
“In Order to be Totally Free: Teaching via the Writing Constraint” Panel Outline 
 
Pedagogy Panel Description: 
Oulipo writer Georges Perec says, “I set myself rules in order to be totally free.” From word 
limits to time limits, writing with constraints can be a powerful tool when teaching writers to 
expand their first-draft strategies as well as further hone their craft through imposed 
limitations. In this panel, five instructors discuss what specific rule-based exercises they 
employ in the writing classroom and how those constraining prompts allow students to find 
greater freedoms in their own work. 
 

Welcome to “In Order to be Totally Free” 

A few reminders before we begin: 

• For those needing or wishing to follow along to a written text, please let the moderator 

of the panel, Alexander Lumans, know, and a printed copy will be delivered to you. 

• Please make sure that spaces marked for wheelchairs remain clear of chairs or barriers. 

• Treat service animals as working animals and do not attempt to distract or pet them. 

• Be aware of those with chemical sensitivities, refrain from wearing scented products. 

• Please be aware that your fellow attendees may have invisible disabilities. Do not 

question anyone’s use of an accommodation while at the conference, including for chairs 

reserved for those with disabilities. 
 

1) Introduction of Panelists and Overall Panel Plan (10 minutes) 
 

2) Distribute handouts consisting of writing prompts generated/used/referenced by the 
panelists (this will occur throughout the panel, too) 

 
3) Moderator-led Q&A for the panelists that’ll include several of the following questions 

(50 minutes): 
 
What does a “constraint” mean to you? Do you use constraints in your own writing? 
Examples? 
 
Why do you find constraints a useful teaching tool?  
 
What’s an example of a writing prompt with a constraint that you found successful in 
the classroom? What’s an example of one you found unsuccessful? 
 
How and when are constraints best utilized for writing students?: At all levels of 
instruction? At the beginnings of assignments? Revision? A student who needs 
inspiration or a break? How can students apply them to works already in progress? 



 
How much of teaching with constraints is about “play” to you? Or is there a different 
goal/tone? 
 
How do you deal with students who actively resist prompts/constraints/etc.?  
 
How does applying constraints differ between the genres of fiction, poetry, 
nonfiction, hybridity, etc.? Are constraints more conducive to some? For example, do 
poetic forms inherently enforce poetic constraints? Or, say, speculative fiction—is 
the genre itself a constraint in some way? 
 
When should a writer break free from the pre-established rules of constraints? Why? 
 
What might be an argument against using constraints in the teaching of writing? 
 
What writers/craft texts do you use to teach students the application of constraints? 
 

4) Q&A from the audience (15 minutes) 
 
SHORT BIOS: 
 
Joanna Luloff is the author of the short story collection The Beach at Galle Road and the novel Remind 

Me Again What Happened. She is an Associate Professor at The University of Colorado Denver where 

she edits fiction and nonfiction for the journal Copper Nickel.  

 
Alexander Lumans was awarded a 2018 NEA Grant in Prose. He was the Spring 2014 Philip Roth 

Resident at Bucknell, and he received a fellowship to the 2015 Arctic Circle Residency. He teaches at 

the University of Colorado Denver and at Lighthouse Writers Workshop.  

 

Hasanthika Sirisena's essays and stories have appeared in Electric Literature, Michigan Quarterly 

Review, Epoch, Narrative and other magazines. She is a recipient of a Rona Jaffe Writer's Award and 

the 2015 Juniper Prize for Fiction. Her essay collection Dark Tourist will be released December 2021.  

 

Kirstin Valdez Quade is the author of the novel The Five Wounds and story collection Night at the 

Fiestas, a New York Times Notable Book. She has won a Rome Prize, a “5 Under 35” award from the 

National Book Foundation, and the John Leonard Prize from the NBCC. She teaches at Princeton.  

 

Jane Wong is the author of How to Not Be Afraid of Everything (Alice James, 2021) and Overpour 

(Action Books, 2016). She is an Associate Professor of Creative Writing at Western Washington 

University.  


