moment Derek began his critique, an unpleasant situation might have been avoided.

But the damage was done. Everyone felt so battered by the argument that they hardly dared speak. For weeks afterwards, a horrible politeness descended on the group. It is the tutor's job to facilitate the kind of discussion in which errors and developmental problems can be sensitively raised as well as praise. Each student must be encouraged to contribute, not only by submitting pieces for feedback, but to the general discussion. If it happens, as above, that a few assertive students are hogging the discussion, this can be avoided by encouraging students to take turns to speak.  Turn taking is also a way of avoiding rude interruptions and over-heated discussion. By only having to deal with one student at a time, the tutor can steer the discussion far more effectively and prompt those who are being over polite to be a little more critical in their feedback.

Finally, the best tutors willingly make themselves available for individual questions and assistance. Course handbooks inform students about the frequency and length of time allotted for personal tutorials, but sometimes we are made to feel that they are an inconvenience to an overworked tutor. Most students are not crazed stalkers, nor do they demand more time or help than is fair. Most, however, do need some individual guidance. Often, Creative Writing students are self-funding, giving up valuable time and resources to complete a chosen course. As I have tried to illustrate above, we hail from a variety of backgrounds, are at different stages of development as writers and have different expectations of the course. A good tutor will be sensitive to  the needs of the individual as well the group and the requirements of the course.

In the end, there is no such thing as a perfect Creative Writing tutor. Depending on the particular mix of personalities in a group, she may at times become a cross between a nursery teacher, a dictator and an agony aunt. But by establishing an atmosphere of trust from the beginning, by being assertive and leading discussion when needed, workshops will be power houses of creativity, students' work will develop and, for the tutor, there will be the satisfaction of seeing a pile of great novels and glowing testimonials at the end of the course.
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