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Abstract
Creative Writing courses and degrees are growing in number and influence. They are fashionable for students to enrol on, fashionable for institutions to offer.  CW courses have an established track record in producing successful novelists, bring new challenges in reconciling creativity and conformity and provide a useful source of employment for writers.

However, there are many writers who work in higher education (HE) and are involved in encouraging students to produce writing, but who are not associated with CW classes or modules or departments. These writers confront much more basic issues of creation in student writing.  In the era of mass Higher Education, many students are intimidated by any kind of written work.  For them, every piece of writing is a learning experience and, in any true meaning of the term, creative writing.

ICT has not killed off writing: rather, it has multiplied it.  Our students today have to write not only lecture notes and essays and reports and exam answers, but also contributions to online discussions, entries in ePortfolios, content for websites and emails.  If we can overcome our students’ reluctance to write, we can give them great power and freedom: we can enable them to create.

This paper describes some of the work being done at the University of Paisley to help students into writing and challenges the special status of ‘creative writing’.
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Why All Writing is Creative Writing

Creative Writing (CW) departments, courses, programmes and degrees are being introduced at an astonishing rate. Harris (2006) counted 140 undergraduate, 70 Masters and 20 PhD CW programmes in the UK, and also suggested the astonishing possibility that ‘universities, for better or worse, are gradually taking over the supply side of the fiction business.’   We may certainly question whether publication ought to become the exclusive preserve of holders of a CW degree.

Originally, the term ‘Creative Writing’ came into use as an understandable response to the sidelining of the writer’s creative role by literary critics and theorists: ‘what is now called Creative Writing is a historical effort to treat literature as a creative activity rather than an object for interpretation’ (Myers, 1994).  My chief concern here is with the distinction between ‘Creative Writing’ and ‘other’ writing at university, which might suggest that there are some forms of writing that are creative and some that are not.  This paper suggests that any writing, from the published instructions for using a power drill to the most esoteric literary poetry, uses the raw materials of language, experience, knowledge, textual sources and the author’s own ideas and imaginings to bring something into existence that did not exist before.  In other words, all writing is creative writing.

I have written before (McVey, 2003) about my earlier role as a Distance Learning Writer at the University of Paisley, work to which I brought a variety of skills and experience but principally those of a seasoned writer of fiction and non-fiction; most of it of a kind that CW academics would accept as ‘creative’ writing.  Yet I was struck by the similarity between the processes of writing fiction and writing learning texts, not the contrasts.  I could cite the degree to which I brought my self to both tasks, and the fact that I could be as emotionally drained by a module about Reliability Engineering as I could by a short story that drew on painful childhood memories.  Since then I have noticed the same with other, supposedly humdrum, writing tasks.  As a result, I do not put my ‘creative’ writing on a pedestal; I really can’t see the join between it and my other writing work, the point where creativity flags and sheer craft takes over.  This is perhaps an illustration of the trickiness of the term ‘creativity’; Wandor (2004) describes it as ‘that most used and abused term’.

Let’s step back to much more basic issues of writing.  Various reports and news stories (see, for example, MacLeod (2006) and Ganobcsik-Williams (2004)) seem to indicate that many students struggle to cope with the demands of academic writing.  MacLeod’s article quotes instances from universities such as Glasgow and Edinburgh, suggesting that these problems are not just experienced by students from ‘non-traditional’ backgrounds at ‘new’ universities. Davies et al (2006) gather a broad range of experience from Royal Literary Fund Fellows throughout the UK, with regard to the writing difficulties experienced by students.  Hilsdon (1998) examined students on a single BA programme and found that lecturers, external examiners and the students themselves were all in agreement that writing skills needed attention: however, in most cases it was not surface issues – spelling, grammar – that gave cause for concern.  Rather, the problems centred around difficulties in constructing and sustaining an argument, presenting evidence, referencing and maintaining a suitable style and register.  The evidence could be multiplied; students often struggle to write, and to write in academic genres.  Does this matter?

Yes it does: despite what some predicted, ICT has not killed off writing.  Today, students write not only lecture notes and essays and reports and exam answers, but also contributions to online discussions, ePortfolio entries, emails and content for websites.  Ganobscik-Williams (2004) identified 64 different writing tasks that students may have to carry out. You could probably add to the list.

If students struggle to express themselves, then they will lack the ability to express themselves.  ‘Creative’ writing may indeed sometimes involve ‘a conscious quest for the self’ (Hunt and Sampson, 1998): how then, can students disengaged from the writing process per se possibly begin to learn about themselves through writing?  In fact, achieving competence in even as restricted a genre as academic writing can mean that students begin to find their own voice on the page. Ahmad and McMahon (2006) suggest that ‘competent academic writing releases creative thinking.’  Ahmad and McMahon were contributing to a report commissioned by the Royal Literary Fund, a body which funds Fellowships in universities, where writers – usually in ‘creative’ fields such as fiction, poetry or drama – work with students to improve their academic writing.  In an earlier report, McMahon (2004) had identified 24 writing-related skills that university students needed, ‘…some technical, others creative, emotional or intuitive.’  She went on to suggest that ‘most of these skills apply to all kinds of writing… the experience of writing in all disciplines and genres is similar.’  This certainly corresponds with my own experiences detailed above and suggests that the pedestrian world of academic writing and the headier climes of ‘creative’ writing are not so far apart.  Jackson (2006) suggests that ‘perhaps you cannot have teaching excellence without creativity.’  Indeed, nor can students present excellent written work without creativity.

The findings of the studies listed above, and the reports of staff in my own institution, suggest that student difficulties with writing can be categorised as follows:
· Problems of ability: students struggle with grammar, and are unsure about spelling or the structuring of sustained pieces of writing; they find it difficult to distinguish between genres and styles of writing, and have particular difficulty with academic writing.

· Problems of engagement: writing – and, perhaps, reading – is seen as a chore, at best as a means to the ends of marks, merits, passes, awards.  Certainly, it is not something to be enjoyed.

Problems of ability in student writing invoke two closely-linked but contentious HE agendas; employability and key skills.  Firstly, we must naturally hope to produce graduates who are employable.  Writing is foremost among the skills that employers require; whatever the profession, the jobholder today will write his or her own letters, reports, bids and summaries, with no typing pool to correct the errors.  Employers often grumble about graduate literacy (Yorke, 2004), sometimes with cause, though it is dispiriting when graduates and their skills and education are viewed as having no purpose but to oil the wheels of industry.

Key skills (which can surface under a variety of names – see Drew (1998)) are roughly similar to employability skills but related to the student’s ability to manage and sustain his or her learning.  However, Booth (2004) confesses that ‘…there is much confusion about how [employability skills] relate to ‘key’, ‘core’ and ‘transferable’ skills.’  Many of us in education work within these agendas to improve students’ writing and reading, but others, including some working in the CW arena, view them with suspicion.

Skills work is not perfect.  Nor do we know clearly how best to go about it.  I am not concerned here with the debate about whether skills, including writing, should be taught separately or embedded within the curriculum.  Both extreme approaches have their advocates.  The Royal Literary Fund report, Writing Matters (Davies et al, 2006) strongly advocated ‘…the establishment of well funded Writing Development Centres in order to… provide support throughout an institution.’  By contrast, Wingate (2006) vigorously opposed separate study skills courses or centres (her paper is entitled Doing away with ‘study skills’ and will probably see her struck off some Christmas card lists) in favour of promoting the necessary skills within the subject context.  In the real world of most institutions, neither extreme approach will be evident in isolation: Gerrard, Tweedie and McVey (2005) describe how, in my own institution (where an embedded approach is promoted) the provision on the ground is likely to be varied.  For the purposes of this paper, the key point is that writing must be taught – by whatever means – and that when teach it we give students great freedom and power.  Students who have hitherto read and written little, and who find the prospect of lengthy coursework daunting, need and deserve our support.  And, when they finally, slowly, laboriously, perhaps falteringly, begin to produce written work – their work in their words – they are, in any true meaning of the words, involved in creative writing.

The Orcadian writer George Mackay Brown (1997), a Roman Catholic, wrote in his posthumously published autobiographical work For the Islands I Sing of the creative impulse of the artist as a reflection of God’s creative action; ‘without the Creator, the lesser creations of poet, artist, musician could not be.’  We could extend this theological metaphor; God not only created the beautiful, aesthetically satisfying bits of the universe, but also the fruitful, fertile, useful regions.  Likewise, it is not just the artistic, imaginative, beautiful, innovative types of writing - writing that isn’t for anything – that are ‘creative’.  Useful, purposeful, utilitarian writing has to be created out of nothing, too; ideas and symbols and meaning still need to be strung and woven into a whole.  And if this latter kind of writing is formed by people with little tradition or heritage of writing, or who have had little encouragement or motivation to write, then I would suggest that it is especially creative.  In the remainder of the paper, I will look at some examples and give some suggestions regarding student writing in HE outside the CW field.  These are not intended to be authoritative, but rather to stimulate discussion.

The novelist and critic Andrew Crumey, addressing CW courses where little reading is prescribed, remarked that ‘…the first lesson for anybody who wants to be a writer is very, very simple.  You’ve got to read a lot and write a lot’ (Crumey, 2003).  Another writer, Philip Gross (2005), also in the context of CW courses, suggests that ‘…every group of writers should be readers, with each student seeking out the published work that feeds their own…’

If what these writers say is true for CW students, it is probably even more so for other students, particularly those who are still picking their way cautiously through the notion of writing .  Many of our students are not avid readers and need to be encouraged to interact with texts.  Within subject provision we can build in discipline-based activities that involve the reading and comparison of texts, from different sources and genres, written in different styles, enabling the students to see and learn to differentiate, acquiring a critical faculty in their response to writing.  Hopefully, somewhere in there, we can plant the seed of the idea that reading – of any kind – is something to be enjoyed.

In conducting study skills sessions, I encourage students to read outside their university coursework, to making reading a habit, and to familiarise themselves with language and writing in all its variety.  The student who reads chick-lit or blood-and-thunder thrillers (instead of, say, celebrity gossip magazines) is more likely to accommodate academic English than the student who undertakes no leisure reading.

Skills approaches to writing (whichever one is taken) can do far more than just equip students to get through a course and into a job; they can be vitally important in helping them to find their own written voice.  One of the programmes described by Gerrard, Tweedie and McVey (2005) uses a range of writing and reading input, including a lecture and workshop on creative writing.  The value of introducing some CW input across the disciplines in order to free students to write is an interesting and developing one, and, of course, provides some of the rationale for the Royal Literary Fund fellowship scheme: as the RLF’s own website puts it, ‘the principal aim of the Fellow's work is to foster good writing practice across all disciplines and media.’

The case studies offered by Gerrard, Tweedie and McVey also illustrate the increasing prominence of personal development planning (PDP) within the skills agenda.  There are many forms of PDP, online and paper-based, and many of them prompt students to reflect in writing on their learning.  Tomkins (2006) describes how storytelling was used to promote reflective thinking and writing in a PDP context.  The growing incidence of PDP will probably give rise to new writing skills that students must master, and brings with it encouraging possibilities.

If it can be a struggle to persuade students that reading is enjoyable, presenting writing as a pleasure may seem impossible.  New students – like veteran novelists – often suffer from a fear of the blank page, unwilling to commit themselves to even begin a writing task.  Writing is, to them, a strange land they don’t know how to explore; they fear that a wrong turning early on will lead them to a place from which there’s no escape.  Another source of anxiety is the sheer scale of academic work.  Someone who has not written much, facing a 1000-word essay, may feel like a couch potato lining up for a marathon.  How can we give students the confidence to write, and how can we ensure that they flex their writing muscles so that essays and other written work do not come as such a shock?

I sometimes ask students to write about their experience of written work (this gets them writing something) and to detail any writing tasks they have enjoyed.  Almost invariably, the most (often only) enjoyed writing task has been text-messaging to their friends.  Some observers fear that text-messaging, the internet, emails and other electronic forms of communication tend to debase the language: Crystal (2004), by contrast, describes the results as ‘new Englishes.’ I view students’ enjoyment of text-messaging as a useful starting point in giving students confidence: in texting, students have learned a new language, a grammar, a set of conventions (arguably, they have helped to create them) and have succeeded in conveying meaning within considerable space constraints.  They have mastered an entire, new, literary genre - and if they can master one, they can master others.  With this new, abbreviated language in their repertoire, today’s students are better placed than any previous generation to undertake that humblest of academic writing tasks, lecture notes!

Academic staff can provide opportunities to write within classes; snap ‘one-minute-papers’ that prompt students to think and write analytically on the spot, jotting down answers, writing down reflections on learning (perhaps in a PDP framework), expressing thoughts and impressions.  O’Farrell (2005) suggests an intriguing range of writing-based activities that can be employed within subject teaching.

As with reading, I encourage students to write outside their studies, to keep a diary, write a blog, add content to a personal website or take part in online chat, in order to remove the mystique from the art of creating meaning through written symbols.

O’Farrell (2005) rightly stresses that ‘…as lecturers we should guide the writing process, not merely judge the written product.’  Often students produce poor written work because they have not been briefed adequately on what is required, nor shown a model of good writing in the specific context.  O’Farrell also recognises that many lecturers see themselves as subject experts, neither interested nor confident in teaching English or writing.  These concerns can often be met by an embedding approach, perhaps aided by central unit support, but only if accompanied by a recognition that reading and writing are learning and teaching basics, and as such should be the concerns of us all.

A final barrier is that supposed model of academic writing, the learned journal.  Too many journals still seem not only to accept, but to actively solicit papers exhibiting what Ball (2001) condemned as ‘…oppressive padding and use of jargon… pages of banal or subtle detail… the illusion of an insider’s mastery of difficulty and complexity.’  Is it possible to hope for a general improvement here, so that students can be directed to read the articles not only for subject learning purposes, but also to emulate them in their writing?

Conclusions
Historically, the field of Creative Writing developed as a reaction against literary criticism and theory that sought to downplay the creative input of the writer.  However, the recent growth of CW as a discipline suggests that other forms of academic writing are not creative or are less creative.  It is the contention of this paper that all student writing is important and that any kind of writing is a creative act..

Writers (and teachers) in education should work to promote both reading and a love of reading, and writing as pleasure and process, not just a means to an end.  Whatever the future growth of CW as an academic subject, the vast majority of learning about writing in universities will occur among students in other subject areas.  Promoting basic academic writing skills will not simply equip students for success at university and in employment; rather, ‘developing academic writing skills can have a significant effect on the self-identity of the students’ (Stuart, 2005).  The development of writing skills is a journey with endless creative possibilities and it is our responsibility to help and encourage our students on that journey.
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