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Abstract
This paper describes a writing retreat project funded by the Creativity CETL (Centre for Excellence in Learning and Teaching). The project involves running two writing retreats for lecturers from the University of Brighton and the University of Sussex. We explain how we are using methods adopted on a creative writing module at the University of Brighton, to help academic staff develop the confidence, motivation and inspiration to write, and to guide them to adopt effective writing habits. 
Writing and publishing are increasingly crucial to the development of a successful academic career. However, academics typically receive little guidance and support on how to establish and maintain this strand of their job. Any advice that does exist tends to focus on the technical and practical aspects of writing for scholarly publication. This often makes writing seem a challenge to be endured for the sake of one’s career rather than enjoyed and used for vocational and personal development. Instead of gaining a sense of achievement and pride from their writing, academics often view writing as an unwanted pressure, and experience the process of writing as demoralising and damaging to self-confidence.  

In this paper we briefly outline the format of our writing retreats and the ethos behind their design. We discuss the relationship we perceive between creativity and learning, and the false divide we often see between ‘the academic and ‘the creative’. We end the paper by offering a writing exercise – Laudation Poem – as an example of the work that our retreat participants are expected to undertake. 
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Creative strategies for developing academic writing: a writing retreat project
The project 
In summer 2006, we received funding from the CETL Creativity
 to run two writing retreats for lecturers from the University of Brighton and the University of Sussex. The retreats will take place in March and April 2007. Participants will have a choice of a two-day residential retreat based on the University of Sussex campus or a similar, but not residential, retreat based at the University of Brighton. Each retreat is open to approximately twenty lecturers, ten from each university.
The aim of the retreats is to help lecturers develop confidence, motivation and inspiration for the various writing tasks they undertake in their professional lives. We will not give technical advice on undertaking academic and professional writing. Instead, we will utilise creative writing exercises to shed light on the writing process and help lecturers develop healthy writing habits. The project is based on the premise that, whilst academic and creative writing have their own styles and conventions, basic writing processes are shared. 
Participants will keep reflective journals during the retreats. Following the retreats, participants will be encouraged to share excerpts from their journals with colleagues via a project website, to keep an ongoing blog of their learning since the retreat and to share examples of how they have incorporated their new knowledge into academic practice. Participants will also be encouraged to share their experiences of the retreat via departmental seminars and university-wide events such as both universities’ annual Learning and Teaching conferences. 
We will evaluate the retreats and produce a report. The report will also promote the view that creativity is central to academic life and a vital dimension of learning across all disciplines and courses.  We expect to see changes to curricula and to learning and teaching methods as a result of this project. This change will be supported on an ongoing basis by the project coordinators via consultancy and follow-up workshops.  Although our current project focuses on lecturers, we plan to develop our model for use with students and with others in the university who are struggling to write. 
The Ethos behind the Retreats (1):  Creativity and Learning
Today’s university lecturers are faced with many demands and pressures, and are at increased risk of stress and burnout. Many lecturers are overwhelmed by the daily task of juggling their diverse workload. For most of the year they operate in fastforward mode, with little chance for rest and reflection. In this context, learning undoubtedly suffers – both lecturers’ own learning and the learning of their students.  

Research on creativity shows that creative individuals have an intimate understanding of their own creative process: a cycle of work, rest and play which, if respected, enhances their work and their wellbeing (e.g. McNiff, 1998).  They know when and how to fill the creative well and when and how to draw from it. Even within a busy life, creative individuals honour the need to step back from their work, albeit momentarily, to reflect, refresh and recuperate. They know how to gain focus for a period of concentrated work, and how to deal with blocks to inspiration and motivation.  They have the tools to engage in a full creative cycle – generation of ideas, intense work, reflection, recuperation – over and over again. 

Our writing retreats offer lecturers an opportunity to step back from everyday work and to explore their creative process. Creative writing exercises will encourage participants to step outside the conventional ‘left brain’ academic mode of thinking and writing, and to enter a ‘right brain’ creative space. They will play with language, tell stories, explore various writing forms to find ways of articulating what they have to say, and discover new tools for solving problems. Practical activity will be interspersed with time for personal reflection and writing, and with group discussion about the creative and learning processes taking place. The retreat will also include discussion of strategies for developing creativity and making creative space in everyday university life, both for themselves and their students. 

We are running one residential and one non-residential retreat in order to compare the relative merits and effectiveness of each. The residential retreat will include a shared evening meal and an ‘open mic’ session. We will assess whether the extra time away from everyday life, and the chance for more social interaction and community-building, affects participants’ writing. 

The Ethos behind the Retreats (2) ‘The academic’ and ‘the creative’
In our view, the division often drawn between ‘the academic’ and ‘the creative’ is a false one; a split which reflects a particular epistemological stance rather than any real difference between the two. The academic/creative split is a vestige of Enlightenment thought: ‘The academic’, standing for rationality, mind and logic (and masculinity) is celebrated whilst ‘the creative’, representing emotion, body and natural processes (and femininity), is disparaged. 
Within the academy, ‘creative’ subjects are often marginalised, as are the lecturers and students in ‘creative’ areas. In many universities, creative writing is seen as a ‘recreational’ activity, a sideline to more ‘serious’ subject areas (see Hobsbaum,1992; King, 2006). This hierarchical positioning is detrimental to everyone in the academy. As a consequence, academic writing is seen as a purely cerebral activity, a task which requires great intellectual ability. Staff and students who struggle with writing often feel and are seen as not ‘clever’ enough. However, although academic writing presents intellectual ideas, the production of academic writing is mainly a creative activity. As such, difficulties experienced by academics in their writing are rarely intellectual ones. Rather, the difficulty is with the creative process, or with confidence, or with practical matters such as finding time to write. 

Our project both draws and builds on a growing body of work which examines the links between creative and academic writing and explores the use of creative strategies to develop academic writing (including Grant & Knowles, 2000; Hunt & Creme, 2002; Lee and Boud, 2003; Moore, 2003; Murray, 2001, 2002). The project is also much influenced by Gillie Bolton’s work on the value of reflective and creative writing as a developmental tool in professional practice (Bolton, 2005).
An example exercise: Laudation Poem
Who is Who

Tomaz Salamun you are a genius

you are wonderful you are a joy to behold

you are great you are a giant

you are strong and powerful you are phenomenal

you are the greatest of all time

you are the king you are possessed of great wealth

you are a genius Tomaz Salamun

in harmony with all creation we have to admit that

you are a lion the planets pay homage to you

the sun turns her face to you every day

you are just everything you are Mount Ararat

you are the perennial you are the morning star

you are without beginning or end

you have no shadow no fear

you are the light you are the fire from heaven 

behold the eyes of Tomaz Salamun

behold the brilliant radiance of the sky

behold his arms behold his loins

behold him striding forth

behold him touching the ground

your skin bears the scent of nard

your hair is solar dust

the stars are amazed who is amazed at the stars

By Tomaz Salamun
Now…

Write your own laudation and don’t feel self conscious!  Make it fantastical, make it funny, make it true, make it absurd!

Remember…..

-DON’T BE NEGATIVE!

-SAY YOUR NAME PROUDLY AGAIN AND AGAIN AND AGAIN!

-MENTION EVERY POSITIVE AND WONDERFUL THING ABOUT YOURSELF

-LIST ALL THE THINGS YOU HAVE BEEN COMPLIMENTED ON OVER TIME

-CELEBRATE YOURSELF!  

-BE CREATIVE – GO WILD!

A very modest lecturer once said……

Jessica Moriarty



You are a woman of splendour,

your orbs of blue are pools in an arid landscape

your hair cascades as a fountain of milk chocolate

you’re a mountain, you’re a tower, you’re you.

Your brain is faster than a swift, sharper than a claw, funnier than a funny girl on a funny day.

Jessica Siobhan Moriarty, you are loved the world over,

your family adore you; 

your friends worship your party trick of raising one eyebrow, 

your hedgehog joke and your impetuous champagne purchases.

Your boyfriend will never love another,

what would be the point?

You are a Casanova, an Ursula Andres, a Madonna, a Mona Lisa, a Jessica Rabbit.

Jessica Moriarty, you are a great lecturer,

do not be fooled by their sleepy eyes, their gormless gapes, they are in awe.

Inspired.

Disbelieving at your wonder, your tenacity,

your bottomless mug of tea.
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