Creating on the Paper, Creating in the Mind


 If I were to trim the word “creative”, I would be left with “create”. I could use that word as a clue to what creative meant, I could logically say that the word “creative” is deeply connected to the word “writing”. For does not one consistently and constantly create when writing? I think we can agree that good writing does exactly that. Contrary to my word butchering, the word creative in reality brings to (most) minds synonymous words, such as “new”, “different”, “innovative” or “imaginative.” Imaginative is a good word. It’s creative–quite the illustrious word. It’s unusual and perks the ears and entices the reader to read on. Writing is a means of relaying an idea, thought or truth (or all three and more, in some way all thoughts and ideas are truths to somebody.) Creative writing means to write differently, innovatively or imaginatively. As my creative writing textbook simply notes, “All writing is imaginative. The translation of experience or thought into words is of itself an imaginative process.” (Burroway xxii) All writing may not be completely different and innovative. But if it isn’t then it probably isn’t very good, or interesting, or loved. Good writing is the stuff that makes the reader think and feel. It is the stuff that reveals the hidden and ties together concepts previously misunderstood. Good writing is creative writing. In order to write well, one must become creative. 


Helping someone with his or her writing is a tremendous task. I should have known that before I decided to become a writing tutor. Yet for whatever odd reason, I didn’t put too much thought into it because I only really cared about surrounding myself with language and writing (regardless of shape or form). After learning the basics of professional tutoring I have found that the closest mention to creative writing in tutoring may be vaguely alluded to in the fluffy realm of prewriting. I use the word fluffy, because it is the one part of the writing process where the writer more or less has free reign. The Bedford Guide describes it as such, “The prewriting stage consists of invention and planning. To generate ideas, we may use such strategies as freewriting, brainstorming, researching, or observing.” (Ryan Zimmerelli 10) Everybody has their own way when prewriting. For me it involves staying up until 4 a.m. drinking highly caffeinated pomegranate beverages. For someone else it may involve scratching well structured outlines in the dirt of a public park. While creativity does flourish when the mind is unleashed so that it may dine on the oats of brainstorming and freewriting, it flourishes even more if it wanders, grazes and gallops in the familiar field of creative thought. In order for a writer to write creatively, they must coax their imagination into taking its place as a non-stop creative thought machine. A writer must make creative thinking and thought their perpetual mental shadow. 


I have read that in order to become a good writer in general, one must ask why one feels compelled to write. (Goldberg 123) I have also read another author answer with, “ We write to expose the unexposed... to see the bleak unspeakable stuff, and to turn the unspeakable into words--not just any words but if we can, into rhythm and blues.” (Lamott 198) I know that both the question and the answer are precious and true. But I also know that most tutees that seek help from the tutorial centers aren’t trying to write the next big American novel. Writers who seek assistance with their writing want to produce good essays--they are looking for answers, not questions. They generally want a quick fix. 

SO TRUE. They want to write well, but may be reluctant to invest in improvement. There are many reasons why, and I think most of them can be boiled down to one reason: lack of familiarity with the language.


While learning to tutor I’ve learned that writing tutors aren’t Mr. Fix-it editors. Instead we try to subtly teach the writers things they will be able to carry with them for the rest of their writing lives. We try to get them to write well by helping them with revision, paragraph structuring and citing. We only address familiarity issues, we try to get the tutee acquainted with the English language, but we could also address the reluctance issue by changing their view of language. 

But we could teach them how to like writing.  That is one particular way how creative writing may be wielded as a remarkable tutoring tool. ESL Writers Book regards creative writing workshops as an excellent way to connect ESL writers with the complicated English language. “...creative writing benefits all language users by encouraging writers to express themselves in more creative and colloquial terms, ways nonnative speakers are more likely to hear and speak English when not in classrooms.” (Bruce Rafoth 127) Creative writing is seductive. Both to the reader and the writer. If tutors could help a tutee write creatively, the tutee may be sucked into writing with little prompting. If the tutee can be shown that writing is not just a medium to write Civil War research papers, but actually a powerful jackhammer used to tap into the imagination (and society), then maybe their reluctance will turn into intrigue. They might be tempted by their renewed view of writing to pursue after it in their own spare time. 


The first step towards writing well–-writing creatively--involves keeping a sense of wonder. Creative thinking isn’t a grammar rule, or a revision technique, it is an honest expression of how one interprets life. For example, take the concept of love. One person’s view of love is always different than someone else’s perspective of it. Society revels in the multitude of definition and demonstrations of love. What keeps it constantly interesting, is that people are forever in awe of it. Love is one of the strongest sources of wonder and people are always interested in someone’s attempt to describe it. Because everyone is unique, everyone’s personal interpretation should be expressed differently. In order to set the stage for creative tutoring, the tutor must engage and demonstrate an interest in the person (just like in normal tutoring.) With the creative twist added, they must discover what their tutee is in awe of, and then encourage them to describe it both in dialogue and in writing. 


Creative thinking is taking expression and wonder and combining them through thorough self-questioning and exploration. “All writing is communication; creative writing is communication through revelation–it is the Self escaping into the open. No writer long remains incognito.” (White 67) This quote must be taken to heart. A writer [WRITERS]  must become an expert at being honest with themselves, at expressing themselves to themselves. Great orators talk to themselves in front of mirrors, and so must great writers observe and analyze their own thoughts and writing.


The greatest way to empower a tutee into thinking creatively is to make them freewrite. A lot. They should freewrite for the sake of writing, not solely for brainstorming (of course it’s helpful for that too). Have them freewrite about something totally abstract. This will allow them to air out the mind and let the breeze of spontaneity take over. Then have them go over it, and question different things they said, encourage them to come up with both logical and absurd explanations. Just because it’s fun doesn’t mean it’s not exercising critical thought. After abstract freewriting, encourage them to freewrite whenever they feel they have writers block, or bored, or intellectually dry. It does not require too much thought because it involves playing with one’s own thoughts and words, an excellent way to get the creative juices flowing. The ESL Writers suggests that tutors should “promote writing as a fun activity–fun that is often overlooked when trying to compose pressure-filled, academic, formal prose.” (Bruce Rafoth 128) After awhile the tutee won’t need any prompting and will use the freewriting technique to prepare for papers. This is a good step towards writing creatively.


One last thing tutors may advise their tutee about is the importance of word playing. Sometimes the ideas may be revolutionary, but there is just something not right about the sentence. In this case a tutor may ask the tutee to rewrite a sentence in three different ways, with synonymous words changing places. If it’s a grammar problem, then going through the normal tutoring motions of explaining various grammar rules may be all it takes. But other times the grammar might be flawless and it’s just a matter of rewording. Maybe the sentence needs to be more flowery or detailed or simple. In all of these cases, a simple five-minute sentence rewording exercise may help the tutee make a habit of thinking outside of the box.


One of the rewards of creative thinking is that as a writer’s writing matures so does their style.  A writing style is what sets it a part from other writing. A good style is like a watermark on a dollar bill—a behind the scene signature that holds it together and makes it unique. This is what all dedicated writers have to look forward to, and creativity can add zest to any particular style.  


Creative writing captures the essense of its writer. It is empowering, real and moving. The writer succumbs to its imaginative ways and the reader to its originality. 

When harnassed and tutored to struggling communicators, it can open up eyes and worlds. Who knows, the centuries next greatest novelist might have acquired their exquisite style in a community college tutorial center. 
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