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Writer’s Retreat: Reshaping Academic Writing Practices

Writing is a key academic skill.  Through publishing, academics add to knowledge and improve career prospects.  However, many academics report problems making time and space for writing.  One initiative that directly addresses this problem is writer’s retreat, providing dedicated, facilitated writing time off-campus (Grant, 2006; Elbow & Sorcinelli, 2006; Murray & Moore, 2006).
A two-day residential retreat was run at an off-campus venue.  Participants wrote together in the same room, enabling regular peer discussion of writing-in-progress.  The research was funded by the British Academy.
This study aimed to establish the extent to which attendance at writer’s retreat enabled participants to overcome barriers to writing on return to their academic settings.
Thirty-minute semi-structured interviews were carried out with each of 27 academics (15 females, 12 males) who had attended one or more writer’s retreats.  Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim.  Transcriptions were coded and emergent themes identified.  Themes were checked by an independent researcher.  Analysis showed that writer’s retreat had three benefits for academics: dedicated writing time, bringing structure to academic writing and reshaping academic writing concepts and practices.
Dedicated writing time was productive: ‘To have someone else take care of you frees up a huge amount of psychic energy to go into thinking and writing’.  Participants who had attended more than one retreat stated they gained more with each retreat.  Several gave more priority to writing after retreat: ‘the experience of being on the retreat has encouraged me to prioritise writing and recognise it as part of my job’.  Writer’s retreat was a strategy for regular academic writing: ‘if I had 3 or 4 retreats a year I would never ask for study leave’.
Most participants thought structure was a necessary feature of retreat and was a factor in productivity: ‘I achieved more in that one weekend than I had for the months prior to that’.  Having a facilitator to introduce the structured approach was seen as ‘critical’ and ‘ensured you remained focused’.  Since retreat, participants reported overcoming barriers to writing: ‘I am actually more disciplined when it comes to writing practice’.  Key to this approach was setting realistic goals, both before starting to write and after completing a writing task.
The benefits of working as a group were repeatedly mentioned: being with ‘like minded people’ who provided peer review and a network to use after retreat.  Writing together in this way, while unusual, was ‘energising’: ‘my writing flows better when I am at a retreat’.  In conclusion, the experience of writer’s retreat can reshape academics’ concepts of writing and their writing practices and identities.
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