Introduction
Adrian Markle, Marshall Moore and Sam
Meekings

Since the inception of the Iowa Writers’ Workshop in 1936, the workshop
model pioneered at that program has become the bedrock of creative writing
pedagogy both within English-speaking countries and territories and
internationally. In workshops administered according to the original form
of this model, there is a principle called the “gag rule”: the student writer
having their work evaluated is required to remain silent during the process
while their peers offer feedback. The idea is to mimic the way a stranger would
encounter the work: without the author present to explain their intentions and
choices. As the enduring standard of teaching creative writing, the workshop
has naturally been the subject of a great deal of scholarly attention. In recent
years, this attention has focused on matters of inclusivity and social justice—
specifically, how can the workshop be run in a way that does not silence or
disadvantage participants based on gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, religion,
and other aspects of identity? Two key academic texts—by Rosalie Morales
Kearns and Matthew Salesses—illustrate the paradox that currently exists in
academic discourse around the workshop and the need to move the dialogue
forward in order to focus on pragmatic matters of pedagogy.

Kearns’s widely cited essay “Voice of Authority: Theorizing Creative Writing
Pedagogy” (2009), is a seminal paper in the field because it highlights structural
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issues in the way the workshop has often been run. Although discussions of
intersectionality and inclusion had begun taking place in the discipline by
the time this paper was published, Kearns arguably crystallized the issue and
framed subsequent discussions of it. In it, the author identifies many elements
she views as problems with the workshop—though we would argue these are
actually problems with individual workshop leaders—but instead of offering
specific solutions to those problems, instead takes a more structural look at the
workshop model. However, especially considering these options are either not
proven pedagogically or financially practical, an individual HE writing teacher
is unlikely to be able to suddenly shift from the workshop model to some other
pedagogical model.

Similarly, Matthew Salesses’s (2021) Craft in the Real World identifies many
legitimate problems with the workshop as it is often administered in the Western
tradition. For example, Salesses points out that it can be problematic to teach
only the Western concept of plot structure without regard for storytelling/
narrative forms that are well established in other languages and cultures. In
today’s workshop, one cannot reasonably teach toward an assumed cultural
homogeneity. That is a reasonable claim. Less clear is how to approach the
execution, as the important points about inclusivity are often unaccompanied
by the concrete alternative strategies writing instructors might hope for when
directed to push against the boundaries of their own cultural knowledge and
competence.

What both of these texts, which are among the most-cited and discussed
in relevant scholarship, have in common is that they point out problems and
injustices in the administration of the workshop but stop short of offering
the sort of concrete, actionable recommendations that educators need if we
are to avoid perpetuating the inequalities and imbalances these writers warn
of. With The Creative Writing Workshop in the 21st Century, we acknowledge

the increasingly common concerns contemporary educators have with many
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elements of common workshop practice, but conceive of those issues as being
only the beginning of the conversation, not the end of it. Each chapter explores
a way in which the traditional conception or delivery of the workshop model
may no longer be the most optimal way to serve students learning needs in an
increasingly global, digital, and culturally aware world, and provides concrete
strategies to modernize a workshop facilitator’s contemporary pedagogical
practice.

Why us, why this book, and why now? This volume represents the fourthina
series of academic collaborations between Sam Meekings and Marshall Moore,
who met at the Great Writing Conference in London in 2016, and discovered a
great deal of similarity in our professional and personal trajectories.

Meekings is a writer, researcher and academic. Though he grew up in
the UK, he has spent the last fifteen years working at universities across the
world, first in China and lately in the Middle East. His experience adapting
workshop models and creative writing pedagogies to different local needs and
diverse situations sparked his interest in exploring new approaches to lore,
workshopping and writing practices. As well as writing and publishing three
novels and two collections of poetry, he has worked with Marshall Moore
on three previous coedited scholarly volumes, focusing on international
adaptations of lore in the creative writing classroom; the intersections of
the publishing industry and the higher education classroom; and on the
scholarship of creative writing practice. He has a PhD in Creative Writing
from Lancaster University, and currently works as an Associate Professor at
Northwestern University in Qatar.

Moore, a native of eastern North Carolina, currently identifies as a
writer, academic, and recovering publisher. His journey in academia began,
paradoxically, when he ended up not doing an MFA. His first and only
application to a program in San Francisco near where he was living in the early

’00s was declined days after (or was it before?) he sold his first novel. When he
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later decided to move out of the United States, the initial plan involved working
in South Korea to save money for a course in New Zealand, where he would
then (in theory, anyway) put down roots. Naturally he instead ended up in
Hong Kong and doing an MA in applied linguistics at an Australian university
before going on to complete a PhD in Creative Writing at Aberystwyth
University in the UK. The author of about a dozen books—novels, short-story
collections, a memoir, and a collection of essays—he is now a Course Leader
and Senior Lecturer at Falmouth University.

Markle is originally from British Columbia, Canada, where he got his BA
in Creative Writing with a minor in English at the University of Victoria.
This was a very workshop-centered program, with most of those workshops
being the best experiences of his educational career (still!), but the few others
being among the worst. The desire to understand those disparate experiences
has led to workshop facilitation becoming his primary pedagogical interest.
He also has an MA in Creative Writing from Bath Spa, a PhD from the
University of Exeter, and a PGC in Teaching Creative Writing from the
University of Cambridge. He is the author of the novel Bruise and many short
stories published in journals worldwide, and works as a Senior Lecturer at
Falmouth University.

This book was, in truth, Markle’s idea. When he started teaching and
thus properly researching creative writing pedagogy, he was surprised
at the low regard with which much of the current scholarship seemed to
hold the workshop. He had regarded the workshop as perhaps the most
valuable experience for both his professional and personal development.
Some argued we should do away with it altogether. But Markle maintained
that many of the scholars who held critical views did so due to experiences
that, while undeniably negative, were not themselves intrinsic to the
workshop process. Markle had experienced some bad workshops, but no

more so than bad lectures or seminars, and found it odd to dismiss the
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whole concept due to some non-essential elements that the scholarship was
increasingly identifying and arguing to modify or weed out altogether. A
workshop without the gag rule, for instance, is still a workshop. That is not
to say that all recent critics have dismissed the workshop. Chavez (2021)
does offer concrete alternatives and adaptations, for instance, but many
of those either address issues from a particularly American sociopolitical
context or would require more freedom and time to implement than many
institutions allow.

This book was conceived, therefore, of as a way for contemporary
workshop facilitators to share practical advice regarding modernizing the
workshop practice, so that we can identify and shore up weaknesses within
the process while keeping what’s effective. Moore and Markle had previously
collaborated on a chapter focusing on pedagogical adaptations during times of
crisis, so it seemed natural for these two sets of overlapping scholarly interest
to intersect here.

Four key themes emerged from the chapters in this book:

Workshops considered through the lens of program design

Facilitating and building community

Specific pedagogical practices

Local cultural context

In the first section of the book, the chapters consider the role of workshops
inside academia. By situating the workshop experience within institutional
programs and practices, these chapters examine the wider roles and functions
that creative writing workshops play within higher education. For instance,
Jennifer Pullen discusses the ways in which workshops can be restructured

to accommodate students taking creative writing courses as electives or
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additional options, reflecting the changing demographics that undergraduate
instructors increasingly face. Meanwhile, Matthew Cheeseman analyses how
workshops can best be positioned in relation to modules within creative
writing programs, drawing on the learning opportunities raised by failures
and successes within his own institution.

Workshops are not only fundamental components of creative writing
programs, however, but also opportunities to foster collaboration and
community. Alexa Garvoille’s chapter addresses ways in which workshops can
be set up to create supportive communities for young writers, in particular
by removing common triggers for stress and by dealing constructively with
feedback dissonance. In a similar way, Angie Abdou discusses how to center
community and support in workshops, using tools, techniques, and lessons
learned and adapted from swimming coaching. In addition, Caleb Lee
Gonzalez and Janelle Adsit examine how the lens of narrative medicine can
help rehumanize the creative writing workshop, and how community can be
revitalized by using therapeutic approaches that foster cultural and narrative
humility.

Despite numerous developments in the evolving field of creative writing,
the workshop has remained a pivotal pedagogical tool since the inception
of academic creative writing programs in the previous century. Therefore, a
large number of these chapters delve into practical pedagogical innovations
for modernizing, reconsidering and restructuring the workshop. Anna
Leahy provides detailed guidance on how to use diverse varieties of
feedback in the workshop to help students, while Shady Cosgrove argues
for a reconsideration of how we give negative feedback in the workshop,
making a compelling case for normalizing the idea of “failure” through
a dialogic approach. Trent Hergenrader outlines how to utilize a media-

agnostic narrative design approach in the workshop, noting how this helps
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students working in a wide range of forms and genres, and David Devanny
explores the contexts, ethics and methods for utilizing generative Al in the
undergraduate poetry workshop. This volume’s coeditor Adrian Markle
then emphasizes the crucial importance of framing the workshop around
unfinished works-in-progress to better counter unhelpful creative writing
myths and lore that frequently hinder students. Next, Jon Udelson suggests
ways of developing lessons, assignments, and pedagogical strategies
for creative writing workshops that foster more political and material
conceptions of craft-based pedagogies.

Our last chapters consider the influence of cultural contexts on the nature,
scope and outcomes of creative writing workshops. Liu Weidong and Xiao
Wenwen analyze the historical design and adaptation of creative writing
workshops for the Chinese context, as a lens to understanding the current
ways workshopping is approached in higher education institutions in China.
Finally, Sreedhevi Iyer and Bonny Cassidy provide case studies that show how
encouraging risk-taking in assessment design can actively foster diversity and
fight reactionary views, demonstrating the importance of attentiveness to local
context in adapting workshops to different setting and student needs. These
adaptations provide a timely reminder of the importance of setting beyond
a Western-centric approach to workshopping and instead prioritizing a
positional, student-centered pedagogy that caters to diverse needs and voices.

In conclusion, this scholarly volume endeavors to provide a comprehensive
analysis of the contemporary workshop’s role in fostering creative
expression, critical engagement, and inclusive learning environments that
respond to diverse specific local, cultural, and positional student needs,
while also delivering concrete arguments on how to position and facilitate
the workshop in order to maximize its effectiveness in contemporary

educational contexts.
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