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Facilitating a Creative Writing Workshop

By Véronique Tadjo

When I was asked for the first time to be a facilitator for a creative writing workshop that would be conducted in English, I was surprised. I thought, surely, my status as a francophone writer is well known. I write in French, primarily, and my literary production attests to this. How could I work with English-speaking writers, some young but others more established, and be a workshop leader in a language that is not my own?

But I was made to understand that this wasn’t a problem. All writers, all over the world, are faced with the same challenges, successes and failures.
And this is true.
Writers speak the same language: the language of craft. When we sit down in front of our computer or our blank piece of paper, we have to invent a new way of expression, grapple with words and even bend them so they can render our thoughts more accurately. 

And what I learnt during these workshops was amazing. It has, in turn, enriched my work in ways that I did not suspect – to the point that I now look at my writing with innovative ideas. I have also started writing in English. 

For me, it was obvious right from the start that as a writer I would want to be writing while the others were working on their stories. If I were to understand what they were going through in real time, I could not disassociate myself from the whole process.

Typically, the workshops that I have conducted (as in the one I did with The Caine Prize for African Writing) lasted about ten days. 

On arrival, after dropping our luggage in our rooms, we usually feel that ten days to write one single short story is a very long time. In the absence of anything else to do, it sounds easy enough. 

After a couple of days, which is the time most participants need to settle down, individuals start coming for consultations. They are not sure if they have the right topic or if the story is going in the direction they want. They need somebody to discuss this with them. The best solution is to have two facilitators in the same workshop. It gives the participants an opportunity to move between the two and form their own thinking. It also avoids the pitfalls of one-sided opinions or personality issues. Indeed, for a facilitator, the temptation may be there to voice your ideas too strongly or to put in the story too much of your own preoccupations and stylistic inclinations. A good facilitator must therefore know how to listen and speak and to speak and listen.

As you can imagine, giving criticism is the most difficult part of the job. How do you remain positive while pointing out flaws? How do you ask questions that may put someone else’s assertions and convictions in perspective while avoiding any trace of destructiveness? Respect for the process of creation must therefore be of the utmost concern to any facilitator.

Workshops are always full of surprises. Someone may show signs of struggling at the beginning but will by the end produce a delightful story. 

Trust is an important ingredient. A relaxed atmosphere and a sense of confident cordiality must prevail. If everybody is going to express themselves regarding their friends’ output, they must be assured that it will be in all honesty. No one should feel harassed or badly treated.

In this sense, the common sessions that gather the whole group together form an essential part in the success of a workshop. Not only do these get-together sessions represent an ideal time to discover other people’s work but they are also good for establishing trust. Everyone becomes imbued with a sense of responsibility towards their fellow writers’ works.

Comments are structured and the need for revision pointed out in a neutral way. Related topics are debated and suggestions made. What you call the mechanical problems of the stories become the subjects of discussion.

Questions like, ‘What is the impact of a story on the listeners/readers?’, or ‘Where is the energy of the narration?’ or even ‘What brings it to life?’ come up again and again.

One strategy which has given good results is to talk about what is in the story as opposed to what is not there. It makes the flaws more apparent and points out what must be worked on.

For a facilitator, it means solving problems as if they concerned your own writing – but with the necessary distance. It also means being able to look at the whole picture.

One strong rule to establish early on is that only a carefully chosen number of outsiders can enter the realm of the workshop once it is in progress. This avoids any interference or break in the dynamics of criticism. The best locations are therefore those which are far away from everything, like a resort or a hotel in the middle of nowhere.

As the day of departure comes closer, most writers find themselves still writing feverishly and some get worried that they might not reach the end of their text. A few suddenly become stuck while others realise with horror that they must rewrite entire parts. Writers disappear into their rooms to re-emerge only at dinner time, if then. Some lucky ones smile broadly and enjoy the last hours of their stay because their writing went more smoothly than they anticipated. 

The atmosphere changes radically. There is more tension in the air as printers start buzzing non-stop and CD boxes are emptied at the speed of light to save the work. This is usually the moment when someone comes out of their room in a panic, afraid they’ve lost their entire work by clicking the wrong button!

But in the end, all comes together as if by miracle. It is a chemistry that never ceases to surprise me. A bit of a mystery. No one workshop resembles another.

And yes, last but not least. Friendships are born that may last a lifetime. When we part, it is with a heavy heart.
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