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Sam Kelly (Edinburgh Napier University), Nicole King (English Subject Centre), Philippa Johnston (literaturetraining) and Hilary Jenkins (NAWE) organised a symposium at Edinburgh Napier University (Craighouse Campus) focussed on what happens in Creative Writing courses and students’ expectations during and after the course.  The day was structured around 15-minute provocations followed by multiple, parallel discussion groups.  A list of questions and issues was circulated to each delegate in advance of the symposium so everyone came prepared to debate and discuss.  The discussions also opened up issues of course marketing, students’ knowledge, teaching problems and support for lecturers. 
I attended this symposium with two hats on. I am a student on the Creative Writing MA at Edinburgh’s Napier University and I have been teaching Creative Writing in the Adult Education Sector for seven years.  It was interesting to hear the views of Higher Education lecturers and in particular to hear how they view their students.

The delegates who made it to Craighouse through the heavy snow were rewarded with coffee and pastries in front of a roaring log fire. Sam Kelly began the symposium with a description of how she and David Bishop invented the new MA in Creative Writing at Napier. As part of the process they had to answer the question “what is the relationship between what happens in the university and what happens in the publishing world?” The new MA which replaces workshops with mentoring sessions is their best current answer to the question.

David Miller (Director of Rogers, Coleridge & White Literary Agency) delivered the first Provocation: “Achieving A Balance: The Craft and Business of Writing”

He recommended that people who wanted to write should work in a literary agency and get life experience. Good writing, like a provocation, provides necessary stimulus and is a mixture of craft and the literary business. Should a course change to meet the realities of the market, as agencies have to or should the market change to meet the realities of writing? The Creative Writing course offers hope and publishers clutch at hope. Is the course for people to express themselves or is it a cash cow for the universities? If it is a non-vocational degree, should that exempt it from employability? Having an agent doesn’t necessarily mean that you will get published. Why are students paying thousands of pounds if they stand no better chance of publication after going on a course? Writers want to reach an audience but they have to deserve it. They could alternatively use their money to live frugally for a few months learning about the world through words. He exhorted writers to “Fail, fail again and fail better.” They must “write a book that demands to be heard – and none of us know how you do that.”
In the discussions that followed we considered the recession and how it affects the employability of the MA graduate, competition in the MA programme market, student expectations, managing conflict between the craft and business of Creative Writing and how effectively MA programmes can teach the business of Creative Writing.
Andrew Cowan (University of East Anglia) delivered the second Provocation: “The Student Experience”.  Cowan told us about his own experience at UEA (more details can be found in Wordplay 3 in his article ‘The Anxiety of Influence’). There are many difficulties associated with balancing the advertising of Creative Writing courses and recruiting students to them.  Cowan said that the UEA course has improved with structured workshops, one-to-one tutorials and the chance to talk about commercial prospects. During interviews and the application process potential students are warned that publication is not an implicit outcome. What any MA offers is a conducive climate for a year in which to take writing seriously amongst other serious writers in dynamic and democratic workshops.
Cowan pointed out the dilemma that while it is the success of the alumni that attracts the best recruits, a degree cannot be a guarantee of that success. UEA want students who read literary fiction, who can hasten peer development rather than students who want their work rubber-stamped by the university. In our discussion groups we considered student expectations versus programme goals, recruitment strategies and programme identity, effective teaching, creative pedagogy and actively addressed the student experience and issues of aftercare once students have graduated.
After lunch Dr Graham Mort (Lancaster University), delivered the last provocation: “The Workshop and Beyond”. Mort’s experience of distance learning, specifically teaching students in nine African countries via the internet, made him realise that Creative Writing and literature can re-negotiate particular social conditions and relationships. The epistolatory nature of the exchange between student and tutor keeps the text ductile and interventions are possible in real time.  Mort compared the process to a music or art teacher looking over the student’s shoulder and making suggestions for trying things in a different way. His students also benefited from the chance to learn from other African students rather than just from Mort himself which perhaps reduced the postcolonial effect of the course being delivered from the UK.. The distance learning programme at Lancaster encourages ‘transculturality’ and interdisciplinary work and in doing so it challenges the entrenched modes of delivering ‘English Studies’ in Literature departments. Mort is keen on education in its broadest sense. ‘If we measure success by publication then we set up students for failure’ he told us. 
The discussion group considered alternatives to the workshop, digital technologies, distance learning, the relevancy of what we teach to our students, diversity and pedagogy, mentoring and professional development.
Professor Sean O’Brien, Newcastle University began the symposium’s keynote address by defining success as giving the students the opportunity to pursue their interests and produce the best writing that they can. O’Brien went on to make a number of controversial statements about writers’ motivation and the world outside the Creative Writing course.  He concentrated his talk on the subject of students’ shortcomings at the start of a course and finished with guidelines on how to run an effective workshop. 

O’Brien prefers the term “writing” to “Creative Writing” and pointed out that publishing is a consequence of good writing. Students need a climate where they can test the extent of their abilities and then learn about being a professional writer. The most important lesson for new writers to learn is that the world is indifferent to their labours. Writing is difficult both on the page and in the outside world. Students must engage with reading. Language must do more than just point to the world. Content and messages do not take precedence over form. We must tackle the reluctance to study form which can be wrongly attached to a fear of elitism. Workshops should be about students and lecturers thinking together about how writing works. Students’ writing should be subject to a critical response within the course just as it will be outside the course.
There were many vibrant discussions throughout the day and, working from the notes of ‘scribes’ assigned to each group, the various issues raised in the discussions can be summarised as follows: lecturers need more support in order to roll out quality education to such diverse and demanding students. While an MA in Creative Writing should be academically rigorous, in order to achieve success, students need to read more widely and deeply. Although some students have unrealistically high expectations of courses they should know what the course offers before investing money in a course. A course which offers experience of the commercial end of writing is good preparation for life after the course but students must understand the commitment required to be a professional writer. Although online courses have advantages for students they are more demanding of tutors in preparation time and screen time. There are differing opinions on the advantages and disadvantages of workshopping students’ work.




From my own perspective as a Creative Writing  MA student and as a Creative Writing instructor what follows are some of my personal suggestions for a possible way forward which may begin to deal with the issues raised. I realise that situations at different universities vary widely and some places are likely to have implemented at least some of these suggestions already while at other institutions some of these suggestions would not be viable due to size and available resources.  Lecturers should insist on being part of the website decisions about how their course is advertised.  If students are attracted by the fact that alumni have been published, perhaps recruiters could include a gentle note that there are other factors apart from attending a writing course that may have had a bearing on this success. Making writing about their own expectations should be a prerequisite of the application for students. It would be helpful for students to do a preliminary course on the English Literature canon and possibly an introduction to Theory in the same way as Art students are required to do a Foundation Course.  An alternative might be to include these subjects as intensive preliminary modules on the course. Students should be taught goal setting and goal reviewing. If students are taught how to give constructive criticism – what works, how does it work, what is not working, how it could work better – they will learn skills which will benefit themselves as well as their peers. Units on writing with formal structures before students are allowed to write in their own way would give them a hinterland to draw on. You have to learn French grammar before writing about your holiday in French. You have to practise scales before tackling a concerto. You learn to draw before having an exhibition. Creative Writing courses can learn from the academic rigour of other subjects. Academic rigour will equip Creative Writing students with transferable skills for other jobs such as problem solving, structuring an argument and creative thinking. Lecturers must learn how to teach before getting the post – otherwise they will not know how to check if learning is taking place. Assessments are only part of that process. It is not enough to learn on the job while doing a teaching course – a few modules on how to teach before the course starts informs the course description. Although modelling being a writer is part of a course, being a writer is not enough. As students demand more from their courses lecturers must have access to a monthly support session. Workshops should be constructive and seen as a vehicle for improving writing. Lecturers should have training on how to deal with complaints from students. Lecturers need to learn how to detach from content.  Most people who teach in emotional situations, EG those working with people who have been abused, have a supervisor.  Given the personal nature of life writing and of some of the inspiration that informs Creative Writing, lecturers should also get support. While new lecturers will need to be mentored by someone with experience of these situations, experienced lecturers could be paid to mentor each other.
I was sad to observe that there is a “them and us” division between students and staff in some universities and horrified to hear how little support and training is accessible to writers who become lecturers in Creative Writing. I believe that this symposium has at least shown the road down which we should be travelling in order to make all MAs in Creative Writing academically rigorous, enjoyable and worthwhile for both staff and students during and after the course.
Alison Summers
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