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Author Jaclyn Desforges Closes Riverside Reading Festival
with Workshop on Authentic Writing in the Age of Al

EDWARD LANDER

Paris Independent Contributer

A writer's workshop on Saturday hosted by Hamil-
ton-based author and poet Jaclyn Desforges taught local
writers about the importance of authenticity and sparked
discussions about the place of artificial intelligence (Al)
in the literary craft.

“How to Write Like a Human: Literary Artistry in the
Age of AI” was the closeout event at this year’s Riverside
Reading Festival, an annual day of literary events and live
readings hosted by the Riverside Reading Series, a Par-
is-based community organization dedicated to creating a
space for writers to connect and share their work.

With two books under her belt and a third on the way,
Desforges has an extensive resume. She’s one of CBC’s
2021 selections for Best Canadian Poetry, the 2022 win-
ner of the Hamilton Literary Award for Poetry, and her
children’s book Why are You So Quiet was a pick for the
TD Summer Reading Club. This is the second year she’s
been featured in the festival.

Her work is colourful, witty and straddles the line be-
tween the real and the bizarre.

The workshop began with an explanation by Desforges
on what she feels it means to “write like a human,” as
well as the personal journey that brought her to creative
writing.

Attendees then tried their hand at writing from inventive
prompts generated by Desforges and were encouraged to
share their work with the group. By the end of the hour,
the space was buzzing with creativity.

The event dissolved into discussion about the place
of generative Al in creative writing. More specifically,
whether it has one at all.

“It slows people’s imagination,” said attendee Jennifer
Wild. “Even if you’re writing a non-fiction piece or some-
thing for school, you’re relying on your imagination and
your ability to connect words together — and when you
lose that by using Al and relying on Al to do the work for
you, you’re stunting the growth of your imagination,” she
said.

Wild is a fourth-year Bachelor of Arts student at Wil-
frid Laurier University (WLU) in Brantford where she is
aware of students who use generative Al to write assign-
ments.

“I do know students who do it, and I do know they get
caught doing it,” she said.

Wild, who is a mature student, said this kind of Al use
is alien to her. However, among younger generations it’s
increasing drastically.

According to a 2024 study from KPMG, as much as 59
per cent of Canadian students use Al tools to assist with
school, and 32 per cent have used generative Al to write
essays or reports.

Desforges, who teaches poetry at WLU, was worried
that she would encounter students using generative Al in
her own classes — but this hasn’t been the case. She cred-
its this to the way she structures her courses.

“It was more about trying to create an environment that
would make it not really necessary,” she said. “The stu-
dents were writing in class and sharing out loud.”

She encourages her students to focus on expressing
themselves in the moment, not striving for perfection or
handing in something “neat and tidy.”

Award-winning author and Wilfrid Laurier University instructor Jaclyn Desforges taught local writers that the best intelligence
is human intelligence at the third annual Riverside Reading Festival

Desforges sees writers’ impulses to use generative Al as
an extension of our human desires to fit in and produce the
kind of work we feel is expected of us — something she
already encourages them to avoid.

“It’s literally the materialization of what I’ve been try-
ing to get people away from for the past ten years,” she
said.

Desforges views the introduction of Al into writing as a
sort of challenge, one that compels writers to write in new
ways that artificial intelligence cannot.

“It’s like, we can relax now, the robots have won. We
don’t have to write in conventional ways anymore,” she
said. “The weirder I am, the more I can differentiate my-
self from the robots, and that is essential now.”

This bodes well for Desforges, whose style is totally un-
conventional and often evades chronological storytelling
or even logical sense.

Despite pessimism surrounding generative Al in the
creative community, Desforges doesn't think it poses a
real threat to the craft. In fact, she believes it could open
more eyes to the brilliance of human-created works.

“I wonder if this will bring a new age of appreciation for
the human, while at the same time, Al finds its way into all
the places it's going to be,” she said.

Desforges is confident that creative writing is here to
stay — and if the full house at Saturday’s workshop tells
us anything, she just might be right.
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