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 Introduction


This is a workbook to accompany the anthology Words Without Walls: Writers on Addiction, Violence, and Incarceration.
 The workbook is primarily meant to serve as an aid to those who might wish to use the anthology in settings such as prisons, jails, half-way houses or rehabilitation facilities. The prompts included here are ones that we have used successfully in our Words Without Walls program in Pittsburgh, and they are linked to the readings in the anthology mostly by theme, although we have included a few craft-based prompts as well as some ice-breaker and community-building prompts. We focused for this workbook on themes we feel are of interest to the underserved communities we teach; there are numerous general craft books available already, and we didn’t feel the need to reproduce those here. We recommend, for craft, PEN’s Handbook for Writers in Prison
 , which is free to inmates who write to request a copy, http://pen.org/order-handbook-writers-prison
 , and may be purchased by instructors.

We have also included a sample diagnostic and evaluation form that we use, the idea being that anyone who wishes to start a creative writing program in a jail, prison or rehab facility, or other non-traditional classroom would need only the anthology and this workbook to get started.
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As with a traditional academic classroom, there are many ways to structure a successful creative writing class in a non-traditional space. We’ve found that a healthy mix of in-class reading, in-class writing, sharing our work and discussion gives students ways to explore the different aspects of literary arts and exercise both critical reading and writing skills. Just as important as these academic skills, our classes provide an opportunity to connect with each other and share experiences.

We generally begin our classes by asking people if they’ve written anything since the last class, then we invite them to share their work. After this sharing, we read short, contemporary writing (our favorite pieces are compiled in the Words Without Walls anthology), 
 discuss the works we’ve read and complete at least one writing exercise modeled after the piece. We believe that one of the best ways to teach creative writing is to read good writing and then work with prompts that model that writing in some way. Sometimes the modeling has to do with an emotional or intellectual response we hope the piece has inspired; sometimes the prompts have to do with asking our writers to model a kind of bravery in writing shown in the piece they read; and other times we ask them to model an aspect of craft. We try to give options for writing either prose or poetry for most prompts, although it would be easy enough to teach a unit specifically on poetry, fiction, nonfiction or screenwriting using the readings and prompts. We’ve followed the themes in the Words Without Walls
 anthology in presenting many of the prompts, and we’ve successfully taught several multi-genre creative writing classes using these themes exclusively.
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We also often utilize exercises that allow students to go beyond simply writing; we’ve incorporated map-making, body-collage, collaborative writing and performance into our classes with success. For new writers, activities beyond the page often help inspire creativity and connections. Exercises that incorporate familiar written forms beyond formal poetry or prose like list-making and letter writing are also great ways to access the written word without the pressure of creating “perfect” work.

Teaching in non-traditional spaces bears a strong resemblance to teaching in any other kind of space. The essential qualities needed for a successful class are still present: community building, curiosity, rigor, risk taking, critical thinking. But there are unique factors at play in these spaces that teachers should consider when planning classes. The first is flexibility. As teaching artists entering a facility with its own rules, social norms and schedules, it’s important to learn as much as possible about the ways in which the institution works and be flexible in terms of how your class fits into the culture of the institution. This may mean creating an exercise at the beginning of class that allows for a “soft” start time, or creating time at the end of the class for independent work, knowing that students may need to leave in staggered groups. It’s important to know that you may be interrupted, cut short or cancelled due to circumstances 
 outside anyone’s control. This kind of uncertainty can be challenging at times, but it’s also an invitation to treat the time you have with your students as sacred and productive. Flexibility is also important because the enrollment and attendance in your classes may shift considerably and abruptly throughout the course of your workshop. Creating lessons that both stand alone and work within the scope and sequence of your curriculum is one way to accommodate for this kind of shifting attendance.

It’s also important to find out as much as possible about the lives of your students. Do they have time for independent reading after leaving your class? Do they have access to a library or computers? Are they allowed to bring class materials back to their housing spaces? How comfortable do they feel keeping a writer’s notebook in their housing facilities when their materials are always subject to search or seizure? The answers to these questions may determine important aspects of your class, including expectations about homework.

Another issue important to consider is the issue of authority. How do teachers establish and maintain authority? Where is the sweet spot between authority and freedom in the classroom, and how do we as teachers empower students and guide them? These questions are especially nuanced and complicated in non-traditional spaces, especially those where power, control and authority are the currency of daily life. In spaces where every moment is structured and accounted for, the permission for quiet contemplation is rare. The opportunity to disagree with an authority figure and be respected is almost non-existent. The idea of agency over one’s day or the ability to pursue an individual interest is gone in prisons, jails and other closed facilities. Your classroom may be the only space within the institution that allows for respectful debate, critique of conventional norms or self-direction; all qualities that are required to explore and make art. It is important that you create opportunities inside your classroom to encourage these actions, that you encourage this artistic and creative process to play out within a safe space. What we have found is that writing with students, sharing one’s own work and encouraging students to disagree speaks more to your confidence and authority than almost anything else. The ability to facilitate difficult discussions and share personal experiences gives an instructor more legitimacy and authority than any instructional 
 lecture ever could.

Finally, it’s important to be flexible enough that you can respond to the needs and desires of those in your class. Try to keep your finger on the pulse of what is engendering passion and excitement in your students in order to keep them engaged. Don’t have a narrowly defined, unchangeable syllabus. You will have some students who show real writing talent. Encourage them. Others may develop emotional maturity through writing, and should be encouraged to use writing as a tool to help with healing and psychic growth. If it’s possible, arrange to publish a chapbook of the best writings at the end of the course, and share information about community workshops that might be available when they are back in the free world.
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 Inspiration


If you belonged to the Ojibwa or some other rooted people, when you returned from a long and perilous journey, your family and neighbors would ask if you had learned a new song, met a new animal, come upon a healing herb or a source of food or a holy place. What vision had you brought back for the community?


—Scott Russell Sanders


The purpose of art is to lay bare the questions that have been concealed by the answers.


—James Baldwin


Art is not a mirror held up to reality, but a hammer with which to shape it.


—Berthold Brecht


To create one’s own world in any of the arts takes courage.


—Georgia O’Keeffe


Stories are the secret reservoir of values: change the stories individuals or nations live by and tell themselves, and you change the individuals and nations.


—Ben Okri
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 Beginnings, Icebreakers and Community Building Prompts



 
 Practice writing every day this week. You can write about what happened in your day, what you dreamed about, what problems you’re having, what you feel like eating … absolutely anything counts as writing as long as your hand is moving.
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Sometimes the most difficult part of writing is the beginning. If you’re having trouble thinking of something to write about try some of these phrases to get the pen moving:


      
 •    
 “What I really want to say is…”


      
 •    
 “The first thing I thought about today…”


      
 •    
 “If I could be anywhere right now, it would be…”


      
 •    
 “I am not scared of…”


      
 •    
 “I hate it when…”


      
 •    
 “I love it when…”


      
 •    
 “No one ever asked me…”
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Writers are usually borrowing and stealing from each other. When you don’t know what to write, it can help to start with someone else’s words. Here are some first lines from other authors who you can steal from. Find one of these sentences that speaks to you. Rewrite it on your own paper, and then keep writing in your own words.


      
 •    
 “It was a pleasure to burn.” (Ray Bradbury, Farenheit 451
 )


      
 •    
 “Here are some of the lies they will tell you:” (Eve Ensler, I Am an Emotional Creature
 )


      
 •    
 “Now that I’m dead, I know everything.” (Margaret Atwood, The Penelopiad
 )


      
 •    
 “A screaming comes across the sky.” (Pynchon, Gravity’s Rainbow
 )


      
 •    
 “They shoot the white girl first.” (Toni Morrison, Paradise
 )


      
 •    
 “You better not never tell nobody but God.” (Alice Walker, The Color Purple
 )


      
 •    
 “Once upon a time, there was a woman who discovered she had turned into the wrong person.” (Anne Tyler, Back When We Were Grownups
 )


      
 •    
 “Ships at a distance have every man’s wish on board.” (Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God
 )


      
 •    
 “It was love at first sight.” (Joseph Heller, Catch-22
 )


      
 •    
 “Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” (Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina
 )
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 List-Making

It can be difficult to start writing a story, poem or essay. Starting with a list is a way to get ideas on paper quickly. Once your list is finished, review it and then pick an item or two from the list to expand upon.

Prompts:


      
 •    
 Make a list of things you believe in.


      
 •    
 Make a list of words and phrases that have to do with drugs, alcohol or recovery. (See “same again,” by Nick Flynn, p. 32 for one example.)


      
 •    
 Write a list using your senses. Think of an important person in your life and write a list of words that you associate with that person. Try to think of three words for sight, sound, touch, taste and smell.


      
 •    
 Make a list of things that you carry with you every day. Make sure there are some surprising things in the list (you might be able to get away with saying you carry around grief if you also carry pens and lip gloss and post-it notes and glasses).


      
 •    
 Spend a week making lists—lists of cookies, vacation destinations, pop songs, movies, sports, modes of transportation (bus, plane, etc.), types of cars/motorcycles, countries, cities, etc. Use several categories and work on these lists everyday. At the end of the week, take the items you like or hate most and use them in a piece of writing.


      
 •    
 List all the homes you remember.


      
 •    
 List five favorite childhood foods. Write a poem or paragraph about that food and why you liked it.


      
 •    
 List five childhood accomplishments (got straight As in seventh grade, trained the dog, punched out the class bully, etc.)


      
 •    
 List five ways you are mean to yourself.


      
 •    
 Some other ideas: make a list of things you were afraid of as a child, a list of things you wanted to do when you grew up, a list of things your mother is afraid of, a list of things your character is afraid of, a list of words you would like to explain to a particular audience, a list of songs that you love, a list of places you love, a list of wounded things in your life, a list of insects you love, a list of mammals you hate.
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 Take one minute each to list:


      
 •    
 Things that are red


      
 •    
 Things you remember about your mother


      
 •    
 Smells that remind you of home


      
 •    
 Places you’d like to visit


      
 •    
 Things you’d do with a million dollars


      
 •    
 Places you’ve had sex


      
 •    
 Least favorite foods

Next, list:


      
 1.    
 Three hobbies that sound fun.


      
 2.    
 Three classes that sound fun.


      
 3.    
 Three things you personally would never do that sound fun.


      
 4.    
 Three things you enjoy doing.
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How to start telling your story? What are the most effective ways to begin a memoir or personal essay? These prompts will engage you at a concrete level and get you started with details that can lead into a story.


      
 •    
 Start with a letter to your child (or children).


      
 •    
 Start with the most disturbing image you can think of that reflects on your life.


      
 •    
 Start with the most powerfully positive image you can think of that reflects on your life.


      
 •    
 Start by describing a place that’s important to you.


      
 •    
 Start by giving us a scene of you copping, drinking, engaging in an addiction or other unhealthy behavior for the first time.


      
 •    
 Start by giving us the same scene, for the last time.


      
 •    
 Start with an image of yourself as a child.
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 Three Ways to Begin a Memoir


      
 1.    
 In the middle of things (in medias res
 ). Begin with a scene that is compelling in some way or sets the tone. It does not have to be the very beginning of the story you want to tell. You can always back up later in the piece. The idea is to catch our attention with a bit of drama.


      
 2.    
 With a powerful image. Sometimes it’s better to start with a single image of something instead of a scene. Maybe it’s a visual image of a specific place, a certain aroma you associate with a former lover, or your child’s favorite toy.


      
 3.    
 By writing a letter to someone. Write a letter to a family relative that lays out your story in a way that would help them to understand your life.
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 Prompts by Theme



 
 Getting High and Recovery


Readings:

“Instructions on the Use of Alcohol,” James Brown, p. 22; “same again,” Nick Flynn, p. 32; from How to Stop Time: Heroin from A to Z
 , Ann Marlowe, p. 53; “Under the Influence,” Scott Russell Sanders, p. 57; “Everything is White,” MerSiha Tuzlic, p.71; “23,” John Amen, p. 89; “How to Go to Dinner with a Brother on Drugs,” Natalie Diaz, p. 105; “Another Poem for me (after recovering from an O.D.),” Ethridge Knight, p. 121; “Geneology,” Joan Larkin, p. 122; “Goodbye,” Joan Larkin, p. 123; “Relapse Suite,” Christine Stroud, p. 148; “The Real Warnings are Always Too Late,” Rhett Iseman Trull, p. 152; “Addiction,” Sheryl St. Germain, p. 174 ; “The Solutions to Brian’s Problems,” Bonnie Jo Cambell, p, 172; from How I Learned to Drive
 , Paula Vogel, p. 231.

Prompts:

Write about the first time you tried a certain drug. See “Addiction” for one example.
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Addicts and alcoholics are experts in getting and using drugs. Pick something you’re an expert about regarding drugs/alcohol. Maybe it’s about how to mix a certain drink or cop in a certain neighborhood; maybe it’s about how to nurse a hangover or convince your family everything’s just fine. Whatever it is, write a “how-to” guide, explaining your expertise to a non-addict. See “Instructions on the Use of Alcohol” for one model.
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Write about observing someone who is high or drunk when you’re sober. See Scott Sander’s descriptions of his father’s drinking in “Under the Influence”; or Natalie Diaz’s “How to Go to Dinner with a Brother on Drugs” (a brother); Christine Stroud’s “Relapse Suite” (a friend); or Bonnie Jo Campbell’s “Seven Solutions to Brian’s Problem” (a wife) for examples.
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There are lots of stereotypes about addicts and alcoholics. Pick one of these stereotypes that you feel is unfair. Write about how you defy this stereotype.


 Write a poem or paragraph about your own “real warnings” based on the Rhett Trull poem.
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Using Nick Flynn’s “same again” as a model, write a poem or paragraph listing words and phrases that refer to your drug of choice. Try to arrange the words such that there is musical or rhythmic interest, as with Flynn’s piece.
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Write an abecedarian (each line or paragraph begins with a letter of the alphabet) about your drug of choice. See “How to Stop Time: Heroin from A-Z” by Ann Marlowe as one example.
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Write about a time you overdosed, creating a scene of the entire event. See “Everything is White” as one model.

[image: ]


Write a poem or paragraph about the first time you told someone you wanted to get clean or sober. See the “23” poem by John Amen for an example.
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Begin a poem or paragraph about drug use with “the truth is.” See “Addiction” for an example.
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Write a poem or short paragraph about where your drinking or using might come from. Start with “I come from alcohol (or insert drug of choice).” See “Genealogy” as an example.
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Write a poem or paragraph saying goodbye to drinking or using as if you were saying goodbye to a lover. See “Goodbye” as an example.
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Write an angry poem about recovering from an overdose. See “Another Poem for Me (after Recovering from an O.D.)” as an example.
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Write about the advice you got from a parent or mentor about how to drink or use drugs. See Paula Vogel’s excerpt from How I Learned To Drive
 as an example.
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 Writing the Body


Readings:

“Ode to the Man Who Leaned Out the Truck to Call me Nigger,” Roger Bonair-Agard, p. 96 ; “Clitoris,” Toi Derricote, p. 102 ; “Home Girl Talks Girlhood,” Allison Joseph, p. 117; “Language of the Brag,” Sharon Olds, p. 133 ; “Eating,” Sheryl St. Germain, p. 144; “Disappearing,” Monica Wood, p. 206; “hunger blog,” Eve Ensler, p. 218

Prompts:

Write a poem about feeling others eyes examining your body, and how that examination made you feel. See “Home Girl Talks Girlhood” or “Ode to the Man Who Leaned Out the Truck to Call me Nigger,” for examples.
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Write about a scar on your body. How did you get it? What does the scar mean to you?
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Write about a time when your body changed.
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Pick a part of your body that you love. Write about it in detail. What does it look like? Smell like? What does it do for you? Why do you appreciate it? See “Language of the Brag” as one model.
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Using “Clitoris” as a model, write in a loving way about an intimate part of your body.
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Write some prose or a poem about gaining or losing weight. See “Disappearing” for a model.
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Choose a part of your body to outline on a piece of blank paper. Write a list of words or phrases inside your outline that describe what this body part does for or means to you. Try to think of both negative and positive qualities and then use those words in a poem or piece of short prose.


 Have you ever had an experience where you felt you were being judged unfairly because of some part of your body? Maybe it’s your skin or your hair, your breasts or your height. Write a poem or piece of prose that responds to the judgment.
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Sometimes we feel betrayed or challenged by our own bodies. Write a piece about a time you were ill, injured, or wished your body worked in a different way. From a bum knee to near-sightedness to diabetes, write about the difficulty of having a body that doesn’t always behave.
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 Roots and Wings: the Family


Readings:

“Introduction to Beyond Desert Walls
 ,” Ken Lamberton, p. 35; “Men We Reaped,” Jesmyn Ward, p. 81; Jen Ashburn “Schubert’s Unfinished Symphony,” p. 91; “How to Go to Dinner with a Brother on Drugs,” Natalie Diaz, p. 105; “I Go Back to May 1937,” Sharon Olds, p. 132; “The Real Warnings Are Always Too Late,” Rhett Iseman Trull, p. 152; “River of Names,” Dorothy Allison, p. 159; Push
 , Sapphire, p. 198; from The Things They Carried
 , Tim O’Brien, p. 183; from Why We Have a Body
 , Claire Chaffee, p. 213; from How I Learned to Drive
 , Paula Vogel, p. 231.

Prompts:

In “The Real Warnings,” Trull warns her parents about what she will do when she grows up. Write a poem like this to your mother, father or caregiver. What kinds of things could you warn them about, now that you are grown?
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In “I Go Back to May, 1937,” Olds imagines she can go back in time and speak to her mother and father as they are meeting. What would you want to say to your parents if you could go back in time to before you were born? Use Olds’ poem as a model.
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In “How to Go to Dinner With a Brother on Drugs,” Diaz presents a portrait of her brother as a meth addict using the situation of going to dinner as a context for the portrait. Write your own portrait of a family member or loved one on drugs and what it might be like to do something with them—either go to dinner, go to a movie, go swimming, any activity that will allow you to present a portrait of them.
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In the excerpt from Push
 , Sapphire evokes a very difficult relationship with her father through graphic scenes. What makes this excerpt so powerful? Can you write about a scary time with a family member that evoked emotions of both disgust and love?
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 In “Introduction to Beyond Desert Walls
 ” Lamberton writes about the ways in which his wife Karen was a support for him while he was in prison. Write a paragraph about someone in your family who was a big supporter of yours when you were in trouble.
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Although “The Things They Carried” is not a story about blood family, it is a story that evokes the strong brother-bond that men who fight in wars sometimes develop with their comrades. Using very specific details, as O’Brien does, write about someone who is not your blood relative, but feels as close or closer to you than your blood relatives.
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In “Schubert’s Unfinished Symphony,” the speaker’s mother is playing the piano. The poem is a characterization of the mother; without telling us anything outright about the mother’s personality or emotional state we learn about her through an activity the daughter is watching her do: play the piano. How do you feel about this mother after hearing about her piano playing? Write a poem or prose where you characterize someone by an activity alone.
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In “River of Names” Dorothy Allison lists a series of family tragedies. Write about your own family disasters using Allison as a model.
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Try writing about yourself through a family member’s point of view. Use Chaffee’s excerpt from Why We Have a Body
 as a model for creating a complete family portrait through short monologues told in different voices.
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Other Family Prompts:


      
 •    
 Write about something you’d never tell your mother.


      
 •    
 Pick one of your parents and write about a trait you have in common with them.


      
 •    
 Recreate a difficult conversation you had with a family member. Try to use only dialogue.


      
 •    
 Write a letter to an important family member who has died.


      
 •    
 Inheritance isn’t just about material possessions. Our parents and grandparents pass down traits, habits, recipes, songs, stories and prayers. Think of one non-material thing your family has passed down to you. This could be something positive or negative. How has it been passed down, 
 and how does it show up in your life today?


      
 •    
 What would you change about your family? Pick one difficult thing about your family and write about how you would change it. Imagine a family where this challenge isn’t present and try to write about how things would be different without it.


      
 •    
 Sometimes those who are closest to us are not actually our birth or extended families. Write about someone who you are not related to, but who feels like family. What are the essential traits that define “family”?


      
 •    
 What is a food that is very special to your family? Write about this food, why your family likes it, and if it is something you know how to cook, write about how you learned to make it.


      
 •    
 Write down a recipe you love that you learned from someone in your family, and make a poem or short story out of the recipe.


      
 •    
 Write about your father. If you do not have a relationship with your father, think about what you wish your relationship was, or about a relationship you have with another man.


      
 •    
 Write about your mother’s hands.


      
 •    
 Write about an argument you recently had with a family member. Write the story from their point of view. What problems did they have with you? What criticisms did they have of you?


      
 •    
 If you have children, write describing yourself through their eyes.


      
 •    
 Write about something you and your family share. This could be a personality trait, a character flaw, a favorite food, a religion, or a physical trait. How do these similarities bond you?
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 Giving Thanks: Gratitude


Readings:

“Kindness,” Naomi Shihab Nye, p. 130; “Thanks,” W.S. Merwin, p. 128; “Love After Love,” Derek Walcott, p. 153; “Untitled,” Gary Young, p. 156.

Prompts:

Using Naomi Shihab’s “Kindness” as a model, think of one positive quality you think you’ve gained through your struggles and write a paragraph or poem about that quality and why it’s so important.
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Use “Thanks” as a model and mix up some of the darkest times of your life with the phrase “we are saying thank you” or “I am saying thank you.”
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Write an ode. An ode is a poem in celebration of something you admire. An ode could be to a small thing or a very serious thing. Think of as many details as you can about the subject of your ode.
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Write a poem or paragraph of celebration to a beloved. Use Gary Young’s “Untitled” poem as a model. Use something very specific from the natural landscape (as Young uses the locust) to evoke your love for this person.
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Write a letter to someone who doesn’t know how grateful you are for their friendship, encouragement or support.
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Think of a time someone did something for you that you weren’t grateful for at the time, but now appreciate.
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In “Love After Love,” Derek Walcott writes: “feast on life.” What in your life can you feast on? Using the poem as a model, celebrate yourself.
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 When the Lights are Out: Love and Sex


Readings:

“Clitoris,” Toi Derricote, p. 102; “Tiara,” Mark Doty, p. 110; “Language of the Brag,” Sharon Olds, p. 133; “Natasha in a Mellow Mood,” Tim Seibles, p. 140; “Young Night,” Sheryl St. Germain, p. 145; “Unfinished,” Franz Wright, p. 155; from Swimming Sweet Arrow
 , by Maureen Gibbon, p. 177; from Why We Have A Body
 , Claire Chaffee, p. 213.

Prompts:

Use Maureen Gibbon’s line “This is what they never tell you about being a girl …” What were you never told about being a girl? What were you told about sex as a young woman? Did anyone give you information or advice? What were you clueless about?
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Using “Young Night” as a model, write about an abusive experience you had that involved a lover or spouse.
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Make a love timeline. Start with your birthday, and end with today. Try to think of important moments in your life that deal with sex and love. These moments might involve romantic relationships, sexual encounters, your first kiss, marriage, divorce, betrayal, death . . . whatever moments stand out as significant for you. Choose one of the points on your timeline and write about it.
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What does desire mean to you? Do you know anyone who has died because of a desire that was uncontrollable? Write an ode to that person and his or her desires. See “Tiara” for an example.
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Claire Chaffee describes the experience of a first lesbian experience in Why We Have a Body.
 Write about a first time you experienced sex or love in a new or unexpected way.
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Write about the first time you had sex.


 What were you told about what sex means to a man or woman? Did you have a man or woman in your life who gave you advice about how to romance a partner? Write what advice you were given about love and sex.
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Now write the advice you would give your child about love and sex.
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Write a poem or short prose piece about non-sexual love.
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 Behind Closed Walls: Incarceration


Readings:

“Coming Into Language,” Jimmy Santiago Baca, p. 3; “Introduction to Beyond Desert Walls and Desert Child,” Ken Lamberton, pp. 35 and 41; “Turtle Suit: a How To Guide,” Terra Lynn, p. 50; “Everything is White,” by MerSiha Tuzlic, p. 71; “Thirty Minutes,” “Red Onion State Prison” and Ghazal,” Dwayne Betts, pp. 92 and 93; “Allegheny Ford Trucks,” Stephon Johnson, p. 112; “Anything for Johnny,” Eric Boyd, p. 168.

Prompts:

Read “Coming into Language” and note how Baca introduces us to the first book he reads while in prison, and how it made him feel. Have you read any books while incarcerated that changed you or influenced you? Write about the ways in which the words of the book inspired you.
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Describe something you can see from your housing unit. Use “Allegheny Ford Trucks,” as a model. Use sensory details so that you bring the object alive for readers. You might also invent something you would like
 to see outside your unit, but be sure to use physical details. Note that Hayes imagines he can speak to the people he sees outside his window. What would you say to someone looking at you looking out of a jail or prison window?

[image: ]


Write a how-to guide about an aspect of incarcerated life. Use “Turtle Suit: A How-To-Guide” as a model. You might, for example, write a how-to-guide on how to eat dinner while incarcerated, how to sleep in a cell or pod, how to make friends, how to make parole, how not to make parole, etc. You can be serious or sarcastic.
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In “Everything is White,” part of the story the writer tells is gender specific; she is a young woman who is pregnant and in jail. She addresses issues of fear, as well as issues of not crying. Write about incarceration from the point of view of your gender. How might life inside be different for women rather than men? What aspects do you imagine might be the same?


 In “Thirty Minutes,” Betts narrates a memoir about how a bad choice he made at sixteen, a choice that took all of about thirty minutes, led to him being imprisoned for many years. Write about your own thirty minutes, or about any time where you made a choice whose repercussions were profound. This can be a choice you regret, or one you do not regret.
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In “Anything for Johnny,” a story about leaving jail, Boyd begins the story with “It felt like being born,” a line that occurs very near the end as well. Write a narrative of entering or leaving prison or jail or some other place of confinement using this same technique. You can use the same sentence Boyd uses, or choose another. The idea is that the second time you hear the sentence it should resonate more deeply, and perhaps a little differently, with the reader.
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In “A Place to Stand,” Jimmy Santiago Baca describes how language became a metaphorical steady ground on which he could stand. What is your steadiness while incarcerated? Is there any solid ground you can stand on?
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Other Prompts on the Theme of Incarceration:


      
 •    
 Challenge yourself to find something unexpectedly beautiful in your surroundings. That could be a small glimpse of nature, the kind words of a friend or a piece of good news. Write about the search for beauty in difficult circumstances.


      
 •    
 Choose a sense other than sight (sound, touch, taste, smell) and observe your surroundings with particular attention to that sense. Write a poem or short prose piece that describes your environment using a single sense.


      
 •    
 Rituals are present in any environment. Find a ritual of incarceration and write about it.


      
 •    
 There are many stereotypes about incarceration. Think of one stereotype outsiders might have regarding jail or prison and write a poem or piece of prose that defies it.


      
 •    
 Rants are a form of writing that allow for a strong critique of something you dislike. Write a rant about a specific aspect of incarceration.


      
 •    
 Write a letter to someone arriving at this facility for the first time. What should they know about life here? What advice can you give them?


      
 •    
 Writers often use magical elements, symbols and allegories 
 as a way to discuss events that are taboo or off-limits. Write about your incarcerated life, but instead of strictly describing your experiences in realistic terms, use symbols or magical elements to allow readers added insight into your life or ideas.


      
 •    
 Write a list of things you have learned while incarcerated.
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 Violence


Readings:

“Fight,” Greg Bottoms, p. 16; “Men We Reaped,” Jesmyn Ward, p. 81; “Jojos,” Christopher Davis, p. 100; “The Elephants,” Natalie Diaz, p. 103; “The Black Eye,” and “Beating,” Natalie Kenvin, p. 119-120; “The Impossible,” Bruce Weigl, p. 154; from The Things They Carried
 , Tim O’Brien, p. 183; from Black and Blue
 , Anna Quindlen, p. 195; from Push
 , Sapphire, p. 198

Prompts:

Using “Beating” as a model, create a scene or write a poem about a beating you witnessed or were part of, using specific details. You could choose to write from the point of view of a child, as Kenvin does. Try to end with a line or two that moves away the literal event and opens up to reflection in some way as Kenvin does.
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Using “The Black Eye” as a model, write a poem or paragraph about a black eye or bruise you once received. Focus on using suggestive imagery to describe what the bruise looks or feels like.

[image: ]


In the excerpt from Black and Blue
 , Anna Quindlen moves from being present in an act of violence to reflecting upon it with distance. Try writing about a violent act that you experienced in real time and from which you now have some distance. Try to move back and forth between points of view to show both emotional impact and reflective insight.
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In “Elephants,” Natalie Diaz describes her brother after having experienced war. Tim O’Brien describes the violence of war in an excerpt from The Things They Carried.
 If you have experienced war or are close to someone who has, write about the sensation of coming home after having been in a war zone.
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Tim O’Brien tells the same story several times in his excerpt from The Things They Carried.
 Describe a violent scene several times. Each time, change something significant. Play with the setting. Add 
 and subtract characters. Try to capture the essential truth of the scene each time, but experiment with the facts surrounding that truth using O’Brien as a model.
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Many violent acts include sex. Anna Quindlen, Sapphire, Bruce Weigl and Natalie Kenvin all describe violent sexual relationships. Write about a time sex and violence intersected in your life. Try to pay special attention to describing the body and how both sex and violence involve a closeness between two people’s bodies.
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In “Men We Reaped,” Jesmyn Ward writes, “That year, the world outside our house taught me and my brother different lessons about violence.” What did the world teach you about violence as a child?
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Write a fight scene from two opposite points of view. Try to capture the different versions of truth that happen in any fight by diving deeply into the minds of the participants involved.
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 Craft Prompts: Poetry




 
 Ghazal


Reading: “Ghazal,” Dwayne Betts, p. 92.

A ghazal is a poetic form made up of at least five couplets—and usually no more than fifteen. The couplets are structurally, thematically, and emotionally autonomous. The poet Agha Shahid Ali, who introduced it, in its classical form, to Americans, compared each ghazal couplet to “a stone from a necklace,” which should continue to “shine in that vivid isolation.”

Each line of the poem must be of the same length. The first couplet introduces a scheme, made up of a rhyme followed by a refrain. Subsequent couplets pick up the same scheme in the second line only, repeating the refrain and rhyming the second line with both lines of the first stanza. The final couplet usually includes the poet’s signature, referring to the author in the first or third person, and frequently including the poet’s own name or a derivation of its meaning.

Traditionally invoking melancholy, love, longing, and metaphysical questions, ghazals are often sung by Iranian, Indian and Pakistani musicians.

Betts’ ghazal uses the word “prison” as the main refrain in his poem, which seems appropriate for the subject matter. His poem comes from a series of poems written by a persona he calls “Shahid,” which is why that name appears at the end of his poem.

Write your own ghazal, following the guidelines above.
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Imagery, Metaphor and Simile


In an image
 the author uses words and phrases evoking one or more of the senses to create “mental images” for the reader. “Red Onion State Prison” is a poem made up primarily of visual imagery as in the first stanzas: “A warehouse of iron/bunks: straight lines/& right angles/flush against the gutted/side of a mountain.” When Sharon Olds wants to evoke, powerfully, what it is like to give birth, she uses both visual and tactile imagery in “The Language of the Brag”: “I have dragged around my belly big with cowardice and safety/stool 
 charcoal from the iron pills,/huge breasts leaking colostrum,/legs swelling, hands swelling,/face swelling and reddening, hair/falling out …”

A metaphor
 is an image in which an implied comparison is made between two unlike things that actually have something in common. A metaphor expresses the unfamiliar (the tenor) in terms of the familiar (the vehicle). Metaphor is one of the deepest, most essential elements of poetry and knowing. A simile
 operates like a metaphor except that it uses “like” or “as.” When Franz Wright wants to suggest what it was like to kiss a woman, for the first time, in her most intimate place, (“It was like touching a bird’s exposed heart/with your tongue”) he uses simile to evoke how fragile and vulnerable and precious the act was for him. A metaphor states or implies that one thing is another, whereas a simile suggests one thing is like another. You would use metaphor or simile in a poem or piece of prose because it is the best way to render a feeling, emotion or idea. When Betts writes at the end of “Red Onion State Prison” that “ten thousand/years of sentences/beckon over heads & hearts,/silent, a promise, like mistletoe,” he is using simile to suggest the ways in which prison sentences are, oddly, like promises, like the hope of standing under a mistletoe where you may be kissed.

Write a poem or piece of prose that uses imagery, simile or metaphor to bring alive something you feel strongly about. Don’t forget to use imagery that speaks to one or more of the senses (sight, taste, hearing, smell and touch).
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Ode


Readings:

“Ode to the Man Who Grabbed My Arm in the Bar” and “Ode to the Man Who Leaned Out the Truck to Call me Nigger,” Roger Bonair-Agard, pp. 94 and 96.

The word ode
 comes from the Greek aeidein
 , meaning to sing or chant, and belongs to the long tradition of lyric poetry. Originally accompanied by music and dance, and later reserved by the Romantic poets to convey their strongest sentiments, the ode can be generalized as a formal address to an event, a person, or a thing not present. 
 Some well-known odes are John Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn” and Percy Shelley’s “Ode to the West Wind,” but odes can be written on less weighty subjects. Pablo Neruda has written an ode to his socks; Bernadette Mayer has written an ode on periods (the female kind), and Sharon Olds has written an ode to a tampon.

Write your own ode, picking an event or object that feels worthy of it.
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Persona



Persona
 comes from a Latin word “persona
 ” that means the mask of an actor. In poetry, a persona poem is a poem that is written in the voice of a character clearly different from the poet. The character can be an actual person, as in Christopher Davis’ poem “The Murderer,” in which the poem appears to be written in the voice of an actual murderer. Tim Seibles chooses to write in the voice of a cartoon character from The Rocky and Bullwinkle Show.
 You can choose to write in the voice of a fairytale character (Red Riding Hood, Sleeping Beauty) or a mythological character (Medusa, Odysseus), or a historical or pop culture figure. You should have some reason for choosing the persona you do, however; if the poem works, it will work because you have been able to say something in this persona that you would have found difficult to say otherwise. Think about the Davis and Seibles poems: why choose to write a poem in the voice of a murderer or cartoon character? What do the poems achieve because of their personas?

Write a persona poem.
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Prose Poetry


Not all poems have to rhyme or have traditional meter or lines. The prose poem has a long literary tradition in Europe and America. A prose poem uses all the literary devices a lined poem might (compressed language, imagery, musical devices), but it is written in the form of prose. Sometimes it has a story or narrative quality to it. Read Heather McNaugher’s “Untitled” poem and ask yourself why 
 she might have chosen the prose form for it.

Write a prose poem about a moment in your life where you had to choose between one important thing and another.
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Rhyme


There are many different kinds of rhyme. Here are a few:


Assonant rhyme


Rhyming of similar vowels but different consonants.


example:
 dip/limp


Consonant rhyme


Similar consonants but different vowels.


example:
 limp/lump


Eye rhyme


Based on spelling and not on sound.


example:
 love/move


Identical rhyme


Uses the same word to rhyme with itself, however may hold a different meaning.


Near rhyme (half, slant, approximate, off, oblique)


Final consonant sounds the same but initial consonants and vowel sounds are different.


example:
 taught/sat


Perfect rhyme (exact, true, full)


Begins with different sounds and end with the same.


example:
 pie/die


Rich rhyme


Word that rhymes with its homonym.


example:
 blue/blew

Rhymes should not be too predictable unless you are writing for young children. One way to make rhymes more nuanced is to use uneven lines (say, a long line followed by a short line) or to use enjambment, 
 that is, not to have terminal punctuation at the end of a line (we call lines that are terminally punctuated “end-stopped”), but to force the reader to go to the next line. See how this works in Gwendolyn Brooks’ “The Mother”:

“I have heard in the voices of the wind the voices of my dim killed children.

I have contracted. I have eased

My dim dears at the breasts they could never suck.

I have said, Sweets, if I sinned, if I seized

Your luck …”

The lines that end with “eased” and “seized” are enjambed, and force the reader to go to the next line to complete the thought, thereby putting less pressure on the rhymes of “eased” and “seized.”

Another way to lighten rhyme in a poem is to use near or off-rhyme.

Write a poem that includes both enjambment and near or off-rhyme.
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Synesthesia



Synesthesia
 literally refers to a medical condition in which one or many of the sensory modalities become joined to one another, but in literature it refers to the depiction of a strong connection, conflation or mixing of the senses. Synesthesia is the conflation of the senses. “The sun tastes like butter on the tongue” is one example of synesthesia. We know that we can’t taste the sun, but this sentence goes beyond the literal to express a deeper, more complex feeling about the sun.

In Jimmy Santiago Baca’s essay “Coming Into Language” he writes that he was “born a poet one noon,” and that “the language became the grass, speaking its language and feeling its green feelings and black root sensations.” Imagining that grass could “speak” a language and “feel” is a kind of synesthesia. Write a poem or paragraph utilizing synesthesia to get at a feeling you otherwise would find difficult to express.
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 Sectioned Poetry


Sectioned poems contain independent pieces that also function together in some important way. Sometimes they are numbered, as in Sheryl St. Germain’s “Young Night,” and sometimes each section has its own title but relates in a deep way to the others as in “Relapse Suite” by Christine Stroud. You might choose to write a sectioned poem because you want to be both lyric and narrative. The pause between the sections also offers readers an opportunity to reflect.

Write a poem that has at least three sections.
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Poetry Endings


Some things a poetry ending might do (but there are always exceptions!):


      
 •    
 feel like a closure, not just like stopping


      
 •    
 echo somehow with the rest of the poem


      
 •    
 provide an “afterglow” or “ring”


      
 •    
 provide a resolution or calming of music, rhythm, syntax, theme, etc.


      
 •    
 “end with wisdom” (Robert Frost)


      
 •    
 “revise toward strangeness” (Brenda Hillman)


      
 •    
 surprise or startle us into rereading the poem


      
 •    
 move us to see something in a new way

Write a poem with an ending that accomplishes one of the above.
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Poem Titles


Poem titles often function as an extremely important part of a poem. Not only can they describe or give necessary information and context for a poem, but they can interact dynamically with the text of the poem itself.


 1. Write a short poem using one of the following as titles. The idea behind this exercise is to have you experience writing a poem from a title, instead of titling the poem afterwards.

“Song of the Wrong Response”

“Meditation on a Bobby-Pin”

“Eighty-four Days without Rain”

“One Hundred Percent Chance of Snow, Accumulating Six to Eight Inches by Morning”

“Midwest Sex Education”

“Letter Beginning with the First Line of Your Letter”

“Song for Making the Birds Come”
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2. Below are the texts of two published poems with the titles removed. Title the following poems. Be prepared to talk about why you chose the title you did. The actual titles (don’t look until you’ve done the prompt!) are on page 36. Why did you title the poems the way you did? How do the actual titles change what you understand about the poems’ intents?

A.

__________________________________________________ (put title here)

Each farmer on the island conceals

his hive far up on the mountain,

knowing it will otherwise be plundered.

When they die, or can no longer make

the hard climb, the lost combs year

after year grow heavier with honey.

And the sweetness has more and more

acutely the taste of that wilderness

author: Jack Gilbert


 B.

__________________________________________________ (put title here)

It is what draws us together

as the moon draws blood from me,

unasked for and physical,

as water comes to shore each night

because it is what’s there—

crashing, intimate, meaningless.

author: Sheryl St. Germain
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Repetition


In “Bed Sheets,” Jen Ashburn starts the poem with saying “When I remember that night, I can’t recall …” Later in the poem, near the end, she says “What I remember …” Use this same device: start a poem or piece of prose with stating that you can’t remember certain details of an event (though you might feel free to imagine, for example, “maybe her hair was black,” or “maybe it was raining,” “maybe he said something mean”). The final remembering should be something very important with which you leave the reader.
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Some Thoughts on Poetry


—adapted from the afterward to Making Bread at Midnight
 , Sheryl St. Germain Austin: Slough Press, 1995.

When we are teaching students to write, we are teaching them to grapple with that which is terrifying and magnificent in their lives. Nothing short of the necessary and the elemental will do. We are teaching them to push themselves as far as they can, to see what it is possible to say in a poem.
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 The act of writing a poem is a violent act, a ripping, a breaking away, a seeing with new eyes.
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The poet must be the one who dares say the emperor has no clothes on.
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The poem: the thing your mother most wants you not to say.
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You have to be able to take great risks, to be thought a fool, you have to be willing to go to the very edge—of subject matter, language, emotion, intellect, but you have to have the good sense not to fall off the edge. You have to be willing to sleep with death, but you have to wake up in the morning and speak clearly. There is the difference between poet and lunatic.
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Guidelines for Critiques and Workshop Discussions of Poems



      
 1.    
 Read the poem out loud at least twice before you begin to critique it. Put question marks next to any lines, images or words that seem confusing or vague or otherwise not understandable. Make sure you look up all words you do not know in a dictionary.


      
 2.    
 Before beginning to critique individual lines, look at the poem as a whole. Try to summarize, in one or two sentences, what you think the poem is trying to do. Perhaps there is no one “meaning” that the poem embodies, but all poems are trying to communicate something. What do you think this poem is trying to communicate? If you do not understand the poem, say so, and try to articulate what it is that is preventing you from understanding it.


      
 
 3.    
 Now you want to evaluate. Do you think the poem, overall, is successful? Does it function well as a whole? Were you moved by it? Were you indifferent? Why? What would the poet have to do to make you not indifferent? Does the form of the poem seem appropriate for/reflective of its “subject matter”?


      
 4.    
 Now look at the individual parts of the poem, especially the stanzas. What is the function of each stanza? Which stanzas seem especially powerful, which seem weak, or even unnecessary? Why? Does the order of the stanzas seem right? Would the poem be improved by moving the stanzas around? Are some of the stanzas too wordy, do they tell us more than we need to know, are we bogged down with information? Are some stanzas underdeveloped, leaving too much to the imagination? Why? Could any stanzas be eliminated?


      
 5.    
 Look at the individual lines within the stanzas. Are they strong, weak, effective, not effective? Why? Look at the line breaks. Are they effective? Why or why not? Could a line be broken in a different way to make it more effective? How? Are there any particularly powerful images or statements? Point them out. Are there any clichés? Point this out. Could any line be eliminated? If the poem is a prose poem, ask yourself if this form suits the poem. Would it be more powerful as a lined poem?


      
 6.    
 Look at the words, the diction. Look at any poetic devices (metaphor, paradox, persona, etc.) Consider the rhythm and music. Appropriate or not appropriate? Distracting, decorative or functional? Is there needless repetition? What could the poet do to improve the poem at this micro level? Does the language seem too prosy or conversational, or too elevated? Look at individual parts of the poem: the title, the beginning and the end. Are they working? Why or why not?


      
 7.    
 Consider this: poetry is singing wisdom. Does this poem sing? Is it wise? What insights do we gain into the human condition by reading this poem? Was it worth writing a poem about this insight? Did the poem challenge you, provoke you? If it is a good poem, what would make it a great poem? Does it seem “true,” honest?
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Actual titles to the poems on pages 33
 , 34
 : 1. “Older Women” 2. “Family”






 Craft Prompts: Prose




 
 Characters


In order to make three-dimensional characters, writers often start by creating the basic facts about their characters and moving on to more complicated and nuanced questions. Below is a brief guide to building a character. These are questions to inspire thinking about character rather than an exhaustive list of things you might want to explore about a character you’re creating.

Name:

Nickname(s):

Birthday:

Place of Birth:

Current Residence:


BODY


Height:

Weight:

Hair:

Eyes:

Body type:

What is the character’s most striking physical feature?

What is the character’s favorite part of his/her body?

What bothers him/her most about the body?

Does the character have any physical ticks or idiosyncrasies?


FAMILY


Parent’s names/ages/occupations:

Siblings:

Important extended family:

Ethnicity/Race:

Faith/Religion:

Socio-economic level:

Family secrets:

Marriage/Romantic Relationship Status:

Children:


EDUCATION/OCCUPATION


Level of highest education:

Current occupation:

Past occupations:

Dream job:


 SUBCONCIOUS


Greatest fear:

Greatest hope:

Greatest secret:

Greatest fantasy:

What does the character dream about at night?

What does the character daydream about?


ETHICS


What is the last lie your character told?

List three things the character wouldn’t admit to his/her mother:

Does the character have a “code of ethics”?

List three things the character WOULD do for a million dollars:

List three things the character WOULDN’T do for a million dollars:


EMOTIONAL LIFE


Does the character experience joy often?

How often does the character cry?

How often does the character lose his/her temper?

Has the character been in love?

Has the character had his/her heart broken?

How often does the character laugh out loud?

How often does the character experience anxiety?

What was the scariest moment of the character’s childhood?

Who is the most important person in the character’s life who has died?

Who is the most important person in the character’s life who is alive?

Is the character generally an optimist or a pessimist?

An introvert or an extrovert?


DAILY LIFE


What is in the character’s refrigerator?

What is in the character’s wallet/purse/pocket?

What three phone numbers does the character use the most?

Does the character use technology regularly? If so, how?

How long does the character usually sleep at night?

Does the character engage in any important rituals daily/weekly/monthly?

What is the character’s favorite time of day?

How much time alone does the character have?

Does the character have hobbies?

Does the character generally enjoy his/her life?

If he/she could change one thing about his/her daily life, what would it be?
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 Scene-Making


Scene is a useful and powerful technique whether writing poetry, prose or script-writing.

Scene is the most useful tool writers have to “show, not tell.” Scenes generally involve dialogue, action and reflection. They happen in a specific place and generally involve more than one person/character. They allow writers to show readers events without preaching about or judging the characters involved, letting readers draw their own conclusions. Scenes are also a way to quicken the pace of a piece of writing, because scenes invite readers into the action rather than forcing them to watch a story from the sidelines.

Some examples of scene-writing techniques in prose:


      
 •    
 “Fight,” Greg Bottoms, p. 16


      
 •    
 “Men We Reaped,” Jesmyn Ward, p. 81


      
 •    
 “Popular Mechanics,” Raymond Carver, p. 175


      
 •    
 from “Drinking Coffee Elsewhere,” ZZ Packer, p. 189

Some examples of scene in poetry:


      
 •    
 “Bed Sheets,” Jen Ashburn, p. 90


      
 •    
 “Ode to the Man Who Leaned Out the Truck to Call Me Nigger,” Roger Bonair-Agard, p. 94


      
 •    
 “Dad’s at the Diner,” Sara Ries, p. 136


      
 •    
 “Relapse Suite,” Christine Stroud, p. 148

Some examples of scene in scriptwriting:


      
 •    
 from August: Osage County
 , Tracy Letts, p. 221


      
 •    
 from How I Learned to Drive
 , Paula Vogel, p. 231

Ways to practice scene-making:


      
 •    
 Writing scene is sometimes easiest if you start with a conversation. Think of an argument you recently had with someone you know well. Write down everything that was said. Writing dialogue is the beginning of scene-making.


      
 •    
 Now add to that argument details and description about where you were. Try to include sensory details like the temperature of the room, or the color of the walls so readers can dive into the scene as if they were present. After adding setting, insert into the dialogue some actions that happened during the argument. Those actions could be something familiar like making dinner or walking the dog, or something 
 dramatic like a physical fight or a crime scene. Use the physical details of the actions to add to the tension of the argument.


      
 •    
 In “Popular Mechanics,” Raymond Carver uses almost only dialogue to show readers the break up of a relationship. Think of a dramatic moment in a relationship, and rather than tell readers who was right and who was wrong, simply report the facts of the fight through dialogue using Carver’s piece as a model.


      
 •    
 Scenes are also helpful to writers when you’re writing about difficult topics like violence and sex, which can be graphic and uncomfortable. Think of a memory that includes sex and/or violence, and try to write it without any reflection. Simply write the facts of what was said, what actions were taken and where it took place, rather than explain why the incident happened or what it meant to you. Writing “just the facts” through scene can help writers avoid sentimental or cliché moments with subject matter like sex and violence.


      
 •    
 Using Christine Stroud’s “Relapse Suite,” Sara Ries’s “Dad’s at the Diner” and Paula Vogel’s How I Learned to Drive
 as models, think of an important person in your life. Write a series of short scenes involving this person that show readers how he/she changed and what events led to that change.
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Some ideas for powerful scenes:


      
 •    
 Write a birth scene.


      
 •    
 Write a death scene.


      
 •    
 Write a break up scene.


      
 •    
 Write a love scene.


      
 •    
 Write a party scene.


      
 •    
 Write a scene in which you use a drug/drink for the first time.


      
 •    
 Write a relapse scene.


      
 •    
 Write a ritual scene. A ritual can be anything you do/did often.


      
 •    
 Write a scene where you try to do something clean and sober that you have found, in the past, to be easier to do drunk or high. Add a reflective paragraph after the scene that gives us a context to understand the scene’s present moment.


      
 •    
 Write a scene in which we see you on a day that is one of the worst days of your life.


      
 •    
 Write a scene where you are in a bad place (jail, prison, drunk, high) and follow it with an imaginative scene of where you could be if you weren’t here.
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 Flashbacks


Using flashbacks allows you to add complexity and context to your work. Flashbacks allow for character development, add historical context to the present moment in stories, and show how a character has changed over time.

Some examples of flashbacks:


      
 •    
 “Everything is White,” Mersiha Tuzlic, p. 71


      
 •    
 “River of Names,” Dorothy Allison, p. 159


      
 •    
 Excerpt from Black and Blue
 , Anna Quindlen, p. 195


      
 •    
 Excerpt from Push
 , Sapphire, p. 198

Ways to practice flashback:


      
 •    
 Flashbacks are often connected to the present moment of a story through sensory experiences. Think of a food or smell that’s particularly powerful for you. Think of the first time you experienced it and a more recent experience of it. Write about both times, moving back and forth through the past and present. Try to think about how your experience has changed from a first moment of discovery into a familiar comfort.


      
 •    
 Flashbacks can give readers insight into important people/characters. Think of an important person in your life who has died. Write about the first time you met him/her (or a very early memory), and a memory that’s close to his/her death. Moving back and forth through time, try to pay special attention to how the person changed as he/she aged, and how your relationship changed.


      
 •    
 In “River of Names,” Dorothy Allison uses flashback for most of the story to describe her family to a lover. Try describing your family through childhood memories, using a minor character (like Allison’s lover) as a sounding board for the flashback. What questions could this character ask to help move your story along? What kinds of insights could the minor character add to give the piece more meaning?


      
 •    
 Important objects can be a great opportunity for flashbacks. Think of an object you’ve had for a long time. Maybe it’s an old stuffed animal or a special quilt. Maybe it’s a piece of jewelry, a bike, or a piece of music. Write a scene in the present, where you’re using the object and flashback to when you first received it or remember having it.


      
 
 •    
 Places also bring back memory and meaning. Think of a place you know well but haven’t seen in a long time. Imagine yourself returning to that place now, and then flashback to an important event that happened there.


      
 •    
 In “Everything is White,” MerSiha Tuzlic flashes from one jail cell to another. Using this story as a model, think about a place that you’ve returned to several times. It can be someplace you wish you didn’t return to, like jail, court or rehab; but it can also be a place that holds happy memories like a mother’s kitchen or a body of water that you love. Using the place itself as the foundation of your story, move back and forth through the present and the past reflecting on place.


      
 •    
 Write about a break up in present tense, then flashback to the couple’s first encounter. Another way to complete this exercise is to write about a wedding in present tense, then flashback to the couple’s first encounter.
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Reflection



Gradually we realize what is felt is not so important (however lovely or cruel) as what the feeling contains. Not what happens to us in childhood, but what was inside what happened …


—Jack Gilbert, “Beyond Pleasure”


Reflection is a process of change … Once our experience of ‘real life’ encounters a different medium—our memories, for instance, or the writing process itself—that real life experience is changed … What we see, in reflection, is never the thing itself, but a reconfigured version.


—Rebecca McClanahan


In writing memoir, the trick … is to establish a double perspective, that will allow the reader to participate vicariously in the experience as it was lived (the confusions and misapprehensions of the child one was, say), while conveying the sophisticated wisdom of one’s current self … In any autobiographical narrative, whether memoir or personal essay, the heart of the matter often shines through those passages where the writer analyzes the meaning of his or her experience.


—Phillip Lopate


 Why Reflect?

Reflection can:


      
 •    
 Give a larger context, cultural, intellectual or familial.


      
 •    
 Deepen character and voice for both the narrator and other figures


      
 •    
 Engage the reader’s mind as well as her heart


      
 •    
 Slow the narrative down, causing readers to linger and reflect themselves


      
 •    
 Be the primary creator of meaning
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Prompts to sharpen reflection in your work:


Try for a different lens.


If you’ve written all close-up scenes, snap on a wide-angle lens and pull back for the big view. If you’ve written all distanced summary, apply the close-up lens of scenic detail.


Change the way you use time.


Squeeze a lifetime into 60 seconds, or stretch 60 seconds into a day. Start your autobiography a year before you were born, or 2000 years before. But remember reflection doesn’t always mean looking BACK. Try driving the time engine in a different direction.


Change the distance at which you are standing,


in actual or psychic space. If the experience has cooled so much that it no longer matters to you, find a way to bring it emotionally closer.

(Prompts adapted from “Frelection: The Transformative Power of Reflection in Nonfiction,” Rebecca McClanahan)
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The Lyric Essay



Lyric
 comes from lyre
 : music. In days gone by lyric poems were sung to the lyre. Lyric essays, as lyric poems, are generally personal essays that deal with emotions and feelings as opposed to literary journalism, which deals with events outside of the writer, and relies on “facts.” This is not to say that a lyric essay cannot address issues outside of the writer or make use of facts.


 “Lyric Essay” refers to a kind of essay that privileges elements we normally associate with poetry; these essays often make more intense use of imagery, metaphor, and attend closely to sound and rhythm. The lyric essay is a cousin of the prose poem, and in fact it’s useful to think of lyric essays as essays that work like lyric (rather than narrative) poems.

Think of a lyric essay as an attempt to have the reader immersed in an experience rather than be told about it. The lyric essay values emotional experience over reportage. If we think of types of essays existing on a spectrum, the lyric essay would be on one end, and literary journalism would be at the other. Sometimes a lyric essay might contain an extended scene or two, or even an extended narrative, but more often than not these scenes or narratives function as extended metaphors.

A lyric essay is like a lover who doesn’t want to leave. Lyric essays linger, love language, want, above all, for you to feel them, touch them, live inside of their ideas. Like a poem, a lyric essay does not necessarily seek or present an answer, but rather provokes you, on a visceral level, to a new level of intimacy with a subject.
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Endings


Remember, the ending to your essay or chapter does not need to wrap up every detail of the theme you’re exploring. Think of this essay or chapter as one of many you will write. You don’t need to tie everything into a neat bow for your reader. But you do want your essay/chapter to feel complete and satisfying.
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Here are some ways you might end a piece of nonfiction writing:


IMAGE


Use an image to symbolize an important theme/message in your piece. Leaving readers with an interesting image is a device that poets often use, so using this strategy will likely make your piece seem poetic.


 CIRCULAR


End where you started. Using this technique makes your piece feel cohesive and complete. You can write a circular ending different ways. You could actually use the same first and last line. Or, you could return to the setting where you began your piece. You could return to a scene that echoes the beginning of your piece. This kind of ending is effective at illustrating a small change that’s taken place in a piece.


LOOKING TO THE FUTURE


Look to the future at the end of your piece to show growth and hint at something more to come. Looking to the future is a good way to return to a reflective voice, or a way to signal to your reader that you have grown/learned something from the experience.


AMBIGUITY


An ambiguous ending allows readers to draw their own conclusions about your piece. This means that you don’t need to spell out every detail of your story’s resolution. An ambiguous ending leaves some mystery at the end of a piece.


A LINE OF DIALOGUE


Using dialogue can be a powerful way to end a piece. Choosing a short and meaningful line of dialogue can be an effective way to directly address your reader. This can be particularly useful if the dialogue has been repeated throughout the piece.


ACTION/FORWARD MOTION


Just like you can begin a piece of writing in scene, you can end a piece of writing with a scene. Using a gesture or an action of forward motion is an energetic way to end a piece, and gives the impression that your story continues off the page.

Write a piece of nonfiction in which you use one of the endings above. Be prepared to talk about why that ending is appropriate for your piece.
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Other Prompts for Endings


      
 •    
 Start and end a piece with the same sentence.


      
 •    
 Think of an image that symbolizes an important theme or message in your story. Try to use that image near the end of your piece.


      
 
 •    
 Return to a setting you have visited earlier in your story. Try to show this place again, with new eyes.


      
 •    
 Think of your story thus far. Is there something that repeats throughout? An image? A sentence? A snippet of dialogue? Try ending with that.
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 Final Thoughts



 
 Free Writing


Many writers use free writing as a way to generate ideas, clear the mind, or begin a piece. Remember that free writing is all about moving your hand across the page. Even if you don’t have ideas, just keep writing. You can write about anything at all, but when you run out of ideas, KEEP WRITING ANYWAY. One technique that is used in free writing is repetition. So when you get stuck, you can use some of the following phrases to keep going. Write the following phrases over and over until your hand completes the sentence.


      
 •    
 “What I really want to say is….”


      
 •    
 “I wish I could express my…”


      
 •    
 “When I woke up this morning…”

Many writers find it helpful to set goals. I will write one page a day. I will write ten pages a week. I will read for forty-five minutes every day. I will submit a revised piece to a contest.
 No matter how big or small your goal is, it feels great to accomplish something you’ve set out to do!

When continuing your writing practice, you might think about what time of day you like to write, what kind of paper or pen you like to use, if you like to work on a computer or by hand, where you like to write, even just what you like about writing. All these things can help you determine what creative process works best for you. Although you may not have the ability to control all these factors right now, in the future, you will, and it’s a good idea to start observing your own writing practice, read what you’ve written, think about ways to change it. Have fun! Be brave! And of course, keep your hand moving.
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Conjuring Place


Make a visual map of a place that is important to you, and where you’ve spent a lot of time. It could be a map of your childhood neighborhood, your current neighborhood or some other place that holds strong memories for you. Make sure that in addition to getting the geographical details as correct as you can, you map the emotional details. It may be more important, for example, to map the exact 
 location in your backyard where you experienced your first kiss, or buried your dog, than to get the exact elevation of the landscape. In other words, make sure you map events and connect them to places.

After you’ve made the map, write a draft of a story or poem that follows the map in whatever way seems important to you. You may not want to include all the details of the map in your draft; maybe making the map reminds you about picking blackberries with your brother in the fields behind your house, or how you used to climb a certain maple tree in front of your house to read books, or of the mean lady in the Quick-Stop around the corner, or making mud pies at your best friend’s house two doors down.
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Think of a place you know very well. It could be a bedroom, a house, a neighborhood or a landscape. Using that place, make a list of sense words. What does the place smell like? What does it taste like? Pick a significant event that happened in this place. Write about the event using as many of your sensory words as possible.
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Evoke a place that causes you to experience strong feelings. Perhaps it’s fear, sadness, a sense of responsibility, a sense of the sacred or a sense of the erotic. Try to avoid general emotions like “happy” or “sad” unless you think you can write through these to something more specific. What is it about the place that causes you to experience these feelings?
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Is there a place that played a part in a profound change that you experienced for good or ill? Is there a place you might write about that transformed you in some way? Write about the role the place played in your transformation.
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Focus on a room in a house you know well where important things happened. Make the room the focus of a memoir or personal narrative. Alternatively, focus on an urban neighborhood or cityscape. How does the shape of the city or neighborhood affect its inhabitants?
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 Risk



No noble thing can be done without risks.


—Michel de Montaigne


Our lives improve only when we take chances - and the first and most difficult risk we can take is to be honest with ourselves.


—Walter Anderson


Good literature does not happen in the safe middle ground, in the place where there is no risk.


—Salman Rushdie
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What is
 risk? Is it a risk to write about your brother’s foolish decisions, or your own?

What is the difference, or is there one, between a foolish risk and a smart one?

What is the difference between a risk that enriches your writing and the experience of reading it, and a risk that merely calls attention to the writer (a kind of literary bragging)?

What is the difference between literary risk-taking and literary innovation? Risk-taking and “experimental” writing? Risk-taking and so-called “confessional” writing?

Do you keep taking the same kinds of risks over and over again? Or do you grow, change? Where are the examples in writing? Does one get stuck in a rut in terms of the risks one takes? If so, how to break out of it?

What role might risk play in developing your voice?

What is it your mother, your society would most like for you not to say? What is the thing no one is talking about (think of the boy who said the emperor has no clothes)?

What stories are worth telling? Risk to what end?
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Write a poem or story or essay where you take a risk.

[image: ]



 Revision


Sometimes clichés creep into our work because they involve some truth. Write a piece that involves a cliché, but use the specifics of your life to avoid familiar phrasing and/or predictable events. Try to find the truth in these clichés through unexpected specificity and fresh language. Some examples of recovery clichés include “one day at a time,” “let go and let God,” “just for today,” “life on life’s terms,” “attitude of gratitude,” and “this too shall pass.” Write something that either defies these clichés, or explains them in different terms.
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Vague language doesn’t allow readers to engage with the specifics of your story. Some examples of vague language include common feeling words, like sad, happy, mad
 , and also common describing words, like good, bad, awesome, cool, love
 , and hate.
 Resorting to easy phrases like, “she was on cloud nine,” or “he flew off the handle,” and “my knees were shaking,” are much easier than finding specific ways to express pleasure, anger
 or fear.
 Write three paragraphs, the first about pleasure, the second about anger, and the third about fear without using the words pleasure, anger, or fear. Try to express these emotions using physical sensations or images.
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Writing about love can be dangerous. Love can be both cliché and vague unless it’s described in precise detail. Write a love scene without using the word love. Be sure to include specific details that avoid cliché images and dialogue that you’ve heard before.
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Some questions you can ask when revising:

Have you looked closely enough? Can you look closer?

Have you spoken the truth—is this harder than you think—?

Have you listened to what you’ve written? Where is the music?

Have you been sloppy, put down the easy word instead of the exact word?

Have you moved toward something easy at the end instead of something truer and perhaps stranger?

Is this voice both original and familiar (your voice)?

Goes the piece engage you, surprise you? What can you do to make it engage you?
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 Vita Sackville West’s guidelines for gardening and, we think, for revising:

The first was ruthlessness. If something was displeasing then change it. Second was not to be too tidy in a garden, let self-seeded plants grow where they naturally fall, wild flowers mixing with cultivated plants in a garden was not a disaster. Thirdly, have an architectural plan, a color plan and a seasonal plan.
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Continuing a Writing Practice


Here are some basic prompts that you can use to start a story, poem, or essay. Remember that you may begin a prompt one place and end it somewhere totally unexpected. That’s okay! These prompts don’t have to be about you. You can always write from the point of view of a fictional character or approach the prompt as a poem. Just keep writing.


      
 •    
 Why won’t you forget? List six true sentences that begin with the words “I’ll never forget...” Then use all six of your sentences in a paragraph, poem, or longer descriptive piece.


      
 •    
 Prove that beauty is skin deep. Write about the inner beauty of someone you know who is kind of goofy looking.


      
 •    
 Write about a time you should have been mad but couldn’t stop smiling.


      
 •    
 Write about thinking something was over and finding out it wasn’t.


      
 •    
 Write about a time you realized something important about your own life/behavior. Sometimes people call this a “moment of clarity.” Did your realization change your course of action?


      
 •    
 Write about something you can’t forget, even if you try. Write about something you can’t forgive.


      
 •    
 What is something you know for sure?


      
 •    
 Write about a stranger who made an impact on you.


      
 •    
 Write about what you see when you look out your window.


      
 •    
 What is the best piece of advice you’ve ever received?


      
 •    
 What are you most afraid of? Write about a time when you confronted this fear, or at least came face-to-face with it.


      
 •    
 Write about the last time you saw your mother.


      
 
 •    
 Write about a time when you were powerful.


      
 •    
 Pick a time when you made a mistake. Rewrite that scene so that you make a different choice.
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 Appendix: Diagnostics and Evaluations



 Words Without Walls Creative Writing Class Diagnostic Sheet

Name _____________________________________________


(This form is confidential. Feel free to be honest.)


1. Is this your first creative writing class? If not, what other classes have you taken?

2. Please rate each item below 1 through 5—1 (lowest) and 5 (highest).

_____    
 I like to tell stories.

_____    
 I have written or read poetry before.

_____    
 I like to read.

_____    
 I can name at least 2 or 3 authors I enjoy reading.

_____    
 I am comfortable giving my opinions about things I’ve read.

_____    
 I am comfortable expressing my feelings in writing.

_____    
 I am confident telling people honest opinions about their own writing.

_____    
 I can disagree with someone’s opinion without getting personal.

_____    
 I can share my opinion even if other people in a group disagree with it.

_____    
 If someone criticizes my work, it’s difficult not to take it personally.

_____    
 I feel comfortable writing about things that have happened in my life.

_____    
 I am comfortable reading out loud in front of a group.

_____    
 I have read stories or poems that remind me of my own life.

_____    
 I have met a published author.

_____    
 I can name at least 2 teachers who encouraged me positively.

_____    
 Generally, I didn’t enjoy school.

_____    
 I think I am a good writer.

_____    
 I think I am a strong reader. I generally understand things I’ve read.

_____    
 I can type and save my writing on a computer without anxiety.


 3. Who are some writers or musicians you admire? What do you like to read, listen to, or watch? Why?

4. What genre (fiction, poetry, non-fiction, screenwriting) would you like to learn more about?

5. Have you read publicly before?

6. Have you published your writing in the past? If so, where?


 Words Without Walls Creative Writing Class Student Evaluation Form

Name ______________________________________________


(This form is confidential. Feel free to be honest.)


1. Did you write at least one piece of creative writing in this class that is meaningful to you?

2. Do you plan to read this, or another piece, at the final reading?

3. Do you plan on submitting your work to the PEN America Prison Writing Contest?

4. Would you recommend this class to someone else? If you have the opportunity to register for the class again, will you?

5. What was your favorite part about the class? (Reading, writing, sharing your work, hearing your classmates share their work, meeting other writers, working with teachers, or something else?)


 6. Please rate each item below 1 through 5 (1 is the lowest; 5 is the highest)

_____  
 I found writing a helpful way to process my experiences, past and present.

_____  
 I can name at least 2 or 3 authors I enjoy reading.

_____  
 I am comfortable giving my opinions about things I’ve read.

_____  
 I am comfortable expressing my feelings in writing.

_____  
 I am confident telling people honest opinions about their own writing.

_____  
 I can disagree with someone’s opinion without getting personal.

_____  
 I can share my opinion even if other people in a group disagree with it.

_____  
 If someone criticizes my work, it’s difficult not to take it personally.

_____  
 I feel comfortable writing about things that have happened in my life.

_____  
 I am comfortable reading out loud in front of a group.

_____  
 I have read stories or poems that remind me of my own life.

_____  
 I have met a published author.

_____  
 The teachers in this class encouraged me positively.

_____  
 The teachers in this class gave me advice on my creative writing.

_____  
 The teachers in this class seem prepared.

_____  
 I think I am a good writer.

_____  
 I can type and save my writing on a computer without anxiety.

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS
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