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Classroom as Community 
Creating Safe Spaces in Creative Nonfiction Workshops  

by Erika Anderson and Brian Gresko

I N HER book Writing Alone and 
With Others (Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2003), Pat Schneider 
offers one “sure test” to de-

cide whether to work with a particu-
lar teacher: “After being with your 
teacher, do you feel more like or less 
like writing?” This may seem obvi-
ous, but how many times have you left 
a writing workshop feeling defeated? 
No one understood your work. You’ll 
never write again. The whole thing was 
doomed from the start. 

Maybe doom is taking it too far. In 
most cases of a workshop gone wrong, 
writers will shake it off and carry on. 
But some writers may go on to fear 
the format or disdain the process en-
tirely; some may decide to drop out of 
a program or never return to a class. 
This is true across genres, but is per-
haps most likely in creative nonfiction 
workshops, where memoirists and es-
sayists routinely offer up the substance 
of their lives on the page. However 
difficult, workshops are integral to 
writing programs—graduate, under-
graduate, and non-academic alike. If a 
writer is looking for a community, the 

workshop model is still the most com-
mon method, whether it’s a group of 
friends meeting at a kitchen table or a 
more formal arrangement in a univer-
sity classroom. Whatever the circum-
stances, how can you as a workshop 
facilitator or participant help your fel-
low writers leave the session wanting 
to write—without silencing yourself 
or others in the process? Emotional 
safety is paramount, as no one’s dig-
nity, worth, or sense of well-being 
should ever be at stake. As facilitators 
and participants of writing workshops 
for many years, we’ve learned a lot 
about what and what not to do in a 
creative nonfiction workshop, and have 
built our own set of guidelines to cre-
ate a safe, constructive environment. 

Empower the Author
At a 2015 AWP panel on teaching, Matt 
Bell, the author most recently of the 
short story collection A Tree or a Per-
son or a Wall (Soho Press, 2016), said 
that he asks his students to give their 
work context by writing a cover let-
ter explaining their intentions. After 
all, before reading a book we’re often 
able to contextualize it: We may en-
counter it in a store, find it categorized 
among similar titles; we may observe 
its design, read jacket copy, blurbs, or 
reviews. Even an essay comes with 
presuppositions based on where it’s 
published and what genre it falls under. 

For students in a nonfiction work-
shop, offering context in the form of 
a written preamble requires account-
ability and forethought. It’s an exercise 
that invites writers to ask themselves 
whether they’re prepared to share their 
work and hear it discussed in an envi-
ronment that’s not driven by praise. If 
your best friend recently died, do you 
want to hear from your fellow work-
shop participants that they need more 
of her, when in the throes of grief you 

might feel like you never got enough? 
This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t write 
about it—by all means, write down 
every word; it just means that a group 
setting might not be the right place to 
discuss it just yet. Grief, like assault or 
abuse, can take years to recover from: 
Healing isn’t usually linear—feelings 
sneak up on us, appear and disappear in 
waves, overwhelm us on anniversaries 
or crash down on us when provoked. 
While writers might be surprised by 
feelings that come up—and that’s okay; 
workshop will never be a no-feelings 
zone—it’s wise to spend some time 
imagining what it might feel like to let 
your work out into the world, even if 
just for the short duration of a work-
shop, and try to arrive prepared for that.

The letter of intent is also meant 
to empower, allowing authors to help 
focus the discussion. Is this a first 
draft that requires expansion? Or is it 
a more developed revision that needs 
tightening on the sentence level? Are 
we looking at the piece from a macro or 
a micro level? Are there specific ques-
tions or problem areas on which the 
author would like readers to focus?

Still, not everyone will read the work 
in the manner in which the author in-
tends, even with a contextualizing let-
ter. And without the shield of fiction 
to hide behind, nonfiction workshop 
environments can sometimes feel like 
critiques of a writer’s life, as opposed 
to his or her work. So what does emo-
tional safety look like in a nonfiction 
workshop, and how do you develop it? 

Establish an Environment 
of Mutual Respect

Power dynamics are always at play in 
the workshop setting, but in our own 
workshops we try to de-emphasize the 
hierarchical structure while still lead-
ing. That is, we as workshop leaders 
are not teaching but facilitating, and 
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our goal is the same as poet Richard 
Hugo’s, who warned his students, 
“Every moment, I am, without wanting 
or trying to, telling you to write like 
me. But I hope you learn to write like 
you.” Our role isn’t so much to instruct 
as it is to set the tone. We look for the 
through line, highlight salient points, 
and speak to our own experience of the 
work at hand; and in doing so, we both 
guide the workshop and take part in 
it. Because our experience is only just 
that: our experience, informed but also 
limited by our background, identity, 
and history. We try never to speak as 
the voice of objective authority, but 
as another voice in the discussion—a 
more experienced one, from a pub-
lishing perspective, but not infallible. 
That said, we have a responsibility to 
make writers aware of elements in their 
work that might trigger others—ap-
parent xenophobia, for instance, or 
any unconscious assumptions that a 
writer may be making about their read-
ers—while at the same time trying to 
be aware of those assumptions within 
ourselves. 

A writer friend and psychotherapist 
reminded us that not everyone knows 
what safety is or feels like, and even 
if some do, they might not feel safe 
enough to say that they don’t feel safe. 
As a result, the best thing you can do 
as a facilitator is to keep checking in to 
see whether everyone feels safe. Now, a 
writing workshop isn’t a psychotherapy 
group. It is an intentional community, 
gathered under the banner of artistic 
growth and development, but emo-
tions certainly run wild in both envi-
ronments. To help keep them in check, 
we establish and maintain a few basic 
rules. While writers are discussing 
an essay, the author doesn’t speak, 
neither responding nor asking ques-
tions. This isn’t to silence the writer, 
but rather to give the fellow writers 
an opportunity to express themselves 
and their thoughts on the piece. It’s 
important to remember that part of a 
workshop’s purpose is to practice read-
ing critically and offering thoughtful 
feedback, which is rare in our daily life 

After you see a movie, do friends ask, 
“What was your experience watching 
Mad Max: Fury Road? What themes 
were present?” Or do they ask, “Was it 
any good?” In the real world, feedback 
rarely goes beyond the binary of like/
dislike. Workshop is an opportunity to 
develop and deepen analytic skills, and 
become curious about our reactions to 
what we’re reading. 

In order to “give space” to the au-
thor, you can even pretend that authors 
aren’t in the room by refraining from 
addressing them directly or even indi-
rectly (by nodding in their direction or 
pointing and saying, “you”). Address-
ing authors directly breaks the spell 
of silence, making it difficult for them 
to listen closely and with detachment. 
As a part of this, it’s crucial that par-
ticipants refer to the characters on the 
page as opposed to using the author’s 
name. Instead of saying, “Tom clearly 
doesn’t have a good relationship with 
his mom,” a participant might say, “I 
see distance between the narrator and 
his mother,” then point to sections of 
the text that supports his or her view. 
Do you hear the difference? The au-
thor will too.

This dist inct ion also distances 
the students’ responses from the ac-
tual events, keeping their discourse 
focused on the events as depicted in 
the work, the characterization of the 
people depicted within it, and the ex-
tent to which the author achieved the 
intended effect on the reader. We have 
to be clear that we’re never criticizing 
someone’s life choices, but discussing 
the way those choices are showing up 
on the page. Do we follow? Are we in-
vested? Are we sympathetic to the nar-
rator? Why or why not? Always take 
your response back to the text. 

Underlying all of this, of course, is 
the importance of confidentiality—we 
all agree not to distribute or discuss 
the writing we’ve been given outside 
of workshop, whether in person or on 
social media. 

Validate and Celebrate the Author
Before our critical discussion we begin 

by celebrating the piece. Work has 
been done, mostly in solitude, to ar-
rive at this moment. The author de-
serves recognition for that effort. We 
ask participants to identify sentences 
or sections of the work that resonated 
with them, and to spend some time 
on why those areas stand out. Read-
ing short excerpts aloud is often a nice 
treat for the author—hearing one’s 
words from the mouths of others can 
be powerfully moving and validat-
ing. If the author’s craft changed the 
reader’s view of what can be possible in 
nonfiction, the reader should go ahead 
and say so—it’s probably the highest of 
all possible praise. 

Although we always have snacks—
discussion can’t happen on an empty 
stomach!—a writ ing workshop is 
not a coffee klatch or happy hour to 
swap stories. Avoid discussions along 
the lines of, “Oh, something like that 
happened to me, too….” We stay away 
from our own lives and from the life 
of the writer so we can focus on the 
writing before us and our experience 
while reading it. 

Encourage Constructive, 
Not Critical, Discussion

At the AWP panel, Matt Bell described 
workshop as “the privilege of early ac-
cess,” reminding us that we’re seeing 
things way before any reader normally 
would. Our job as workshop par-
ticipants and facilitators is to receive 
what’s been given to us and respond in 
a manner that will help the author find 
a path forward. As such, we prefer to 
frame the critical response in careful, 
constructive terms. Instead of lead-
ing with the negative—“I didn’t like 
when…”—we ask students to make 
suggestions in the spirit of wonder-
ment, because the fact is that we don’t 
know how the work will change, what 
will happen or where it will go when it 
does change. We’re also not here to fix 
one another; we’re here to work, play, 
and share ideas. We suggest starting 
recommendations with sentences like, 
“I wonder what would happen if….” 
We’re essentially asking the workshop 
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to engage in a group dream-think, 
spitballing possibilities that the author 
may choose to use or discard. 

To spark discussion when it flags, or 
to keep it from meandering, we may 
ask the readers: Where were you en-
raptured? Confused? Upset? What do 
you think is the essence of the story? 
When no one knows what’s at the heart 
of the story, it might need more time 
to develop. That said, the essence may 
simply be a feeling—it doesn’t have to 
be a plot point or a so-called elevator 
pitch. 

We avoid cliché phrases like “this 
didn’t work for me” or “this is prob-
lematic,” as they’re both vague and can 
come off as unhelpful, if not insulting. 
How different is it for the writer to 
hear “the ending didn’t do it for me” 
versus “I felt lost at the end, at right 
about this sentence, because I didn’t 
know what the narrator was feeling”? 
The facilitator can be a mediator, help-
ing the group to effectively communi-
cate the strengths and weaknesses of a 

piece in a useful way.
It goes without saying that swearing 

or shouting, pointing fingers or mak-
ing wholesale accusations, is entirely 
off-limits. If you, the author or par-
ticipant, know you’re upset, it’s best to 
walk away from the table for a breather. 
If something aggressive is said, it calls 
for a private conversation between the 
participant who spoke and the facilita-
tor—and with the author as well, ei-
ther together or separately—so that 
there’s an understanding about what 
triggered the aggressive response, and 
for the facilitator to know how to best 
guide and structure future sessions. A 
short discussion with the entire group 
may also be required to help clear the 
air, and make sure the other students 
feel safe. In times of workshop discord, 
we’ve gone full hippie and instituted a 
speaking stone in order to combat in-
terruptions, or encouraged the group 
to wear party hats so as to conjure a 
less-serious vibe. Because isn’t creativ-
ity at its very heart child’s play? In this 

way, the facilitator may heal the group 
by acting as the head child in charge, 
returning the group to a lighthearted 
state.

In our workshop experience, discus-
sion happens within a strict boundary 
of about thirty minutes, though the al-
lotted time is for the group to decide. 
(Enforcing the same limited discus-
sion time for all pieces is an impor-
tant equalizing measure.) When we’re 
done discussing a particular piece, we 
provide the author the opportunity to 
check in and ask a few questions. This 
isn’t the time for the author to take 
issue with feedback, or argue, but to 
seek clarity.

Never do we, as facilitators, weigh 
in as final arbiters. We want to open 
the author’s thinking, not narrow or 
close it. And this should be the goal of 
all workshops: not to leave the author 
disheartened, frustrated, or afraid, but 
to inspire the author to jump back into 
a piece in a more informed, intentional 
manner, excited to write again. 


