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So you’re enrolled in a creative writing workshop…sounds like fun, right?  We’ll all just sit 
around a table, strum our lyres, and wear rose-tinted glasses for a couple hours a week (a 
welcome respite from all those business and science classes). While this may be one way to think 
about a workshop, it is certainly not the one that will help you grow the most as a writer.  In 
order to advance yourself and your writing, you’ll need to think of the workshop as a place to do 
just that: work on the craft of creative writing. The following are a set of descriptive steps and 
guidelines that will describe the ideal workshop (at least for this class) and how you should 
conduct yourself as a responsible “citizen” within that social and academic space. 
 
So you’ve got yourself a poem/story… 
 
You spent all week working on this thing, or maybe you whipped it together at the last second 
between classes.  Either way, you’ve got 21 copies of it printed out.   
 

∗ At the end of the class, hand them out and wait a week. 
 
(A week passes…) 
 
Has it already been a week (?...!...[expletive]) You thought you’d have a little more time before 
being subjected to the embarrassment of having an entire class of your peers completely destroy 
your work.   
 

∗ When it’s time to workshop your piece, everyone will take out their copy of your 
poem/story/essay, which, upon close examination, will be covered in written comments 
indicating that the workshoppers have given significant time and attention to it outside of 
class. 

 
Your work is read out-loud… 
 
The teacher asks you to read your piece (or part of it) to the class. Good thing you looked up the 
pronunciation of all those big words you used!   

 
∗ (In a poetry workshop) If time permits, the teacher may ask both the poet and another 

person in the class to read the poem out-loud. There is much to be gained from hearing 
how two different individuals interpret and perform the piece. However, if time is short, 
it is most important that the poem is read by the poet. 

 
That wasn’t so bad, I guess…now let’s hear what everybody thinks of your work. 

 
∗ At this point, you (the workshopee) become silent, yet attentive, like a court stenographer 

eager to record the questions and observations of your peers.  By the end of the 
workshopping session, the blank copy of the poem or story in front of you should be 
covered in just as many notes as those brought to class by your peers. It is absolutely 



essential that you do not interrupt the workshopping process; allow your peers to discuss 
your poem and open yourself to their feedback.  If you have any questions, you will be 
given the opportunity to ask them at the end of the session. 

 
The workshopping begins…   
 

∗ For the purposes of this class, each workshop will begin with descriptive (rather than 
evaluative) comments about the written work in question. This is because we all need to 
be on the same page about what type of poem or story we are workshopping before we 
can come to a consensus about how it might be improved. Here are some questions you 
might try to address when making your descriptive comments…  
 

∗ (about a poem): 
 

o What (generally) is this poem about?  
o Is this poem primarily lyrical or narrative? Does it have a concrete plot? 
o Who are the characters in this poem? Who is the speaker? 
o Is this poem written in form or free verse? 
o What sorts of sonic effects are noticeable? (Rhyme, alliteration, 

consonance/assonance, repetition of words or phrases)? 
 

∗ (about a story): 
o Who are the characters? 
o What are they up to? 
o What are the setting and context of this story? 
o What is the point of view? 

 
∗ After we describe what the poem or story is, we can then go on to consider what parts of 

it are more or less successful than others.  This is the evaluative portion of the workshop.  
The most important thing to keep in mind during this part of the process is that all 
evaluative comments must be both example-based and constructive.   

 
o To elaborate, it is not acceptable to say, “this poem is too vague.”  Instead, if you 

wish to say that the piece lacks specificity, you might instead comment, “In many 
cases, this poem uses abstractions in place of concrete images.  For example, in 
the second stanza, the phrase ‘terrible nightmares’ might be replaced with an 
image that makes those nightmares more concrete for the reader.” 
 

o In the above scenario, you’ll notice that the workshopper offered a concrete 
example to support her criticism and suggested a constructive way for the 
workshopee to strengthen his or her poem. 

 
Someone says something you don’t like… 
 
Oh no!  Someone completely glossed over the most important part of your poem or gave 
criticism that you deem to be unconstructive!  How dare they! 



 
∗ If someone says something that makes you uncomfortable, please continue to observe the 

silence of the workshopee. It is the teacher/moderator’s job to make sure that the 
workshop remains constructive and civil, so let her or him handle those situations.   
 

∗ Also, remember that you came to the workshop to receive diverse feedback on your 
work.  Inevitably, someone will say something you don’t agree with. Don’t take it 
personally, and don’t let it discourage you from your writing. As long as your poem has 
elicited some sort of thoughtful response from your reader, you’re doing something right.   

 
The workshop concludes… 
 
Your work has been thoroughly workshopped.  You’ve received a ton of feedback, your paper is 
covered in notes reflecting the helpful comments of your peers. The teacher turns to you and 
asks, “do you have any questions for us (the workshoppers)?” 
 

∗ The common answer to this question is, “No, that was great, thank you.” You say this 
regardless of how you are feeling about the general valence (positive or negative) of the 
feedback you received. This polite, positive response shows your gratitude toward all in 
the workshop for spending time considering your work. 
 

∗ If you do have a specific question, that is, if you wish for the teacher or another 
student to clarify something they already said or provide some other specific feedback 
that will help you to revise your writing, then by all means, ask that question.   

 
∗ VERY IMPORTANT: The end of a workshop is not a time for the workshopee to 

defend his or her piece. That is the ultimate sign of disrespect in a workshop and will 
not be tolerated in this class.   

 
What happens next…? 
 
You’ve thanked your workshoppers, and they hand you a stack of poems or stories. \Some 
comments say one thing, some say another. Some are generally positive, and some are more 
skeptical. What do you do with all this information? 
 

∗ Now it’s time to revise your draft. This is a process that benefits from time and 
distance, so feel free to set aside the feedback you’ve received and come back to it with 
fresh eyes, especially if you feel that the workshop wasn’t as positive as you’d hoped 
for.  
 

∗ When you revise, it’s up to you to decide which feedback to heed and which to ignore.  
You must place priority on those comments that give you the tools to help your poem 
improve in the ways you want it to. If you’re having a hard time wading through your 
classmates’ comments, you might want to schedule a meeting with your teacher to help 
you make a plan for revision.   

 


