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Creative writing in the age
of synapses

Graeme Harper

Making the change

he world changed, many people noticed, but not many reacted. Further
locusing on such a comment will certainly appear accusatory, and yet | will.
Alongside changes in ways of reading, the writing and distribution of works
ol creative writing changed. Many people noticed, but only a very small
percentage of those teaching creative writing reacted to these changes.
Because of that, much in the teaching of creative writing continues to address
a predigital world rather than the environment in which we now live, learn,
and teach. Fortunately, some of us have noticed this has happened and are
beginning to do something about it.

The specific phenomenon we need to target today clearly owes its origins
o digitalism. It has arisen out of digitalism to be our contemporary moaus
operandi, the ethos of our era, our guide, and in many ways, our gift. We can
refer to this phenomenon as “synapticism.”

Synaptic technologies are those contemporary technologies that support
reciprocal human experiences, not material manifestations, of our human
presence in the world. That is, they are technologies of action and experience,
not primarily technologies associated with materialism. Depending on the
specific device, these contemporary technologies were born when the
sometimes immediate and sometimes gradual changeover from analog to



digital technologies generated opportunities for more direct, accessible,
domesticated, and reciprocal human connections (or what can be called
“interconnection”).

Certainly,” such synaptic technologies can produce material results; that
is, they can be used to produce artifacts (in the case of creative writing,
such artifacts as novels, poems, scripts). But these technologies are not, in
essence, about materiality. Rather, they are about the human experiences
they initiate, support, and empower. They empower these in interconnected
ways. So, for example, texting on a cell phone does not primarily produce
words on a small screen. True, this material element is obvious and
undeniably relevant. But it is secondary to the cell phone’s support for an
experience of reciprocal human connectedness, often combining this with a
sense of immediacy and almost always involving a personal and interactive
conversation between persons.

The developed world in the twenty-first century is one of technological
interfaces with human experiences. Synaptic technologies, or what
might thus be also called experience technologies, produce and support
opportunities for human interaction and interconnection, well beyond the
local or regional geography of direct physical contact, at a pace of experience
and level of convenience never before accomplished. Indeed, include here
the technologies of the cell phone and the internet; in fact, include all those
contemporary digital technologies that offer experiential opportunities. They
each might also initiate and/or support material results, but that is not the
primary consequence.

As the name suggests, synapticism involves a network of reciprocal
connections or junctions, and synaptic technologies are those that allow such
connections to operate. Synapses are openings or bridges. They are nodes
in a network. These networks are not based in linearity. By being structured
in a nonlinear fashion, networks of this kind support and both literally and
metaphorically encourage nonlinear thinking and acting.

Digitalism, as we most often consider it today, is associated specifically
with the arrival and rapid spread of digital media technologies toward the
latter part of the twentieth century. This contemporary instance is not the
only instance of the digital in human history. The digital has a wider definition
and the digital technologies we associate with our contemporary world are
distinct to our era. That said, digitalism generally means the bringing together
of discrete interrelated entities rather than a continuous connected linear
flow in one direction. It involves joining together to create interconnected
experiences and the opportunity for nonlinearity. So, for example, digital
sound technologies produce less distortion because an increase in capacity

can be addressed by adding more data units at points in a sequence, whereas
analog sound technologies rely on maintaining a continuous linear flow, and

thiss tho ikelihood of distortion nses with mcroanes i the size ol matenal 10
- I;t‘»:,uih:: arity means an opportunity 1o t;nlnl)lll(': _mou: -or in‘l(;lconr?ecl
aroater, and 1o do so successtully. That these il(‘id.li"l()ns might .not t?e mn:
sngle ine of connectivity is exactly what the Qefmltlons of nonlinearity a
inlerconnection suggest. But there are other things he_rg as well. ;

In creative writing pedagogy, imagine a set of activities, en.courageme:h:[
ind alignments that were not fixed on an end re_sult——that is, a_ctlogfs i
jolate to the learning of ways, modes, understandlngs_, and relationships; :
aueence a creative writing pedagogy that is about the lpterconnec.tednelzss c|>
human action. Whereas linear creative writing peda-rgoglcs predo_mmantyi[ rg ;ll
on notions of material completion, achievement de_fmed bY reaching altme'x etrtl] :
ond point, nonlinear pedagogics can produce a wider vangty of resu |'S marity
yea of creative writing understanding and knowledge. I'n this Y\{ay, non mle d
imakes more of the aspects that all of us involve_)d in creative writing hgve:; \:jva\; r
iucognized. Nonlinearity does not necessar.lly reduce the goal-dlrefihe (,)als
1loological, nature of much of our human action. Humans often act wi g ¢
i mnui, even if those goals can occasionally be sjhort. term, badly concely ;
of 1 the realm of the unconscious. But nonlingant.y highlights human actions
ihat linear-based technologies couldn’t easily hlghllght. . R

First, nonlinearity affirms that teleology in creative writing relatgs bot ;
oxtrinsic and intrinsic ends and values. Extrinsic ends and values in tha‘i,;:;
(oal might still be to produce final artifacts-, whether poe.ms, plays, nie u)
o1 some other end or final result. Intrinsic in that the acfuons that ma » :,.
c1ealive writing are valuable goals in themselves, that is, the explora 1;).1 ‘
and understanding that come from such exerciseg. Any teacher‘ ﬁf c(rjee: 'I(\:(
wiiling (and | say this based solely on anecdotgl eVIdehce, but wu‘;\ a \clz:lglu;‘.
ol confidence) will confirm that intrinsic goals .lr.1 creatlvg writing ave|z f“ ‘,,
whether during the production of drafts, wrltln.g of p!eces of exp (1_)'."\ )l}{
but unfinished material, reciprocal communications with family .0’,,“(;.‘(,”
about works-in-progress, investigations through doodles or sket.(.h’(,e,., ( :.1\/ ‘y
entries, or any and all of our students’ actions, thoughts, and imaginative
(.l‘gijar?firr:ﬁgziély, it is the extrinsic goals of creative writing, n9t jl\(: mlm'ns‘;u ‘
ones, that have been promoted and most discussed cultu_rally in lh(lz 'T I :( I«I \', :
period—the period in which the sale of pro.ducts emerglf]g out ()' (4';(".1“"

writing became tantamount, that is, primanIY from the- elghtgelxi ) lnv\;v § ‘v

{0 the later twentieth century. During this tlme., the intrinsic g|1‘n:|. ‘,. -

often ignored, downplayed, misunderstood, or mlsrepresented. mml.. ‘u' , &

this, we saw such things as the elevation of the no.tlon that to un '. | s'-l .

creative writing you had to read certain kinds of written work§ mo I.l «‘; ‘ ;

defined as “literature,” that you had to study these to be able 1o value an



ultimately understand the actions ol under taking creative willing generally,
and equally that your creative endeavors were most worthy if you produced
certain kinds of finished works and less worthy if you did not. We might
ask whether this is a misrepresentation or a misunderstanding of its
intrinsic nature, or both. Additionally, we might ask if my assessment is
overly harsh because material results are of course part of the undertaking
of creative writing and so, in that sense, not extrinsic. Nevertheless, such
value judgments often had something of the extrinsic about them, being
located in the material artifact rather than in the undertaking and experience
of creative writing itself.

When teaching creative writing, many of us continue to emphasize reaching
a final material condition more than the intrinsic aspects of the practice. It
would not be unfair to say that many still teach as if a final material object is
Paramount and the intrinsic, though so often recognized, valued, and discussed
(even if only informally), is left to occupy a liminal space. These teachers often
clearly recognize the intrinsic but cannot attend to it in their teaching or in their
declarations of the learning outcomes of this teaching. The reason for that
relates as much to the impact of physicalism on contemporary education as
it does to any criticism of those creative writing teachers. There is so often a
stated obligation to produce tangible, measurable, and fixed final results.

Secondly, both digitalism and creative writing involve multiple levels of
human engagement and action, not only action and artifacts we can see but
the movements of memory and individual writer disposition: further too,
the interaction of immediate stimuli with plains of reference that draw from
previous experience or even projected experience founded on personality
or dream or cognitive leaps of faith. Such a highlighting makes inroads into
recognizing the relationship between the creative and the critical and into
seeing these as interconnected modes of human engagement with the world.
In other words, creativity and critical thought are reciprocally connected, more
like each other than they are separate from each other.

Synaptic technologies have thus supported a significant and exciting
challenge to the narrow thrust of the modern period. If space has been
traversed by digital communication and time has been challenged—or, in
the sense declared by Henri Bergson a century ago,' real time has been
better approached and understood—has the condition of the world thus
been irreversibly altered? Certainly, space can no longer be considered in
the same way when virtual space has become as real to human sight and

hearing as physical space? Equally, real time is surely no longer the same
when the interconnected digital world of communication runs 24 hours a day
in every time zone of the world and simultancously we can visit these—
whether by tablet computer, cell phone, or however else—and be present

there, elsewhere, in some other time, while remaining in our own time, in our

o dif et 10 thona ;‘»n‘n‘liulhj*ﬂ

awn chronology, Surcly, these situation

{ 1 synaplic
prion 1o the end of the twentieth contury, o o auf contarparary syna
technological period ‘ i

Imagine more actively addressing this as an analag both 1o the tmdml.;‘ ;
attin i i B 1 lixec
ol creative writing and for creative writing podagogics. so, rather thai ey
g A : i ) wledness Ne
points of entry and determined material results, interconnectedness, W|
; i o acher thus
can be defined as reciprocal connectedness. The leamer and the teacher t

nter their conversation as an exchange that is bound only by seeking out f»:or;m
lor v;/ard movement in understanding. Imagine if this is borne also, a:, is :|:(:
! i ; §
world of synaptic technologies generally, on ex.plonng and ‘cont.extt:alslngi l;g(,
xperience of making works. Imagine exiting this conversation (if only ec;‘ . 1
i 2 . ‘ :
of the limitations of formal educational semesters or years) with results definec
novertheless according to a network of discoveries. For example,
e Student 1 improved his or her knowledge of modes of patterning in
prose;
Student 2 came to a greater understanding of structure and form;

Student 3 advanced his or her overall work in relation to voice and tone;

Student 4 improved compositional chronology, reconsidering
productively the sequence of his or her writing process;

Student 5 reexamined assumptions about the audience for his or her

finished works.

And so on. If perhaps we have not seen a change in the. properties ofhs;r)]?:fz
and time from the point of view of physics, mathematlcs, anc_i me}c ‘aew,;;
we have certainly seen a change in space and tme from the [l)omr;[ o vS| oy
human perception, human ideals, and human at'ut'udes..S.urey:j eroe N
therefore be an aligned transformation in our creative writing pedagogies.

Creative writing and synapses

What Daniel Bell2 and others described as “post-industrial somety,"f arri\S/;Eg
as it did toward the end of the twentieth century, made much of a-re OVC\,L:iting
of societies to highlight both creativity and knowledge. Crefmver e
has always involved a heightened sense ofﬂt])o:: t:;;iaelzlr;dt:ec: g:N bt
i ting and thinking upon them. 2 5

?e/err]:p;tt'ihv;ag:gio:n?:g o?a time in which creative writing will moreI I|ITera::
included in general discussions of human knowledge, more regt: ar\c/j, b
with the opportunity for its practices to be knowledgeably explore




better understood OF cowrse, | mean the nclusion and understanding ol
the actions that conslitute creative writing not just as recognition ol the
final artifacts that emerge from it, which has been a constant of the modern
period.

There’is absolutely no evidence that the kind of inscription that writing
involves, and the activities we undertake to produce these inscriptions, is

valued for such things as its immediacy, Spontaneity, and ability to address
changing needs and the fluidity of daily activities, while the written word has
been valued, very often, for its persistence over time, solidity, definitiveness,
and often formality. Creative writing has been awkwardly placed in this
relationship, not because its modes of inscription have been different from
those of other writing—largely, they are not—but because of the willingness
of creative writing to unsettle writing intentions and attitudes.

Creative writing is all about writing released from conditions of formality,
accuracy, clarity, agreed address, or aspects of recognizable voice. To say
this could be seen to be disingenuous, because creative writing does often
deal with accuracy and clarity, and its artifacts do have aspects of formality
about them. But the point is that the intention of any act of creative writing
Is not to firm up convention but to put convention into a form of relief, to
challenge, even in the most conservative of outcomes of creative writing, our
expectations of something, of form, of content, of structure, of outlook, of
voice, and more.

Thus, creative writing has always by necessity been an interconnected
Synaptic activity, one that looks to associate multiple plains of reference, the
literal and the Mmetaphoric, the current and the historical or the future: a human
activity that seeks junctions and conjunctions, bringing together emotions
with observations, Speculations with discoveries, the personal and individual
with the public and cultural. All art does these things to an extent. However,
creative writing is the only art that does these things and uses writing as its
primary tool.

of post-industrialism—are socially, economically, and personally heightened,
then the advantageous position of creative writing—with its eclecticism, its
conjoining of the personal and the cultural, its history of incorporation into
the industries of publishing, entertainment, the media and performance—in
relation to our age becomes abundantly clear.

Finally, teaching synaptically

3 v 3 ; (814 "I(‘
“ ’)( Il()(l n Whl('ll wae lIV(* \/Vllll h i HH'!‘ aven now IH. (c'" ‘
18] HALS /|

postdigital age” 1f we are to take the tachnolomes of the I‘hf‘-»l I,(‘),Y‘fi:“‘":;
have actively refined and built upon digntalism-—has ml(:n:;lhc':d '.,pa(:(,l.M“
e transformations. It has made nonlineanity a literal and mc)ta[l) un.n,‘g: “
o human understanding and interconnection. Thus, we have an m:,rrl«,‘.(n:;‘;
i reciprocal connections relating to individual anq group emp;)v:/(. »,:,i'vp
and choice, nodes of access and support for experiences that o 1()n(\ : (;
mstantly and dwell in personal as well as cultural space. Such ex:)en(n:“w. ( (;)'
wall beyond immediate surroundings, well bgyond a sequerr.ua r\d;r;rm;iw
lay-to-day. They give a stronger ontologicgl v01ce_ t'o the condltlor;s 0 ;] ;0 l":
writing that those who engage with creative writing have long know )
al and i rtant. G
; “Ilnnl:ghl'in ;:‘Oall this, if it is to advance or even to be t.rl.le rel;avant, (,r::(:t::/l:
wriling teaching must evolve to embrace the condition of our Ds;y ]r( r“(;
world, in the many instances where it has not done so already. OI)I’ J~| :‘,
will result in improved understanding, as well as greater. Iearne.:r. and t(:: :"
cmpowerment. In this, the intrinsic teleplogy of creative writing l::(l) ;] .,,,(i
brought to the fore, so that the practice is unde.rstood as hum.an- act hm;n“
the: artifacts it produces are understood as ewde.ence‘ of a. distinc e (”'
practice. Because creative writers spend sornethmg I|I.<e nlngt_y per(,u._ o
Iheir time engaged in the actions that constr_(ute creative writing, conf.sn:h;‘
then a creative writing class in the synaptic wqud where ‘rr.lost o"mw‘,
interactions are related to action. Consider such thlr?gs as deflnmg'.c:{;o“‘..
writerly choice according to the selecti.on of. technlques. and' appd!crtaki';(.;
not according to the judgments beginmn.g with fmal' artlfacts,bun e”ed “‘;‘
comparative explorations of sequential action, What mlght often be tc;d kai
compositional components of drafting; and: using our !nterconnec
to explore action and response between writer and aud.lence. o
Final artifacts produced by creative writers are often thl.ngs of greataes ,‘1
worth and beauty; they might capture in the form of a written artwork azpe(,l‘.
of human life, existence, belief, and understapdlng T[I?at touch us very ec:gi)tz
and inform us greatly. But these are not creative writing: they 'are sorlnle oan;
evidence. Because of the reflective alignment bet\_/veen crea’uvT1 -WrT::t i
digitalism, creative writing has never been so ob\{lously sometl ||r(1ng0 dis
humans use to explore and articulate our sense of life and the world.

in our age, to teach synaptically, we must:

! : o |
Keep in focus the intrinsic value and goals of creative writing as well

1 . .
as the extrinsic situations, factors, and representations of creative

writing.



e v uw noLiely on nnal artifacts o confirm the lewvisl
ol achievernoent and the level of knowledge, but tather that see those
artitacts as part of the evidence trail of writerly action.

Recall that digital technologies as we know them are distinct 1o
our age, but that digitalism is not. The particular kinds of digital
technologies that have brought about our contemporary sense are
technologies promoting, supporting, and developing experiences.

Know that creative writing, too, is experience and the artifacts that
emerge during and at the end of any instance of creative writing
Capture only a relatively small portion of the total experiences that
ensued during the creative writing. Teach to the experiences. Raise
the potential for seeing how our action informs, and the evidence of
that action and any artifacts that emerge from it.

Recognize the multiple layers of experience, observation, and
knowledge that creative writing involves—not least in its bringing
together of creative and critical understanding. Creative writing draws
from all of human discourse and engagement in the world.

Teach with synapses in mind. We know that all creative writers have
potential avenues of exploration in front of them, and that digital
technologies have opened up the possibility of synapticism and the
volume of reciprocal human connections. Teach to empower the
creation of conjunctions and meeting places, of opportunities to
Create bridges that might draw into play new possibilities in their
work.

Teach to emphasize the role of particular writing situations that define
creative solutions. Whether in relative freeform explorations, or
whether the final results are being explored as end points presented
with elements of formal expectation, teach to show that, just as in our
reciprocal interactions with others, the situation defines the solution.
Many times a writing situation can be approached with any number of
solutions.

Avoid the idea that the classroom-—whether physical or virtual—
defines the parameters of action. Creative writing is action beyond
and across boundaries. Such is the nature of the creative, but such
also is the nature of the digital (nonlinear and connective, elements
brought together for a purpose), and such boundary crossings only
assist in developing critical understanding.

Finally, allow for the learning and teaching of creative writing to take
the routes that action defines. In the digitally informed world, where

W can Create synapses with wiieh s g sctitly and culturally

v ) "
CRgjagg Wc*m‘r!dIHMNnm.np-nnh whinl sd groups loatimg ot a

L I3

115 trae that

{ HOen
kind that best uses and ancourages syisiitie Choko

Iwenticth contury mass aducation brought dowi miany f'mulllmnrv‘
ol conformity, but in the twenty lirst contury world, we can f&!.‘('t lh.{lﬁ
technologies have given us opporiunihios or mdwidualty even l!.l this
mass education world, and wheore botter, ndeod, |Im.n the Ie.mnmg
and teaching of creative writing to see that individuality flourish and

reassert itself?

And so, here we are. The world changed, many people noticed, and we moved
i, we changed too. But in the case of creative writing, we changed to return

’ s been
it the core values and goals we have always known but have not always be

«» wonderfully galvanized to pursue in formal educatfon. Creatfve.\{vrmrtg,
which has for so long been a human activity of ‘conSIdfa'rabk.a s:gmflca?cf},
flounshes in our colleges and universities. Creative wn.tmg in our age, n;
this age of synapses, will grow further as human practl?e, be' l.Jnderst(?](l):‘
imore, and flourish further. For those of us who teach creative writing, W(; ;l",
onlering an era of immeasurable opportunity to elevate the successes o

“ludents.

Notes

1 Bergson, Henri. The Creative Mind: An lntroquction to Metaphﬁsws.l ;\::Z\;v
York: Philosophical Library, 1946. Print. In this wqu, among ot ‘ er:tri:‘ic ﬁn;@
Henri Bergson differentiates between mather_natlcal tlmg or S'CI'?) | Where‘m
and real time, and notes that real time is continuous and indivisi f?'ct ream;
scientific time is divided into units and measures and _dogs_ no.t re ; makinq'
as such. It could be said that the digital c_hallenged s_m.entlflc time by (
the indivisible and continuous nature of time more visible.
Bell, Daniel. The Coming of Post-Industrial Society. Ngw York:th?crr:e:e s
Colophon Books, 1974. Print. Bell apd others spe“culatlng on the :oLr]n !
of postindustrialism spoke of wzy_s in whu;:hc’iﬁzngkgg\évﬁigsi r:aecc:) rOduy(/:tion
would outstrip economies based in manufa _ . S
. Creative writing, combining human experience with some _
g:tﬁggg;l ((:)utcomes and drawing on arange of knowlgdge et:)ndBcrl;ea;\f
actions, fits well in such a postindustrial world, as deprf:ted : yh 9:’ ,reaﬁve
as more recently defined in discussions by John Howkins o /t /(\3/1 i .
economy” (in Howkins, John, Creative Economy. How People t.a ewriting
From Ideas, London: Penguin, 2013. Print.). Iq some ways, cfrea l'fvex gl
offers a "service” to individuals and communities in terms o §_e —<tah :r e :
communication, and individual and communal empowerment; |nhon Lk -
it contributes to an economy of a certain type of knowledge excha g

formal education and elsewhere.
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Concentration, form, a}nd ways
of (digitally) seeing

Anna Leahy and Douglas Dechow

The dangers of going digital

tion Writer's Review, | expressed interest in us-in_g' digital .TO?I.S nl1 n:'\:
i r'; \I,’:nwritrilng courses but had concerns: “Some lnltfai studaesI rl::m):a()'
: ,“', ,l(;c indicate that digital modeI's mj\\l/ofk?nzt ?:d:u;;\;:;t:t :,)'?u},)()m i
(iund—curiosity, concentration—I'm ' . i
|i|ll',l.l‘|i|ﬂcld writt:s, in Nine Qates: Eéwtznng] (tjhcren ?:énzfozoizztr:}[/}aﬁfo\;. y ;‘ %
poem . . ,'biglln;'e?: ta 'Z;,rl’?ictur:r sia’::a of awareness:.pene’tratingf l’lllli‘lirl(l,
~~';‘:;:ntratl<; ' et also permeable and open.”? Hirsh'fleld goes or‘\ 1[()\{;.:;
A _OCUSG_ ’ yh‘ ay be a path toward concentration—expendec (.‘ ( ‘
Diffiayicy IFse mta\;k and successful engagement, however Iabono‘u:‘,,
s su:lslgt: I:bor 01: love.”® | wondered: how could digital mot{es ::);It):
h ;: ;:?:r]:t}ration, not distraction? How could a device that offte){i :IZ j 1‘(‘, o
)¢ p s tailored not only to the few key words we type S¢ i
’ (\:::)rﬁ: preferences encourage difficulty or effort that draws us Ir
frre
'V”I’k? ise Glick, iﬁ Proofs & Theories: Essays on Poetry, writes 1|:<:
' Oe't LOEICS)S'( a poe;m's agenda: “not simply to record the actual\xllln(m:t
I‘:l»lr(y)lx?ogu:ly create the sensation of immgrsi?: m“the .acﬁjzill\.lo.".ie.d ;,[:(;.,{
:h(: gaze is held, voice, or response, begins.” Glick isn



the diaital world here, but when | raat His ards more than 20 vears aller
then publicaton, I'm worrie o that digital 1o hiol: iy dscouraqges continuous
creation, immersion, and atlention bewng held Al all, 'mtempted 1o check
email or Facebook as I'm revising this paragaply

“We are welcoming frenziedness into our souls,”" writes Nicholas Carr
in The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains. His personal
experience echoes my own and what | observe in students:

Whether I'm online or not, my mind now expects to take in information the
way the Net distributes it: in a swiftly moving stream of particles. Once
I was a scuba diver in the sea of words. Now | zip along the surface on a
Jet Ski ¢

Carr also summarizes research that indicates students increasingly struggle
to read whole books and often skip around on a page instead of reading left
to right and top to bottom, and I've observed these behaviors in classes that
encourage students to use their laptops or phones.

Of course, the computer allows us to do, with greater ease, the things as
writers we were already doing, namely, drafting and revising. Neuroplasticity
allows repeated habits to become deeply ingrained, replacing neural paths
and rewiring us. That would be great if we always made improvements, or if
it were easy to revert to the old paths when new ones proved bad for us.

Atfirst, | didn’t know enough about other digital possibilities to be convinced
that they were all for the good. Aren't poets supposed to be scuba divers in
the sea of language? Aren't poets Supposed to read every word—and want
to read and appreciate every word? When | thought about digital—the laptop
or iPad, the software, the screen—I did not initially recognize how it might fit
the creative writing pedagogy | find to be invigorating and personalized. | had
to rethink my assumptions about the role of digital tools without undermining
my values as a teacher and a poet.

One of the texts that helped me think about going digital from the point of
view of a teacher and a pedagogy scholar was N. Katherine Hayles's Writing
Machines. There she writes,

As the vibrant new field of electronic textuality flexes its muscle, it is
becoming overwhelmingly clear that we can no longer afford to ignore
the material basis of literary production. Materiality of the artifact can no
longer be positioned as a subspecialty within literary studies.”

I know that digital modes cannot be ignored; | use them myself. More
importantly, Hayles's stance resonates with my sense that, though the rise of
electronic texts may at least temporarily threaten the entrenched practices of
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Matching digital projects to the goals of
creative writing pedagogy

i1ooks—at one time a new technology—haven't ruined literature. | draft
P 't store in my own
i Il as on paper), and | don )
ind revise on a laptop (as we : L
imemory every tidbit that ends up in my poems: As poet Dezng ,«,,,;]( 6
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doesn't think technology is the next falling sky. In his book Poetry’s arlife:

Verse in the Digital Age, Stein writes,
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Treecy g antay ol word, i y p

and o p SR,
e but also by thrusting v e culture into new pote el

awarcness, 10 polentalinges

ol

The ¢ i
i gl’f{gre an_d' so-called literary marketplace have been changing, and
€ative writing teacher should take into account shifts of the\pa;r few

rec'laiming of poetry’s origins prior to the book
N addition, Katharine Haake, in an .
; i ; essay called “Against Reading,”
on the spot pedagogically. “It's not enough,” she writes oy

for this mili ' j
et bs mlheu.. As more literary journals move: to or add online formats
€cause it trades rising printin ' i 5
. g costs for more easil i i
ol _ ) Yy rationalized and
el tmei :ess expensye software upgrade costs ang because it offers
possibilities for design and audience-venges for poetry publication

vill likely be open 1o and even encourage paetic fome st tako advantage

ol noew modia

In deciding how to incorporate digital projects inio iny poctry workshop, |
lncedimportant practical-theoretical questions. How can students be trained
vell enough with the software to become adept but mamtan tocus on—and

hoth positive and negative senses, both consciously and unconsciously—of

digntal iterations of their writing? What is the relationship among content,

lorm, and formatting, especially when a seemingly new kind of formatting—in

addition to images, audio, or video—might distract students from the language
i1-ell and make them think clichéd or thoughtless writing looks better than i
i/ What specific opportunities (e.g. video) and limitations (e.g. font choice)
itlect the poem in a new medium?

I'hese questions led me to think about which goals of my courses could be
encouraged by digital projects. A high priority in my courses is for students 1o
i1y various techniques and approaches, both in drafting and in revision. Young
wiiles, “The sublime coincides with the ridiculous, babble with referent, the
wilnessed phenomena with the combustion of name in song of dazzling
appeal, of play.”** Play! Yes, that's how I've written about creativity and
jedagogy in a recent essay called “Let's Begin in Delight™:

Creativity depends upon improvisational thinking, which we tend to call
originality, in which one thing leads to another in ways that often look
or feel random or chaotic but are actually organized toward discovery.
Improvisational thinking and the discovery that emerges depend upon
curiosity and serendipity, which work hand in hand.'s

Going digital, it seemed to me, had great potential for shaking up students’
expectations and- encouraging improvisational—though informed and
ngorous—thinking. After all, Young reminds us, “IT'S OKAY TO ENJOY
WRITING! "6

Because | had a lot of questions, | turned to my university’s Office of
Academic Technology' for advice. The two experts there oriented me
lo Wordpress'® and to Prezi™® so that | could decide whether and how to
incorporate such technology. More importantly, the director agreed to use
two of my class periods—one for each technology—to train my students in
ways that worked with the course assignments. This work can be done in
isolation by the instructor, but the support | received made it much easier for
me to try major assignments in my workshop and to do that sooner rather
than later, even if that meant | wasn‘t too far ahead of my students—who
may be called digital natives, but who are almost entirely Internet users and

not digital creators.2



Blogging in creative writing courses

Over the previous two years, I'd expenmentod with a class blog in an
undergraduate course and with individual prvate blogs m a small graduate
workshop. 1'd ironed out a few problems, such as how to keep track of

posts, in these pilots. By the Spring of 2013, | was ready for a major blogging
assignment and determined thatits primary goal was 10 establish a consistent
writing habit and, thereby, plenty of material for revision and workshopping.
| required each student to post a draft of a poem every day for a month on
an individual blog started for this purpose and to become a commenter on
several peer draft-a-day blogs. 2" ‘

This assignment—I| consciously called it a project—was worth 30 percent
of the course grade. | weighted it heavily because | wanted students to take it
seriously (spring break fell during this month) and because | needed 3 simple
way to hold them accountable for the daily-ness of the project. Priscila Uppal,
in “Both Sides of the Desk,” questions our assumptions about students’
assumptions about grading:

indicator of potential and progress. 2

That thinking guided my decisions to assign one percentage point to each post,
an all-or-nothing point per day; to do a weekly evaluation in which | checked
that each student had done a post each day, had not posted nonsense or

revision clear to students and simplified what could have been an unwieldy
grading task for me.

To say that this project worked—admil‘mdly in one undergraduate poetry
workshop and in a very small graduate wor kshop—is an understatement.
Even students who missed a stretch because they just plain forgot realized
the importance a writing habit could be to them. I'd told previous classes
how important it was to develop a habit of tegular writing, but until students
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The Prezi portfolio

I'oet Glyn Maxwell asserts,

You master form, you master time. Well, you don’t, but you give |l)u run
for its non-exchangeable money. Form has a direct effect "f‘ the s,nlcf,m,(,
beneath it, which is to say on the whiteness before and after it and where

the lines end.?

ime al
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A lew ol my colleagues have moved 1o papotless courses, but thal olten
means using Word documents, PDFs, and Blackboard to mimic as closely
as possible the written essay, the printed book, and other traditional print
exchanges. Maxwell writes “that poetry is creaturely, that creatures move
in space and time and collide with others gladly or sadly or avoid them
altogether.”?® What if a digital format could take advantage of the creaturely
nature of poems? Ideally, the altered format of a digital portfolio could serve
my pedagogical approach, not merely substitute for what | was already doing
well in my courses. :

Software like Wordpress or Prezi offers ways of seeing text differently.
An erasure poem like those by Jen Bervin based on Shakespeare’s sonnets?
differs from a sonnet even while displaying a sonnet. Even that simple erasure,
which also can be accomplished by lightening the font color of some words
in Word, is shocking to students, and exciting. In fact, Bervin's printed book
led a recent MFA student? to develop an erasure project based on George
Washington's letters, and he developed a digital component of his thesis
(with this article’s co-author Douglas Dechow) in which words disappeared
from a letter to create the poem as he read it aloud.

Prezi—an online presentation software with nonlinear, layered options for
organizing text and images—became my obvious choice for a new way to
think of the final portfolio? and to shake up notions of what poetry might be
and might become. In many ways, this Prezi portfolio?® looks very much like
the non-digital assignment I'd already honed over the years. The evaluation
criteria, which represent my pedagogical priorities and the course goals,
changed very little. | added that Prezi—the format of the portfolio contents—
needed to matter, that at least one poem’s form had to take advantage of the
medium. These criteria made it clear to students that Prezi was a tool, just
as paper and ink are tools, by which they share their poems with others. This
approach echoes Hayles's stance that a text cannot really be fully understood
without taking into account its medium.

As we neared the portfolio deadline, | made one important adaptation.
After the brief presentations—an excerpt from each portfolio—during the
final exam period, | gave students an additional 24 hours to make changes.
Given the variety of templates, organizational strategies, and uses of space
and images that students showed me in their final individual conferences, the
extra day following their presentations allowed students to learn from each
other. Perhaps because students knew that they were not merely presenting
their own work but gleaning last-minute ideas from the work of their peers,
that presentation session turned out to be exceptionally lively, with many
iterations of How did you do that? Students shared advice on how to make
text fade, use odd line angles within a poem, make someone read a poem
from bottom to top, upload a PDF, and much more. The next time | used the
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Pron portloho assignment, | devoted the last woak of classos 1o this sort ol
s axchangge
§ l'h:~ I»||:|‘('|'n,';| change | perceived in the portlohos was an ;u\-/vam:n(':ss of
(ovision. In one Prezi portfolio, the student® used a template with an me_xge;
i 1 ree, which led her to organize her portfolio contents as a m(.etaphonca
oo which she demonstrated growth, branching out, and going out on
i imb. Students, including this one, incorporated quotes from course
inxibooks as screens interwoven with revisions to CFJnvey how their reac.ilrlrlg
ol poetry and about poetry helped them rethink their own drafts. Espem.a sy;
i struggling students or those who may be on the verge of great leaps r:u
i, the semester is ending, this new medium offers a way for them to show
e their understanding of poetry techniques even if those techniques are not
salized in the poems. :
hl”::u';(;ltV::o;her Prr)ezi portfolio, the student®' added notes .to a draﬂ_:k.'g
i the track-changes function in Word but revealed one at a time—that she
iaken during workshopping. That way, the viewer could see wherel readerz
had pointed her toward revision. The next draft (and the next) a (sjz :Sir
marginal notes, lines, and symbols to indicate wﬁgt had been cut, added, |
T W(.)rked. The ease with which | could see specific changes an unders;tan(I
i student’s reasoning for those changes fostered my evaluation proc'cef;s; :
e away with a stronger sense of what these students had accomplishec
mplished. ’
: ‘I:/‘l(()):?r:xtcti"gr\:ga:gf mz as a professor was the variety amo.ng the [)()’l tiolios
vhen students moved off the 8%-by-11 format. Each portfolio had ;.1 differ :nll
look, pace, and feel—worked differently with form, spa'ce,. and I,I'A':(f (.;m‘
.ludents recognized and took advantage of developing a (:jIStlnCl [)I(Tj(:(,l. " ni
.udent,32 for instance, used a lot of white space around his poems, as we n
il ferent font colors for different parts of a draft, comments on the |m'¢:m ;“
1 whole, and notes added to indicate revision choices. He also placed:f’ dr: |
wide by side with its revision so that changes we_re clear tp me. So.m(,lnn‘«.;.,)
the revised version appeared line by line, one click at a time, forcing .lf.“' <‘
nteract with the poem slowly; without seeing the whole poem to 51:.1; l‘,
didn't know how long it would be until it ended. That poem demonstrated an
' ionship with time. '
'ulliigtrhe:g:gortgnt change | perceived was the use of Prezito create Ver's';l.?i--l;:
ol poems that could not be done on paper. Maxwell writes of_ pog’.[s V\{ho 5:,]:|
a left-justified poem 90°" and asserts, “Indents or centre—Jusltlflcat;I(?: r(,:( )y'/
ought to have some rationale.”® Prezi offers even more radical s |ftfs. L
instance, through a zooming in and a zooming out, one can create an € fe(;h:;
depth of field, of spatial depth in which the viewer c_an move closer andb a(rj d(‘;i
away from what's viewed and in which texts and lmages can be e'm fg : (,)I
inside other text and images. Prezi also allows for rotation of the entire fie



T rear wnivuU aged INCredinle play with form. in tarn, studonts ¢ ot ed

n.m'un:xlu:; more deeply than they had when working on a standard page. The

?lgltal project echoes what Loss Pequeno Glazier asserted in Digital PPoc ;1//¢e-;‘

. Whether intentionally or not, such features [physical featumr;~ of the ;m()(‘\i

indicate specific rhetorical and ideological Strategies employed to realize thr

text. . . [Mlaking the text happen is never an innocuous affair,”34 Lo
My students began to understand,

If the poet thinks that unmooring from the margin or destabilizing the space

IS a reward of freedom—and not precisely the opposite, a submission to

mortality and the perilous closeness of chaos—the poem not only won't
fly, it won't walk, it won't breathe, 3

SO extremely alert to what the blackness and whiteness represent what it
means apparently to move freely.”36 The digital portfolio helped my students
understand that poetic form hinges on apparently.

Creative writing: From course to
curriculum in digital humanities

College of Humanities and Social Sciences, which also includes the visual
arts. Seeing the opportunities for innovative courses and projects as well
as rele.v.ant twenty-first-century skills, the dean®” emphasizes that digital
humanities, or DH, should be part of this college’s future and that he wants
the college to lead our university in this area.

Matthew Kirschenbaum, Associate Director of the Maryland Institute for
Technology in the Humanities, in his article “What Is Digital Humanities and
What’_s It Doing in English Departments?” traces the history of and attempts
to define digita/ humanities. Ultimately, he decides that what he finds in t?]
Wikipedia entry isn't too bad: :

the digital humaniies, also known as hurmaiities « arputing, 5 a held of
study, research, teaching, and invention concerned with the intersoction
ol computing and the disciplines of the humanities. It is methodological
by nature and interdisciplinary in scope. It involves investigation, analysis,
‘ynthesis and presentation of information in electronic form. It studies how
these media affect the disciplines in which they are used, and what these
disciplines have to contribute to our knowledge of computing.®®

Fuschenbaum's article dates from 2010. A visit to the Wikipedia entry for
«huptal humanities three years later reveals the character and contours of the
carher definition, but little direct evidence—only the phrase “concerned with
ihe intersection of computing and the disciplines of the humanities”—of
the carlier definition remains. From that remaining phrase and its emphasis
on the intersection of computing and the humanities, we have derived a
local definition that guides our institution. At Chapman University, digital
humanities is the use of computational tools, techniques, and processes to
upport traditional and innovative modes of humanistic and artistic inquiry
ind production. A simple example of this definition in action occurred locally
when my thesis student mentioned earlier worked with Dechow to use the
jirocessing programming language to animate a digitized version of a poem,
10 that the student could visually demonstrate erasure as the poem was read
loud. On paper, the poem was good: in the digital form—with animated
crasure and voiceover—it came alive.

Despite academia’s emphasis on interdisciplinarity, most universitics
have disciplinary structures and expectations that make it difficult for DI l,
an inherently interdisciplinary field, to take hold and build momentum.® I
addition, Glazier admits, in his 2002 book, “Literature culture in general 14
slill not far from the computer phobia that existed in the early days of word
processing.”?® While our comfort as computer users and our dependence on
the internet has increased in the last dozen years, academe changes slowly,
and even | had serious doubts less than two years ago. Glazier asserts, " The
digital condition is real and present; it is quite urgent that we address the fact
ol the vibrant digital literature before us and begin the difficult drive to embrace
1.7 He argues that English departments are a natural breeding ground for
digital projects, and Dechow and | argue that creative writing programs are in
an even better position to be leaders in this interdisciplinary work.

At Chapman University, we have begun to encourage digital literary
scholars and especially digital creative writers. Dechow worked with the dean,
the English department’s chair,%2 and the creative writing faculty to create a
curriculum of DH courses within the English course listings that are open
to all arts and humanities students. Using this strategy, a critical curricular
mass, largely using existing resources, can be built within a few years. Some



gesls and attitudes push as toward the mode oF ek rag/Bailding/e ading and

AR R L LR T[S VYA T BT ) OIS0, i i © ORI " ‘"'”n
TONOWINC L ol «lll‘ Il";‘ OXIst W‘ ] ”. ’ ! 1] '“'v“i 'll“(" in "l(‘

S0me new COUrse: h 1V( l'” i"‘y l,‘ . .| : " >

]| ? 26 i 2 2 M '-Nl(]'ll “ "l w ) ,
(: o Vel -t - aches “””ld”l“ 25 il l ; S W , I ‘ ‘

. g ’ . echo l¢ (‘ @& 1 { I G‘I(“ a(xl')ll“l"y ”l” 4| ] ' 1550 IR INTE g (S1K} ' i |
p g y l [¢] yedf). Ol (¢} are t’ ; rove C l” h(.‘ len l(]'ll 'i“ ' ”" : V
om U“” e I C h I “ S I /8]8] d an j W ( ” > i . l.'”d ‘)' ”‘(' d“* “l o

year, and some are in development:

ENG 211 Introduction to Digital Media Workshop
ENG 319 Online Magazine Production

ENG 328 Writing for Video Games

ENG 375 Composing New Media

ENG 411 Advanced Digital Media Workshop
ENG 421/521: Humanities Computing

As humanists, we are inclined to read maps (Lo pick one example) as texts,
as instruments of cultural desire, as visualizations of impenal ideology, as
records of the emergence of national identity, and so forth. This is all very
good. . . . But making a map (with a GIS [geographical information system|,
say) is an entirely different experience. DH-ers insist—again and again

that this process of creation yields insights that are difficult to acquire

otherwise.*6

ENG 484/584: Introduction to Digital Humanities
ENG 4XX/5xX: Digitizing Our Cultural Heritage
ENG 4XX/5XX: Ethics in the Digital Realm

ENG 4XX/5XX: The Virtual Self & World (Theory)
ENG 512 TAB: A Journal of Poetry and Poetics
ENG 6XX: Digital Thesis

I offers literary scholars the means to invent and build new ways 1o look
il and investigate texts and offers creative writers the means to create new
linds of texts and new ways of forming, as well as formatting, those texts.
A4 a result, our DH curriculum includes courses that involve making as well
1+ using digital tools. That creative writing is already a field about making

making stories, poems, essays—puts creative writing programs in a greal

;/:/!;lle these curricular changes certainly respond to changes in the humanities
arge, these courses also reflect institutional context. Some fields, such

position to lead in DH.
One of the perceived threats that DH poses is to individual authorship, in

large part because DH projects often involve several individuals from different
k disciplines to do something extraordinary, to create a project that’s more than
Ian;tere(a:st in w;)rkmg with academic units to make use of its archives including el L
€ Lenter for American War Letters*3 i igitizati ;
and its digitization i i i
D v project in which
echow is involved. In other words, the DH curriculum emerged from the

Concepts of authorship in Digital Humanities research are already lrending
toward fluid, iterative, and distributed models. Whatever the medium,
authorship is increasingly understood as a collaborative process, with
individuals creating materials within the setting of a team that merges then
identities into a corporate [communal, not business] subject (the laboratory,

admini ion—
dministration—the dean, the department chair—recognized the potential
the technology sandbox, the research group).’

early on and made foundational curricular work happen quickly.
DHI é::r::ir;g(;:-d mY'creatlve writ-ing course, not because this shift serves a
e u L{m (IT‘S .not even listed above because the catalog description
Wor: ht orsc(q;llr‘(isae ?LgJiatl) cgmpon;l:t be included in each iteration of the poetry
ecause serves m i
f;ﬁgests that poets expose themselves to 'Xuzs\tjizggdpgt;;d? rcjz:rilt:gl;n
i ee;(:o:r(;r;nj;r:::;hr;a:;n::g; ecsci;ng:tment not eradicate traditional print—l
mz.ay look like a threat to poetry might be \:;Z(:;ir?ep; ;:Zszsgs?gg ']%er'esi Wh?t
gains.* Poets in the academy, working with colleagues, can shape DFI)-foetry ;
betl\\//lvzz: l;;zslzejvz made both within the DH community about the divide
; ‘ q make/buuld/code and those who do not. At Chapman
University, though disciplinary traditions are sometimes strong, institu?ional

I'he creative writing workshop is, of course, a collaborative space of individuals
creating materials within the setting of a team. Moreover, the arts generally
have long encouraged collaboration and are increasingly interdisciplinary.*"
T'hat creative writing has much in common with the pedagogy and professional
practices of the visual arts, which are ahead of the curve on embracing digital
modes, puts us in a position to draw from other disciplines as we renegotiate
what authorship and collaboration have long meant.

The goals and approaches of DH, then, are sympatico with the goals and
approaches of creative writing pedagogy. Both DH and creative writing are
practice-based disciplines. Our thinking shapes our practices, and vice versa.
To my delight, digital projects encouraged a heightened state of awareness in
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Game spaces: Videogames as
story-generating systems for
creative writers

Trent Hergenrader

I's a lament that all creative writing instructors haye heard if not utteu:fl
I (hemselves: “our students don't read enough.” As an.mstruc?tor myself, | w(;)l V'l
.rgue the sentiment; increasing our students’ interest in reading and expan .n:u
iheir facility with language is undoubtedly a goodthing and"a goal_worth pursFl{Jli n |
[he 2009 National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) study “Reading on t.he. i
birought good news, proudly reporting a reversal in the downward trend m(l;t? f n\‘:
i:ading among all adults including 18-to-24-year-olds,' the age _of the tradi III(().I‘I-“
«ollege undergraduate. Literary reading among respondents with §omehco ) l.,/
ducation jumped four percentage points to 56.2 percent, meaning t a'f 0\;«!
half of the respondents had read at least one novel, §hor.t stor\{: or poem !n the

12 months prior to the study. “Cultural decline is not inevitable, NEA C.halrrhr?'m
i Yana Gioia declared in the preface, concluding that the report provrdeq |ns.p|.|'u 10
news for educators at all levels, but also warned tha‘F we must remain (\;lg'lll, l:tl
against a “society full of videogames, cell phones, 1P9ds, Iapztops, and other
(:.l‘ectronic devices” that contribute to declining rates qf literacy. ' ‘
While | am heartened by this upward trend in Ilterz.:]ry reading, 'fhe _"f”"
of the report troubles me, especially the assumptlon that mamtaqnngf
culture—however we might define that tricky term——‘ls somehoYV the umqm;
responsibility of print literature. The NEA report fails to take mtodz?cco‘u':lld
that today's students do an arguably unprecedented amount of reading a



