“A strange thing happened on the way to the MEA …” Beginnings, Middles & Ends workshop, November 19, 2011
Workshop for the Manitoba Editors' Association

Facilitated by Anna Olson (annols@mts.net)
Tips for Dealing with Writer’s Block

1. If you’re feeling negative about writing, then start where you are. Do stream of conscious writing (also called babble writing) about how you’re feeling. E.g. “I don’t want to write. I don’t want to do this project. It’s stupid (or other choice words) and I refuse to work on it … etc.” You get the idea. Air out your negative feelings as long as you do it through writing. Usually, after serious venting, your mood will lighten and the project doesn’t seem so daunting.

2. Start with clustering on your project. Get as many ideas clustered around your seed word until you feel like you have enough. Then write a short paragraph about each word or phrase. Don’t worry about order. Print it out. Second draft: Read over your material and pick the most interesting aspect to begin with. Write your story.

3. Pick any topic and write continuously. Don’t stop. This keeps your inner critic at bay. Don’t worry about grammar or making sense. Just keep going to get your ideas down on paper.
F I C T I O N

Beginnings

The following material is taken from Beginnings, Middles & Ends by Nancy Kress (published by Writer's Digest, 1993).


"A well-written story is a living whole."


The beginning paragraph makes an implicit promise. It provides a framework for the whole. Stories make us feel and think so the beginning hints at the feelings to come and the intellectual aspect. The opening should also give the reader a person (or animal or something else specific) to focus on.


The opening should also hint at conflict or obstacles. Different people (or animals) have different wants that provide action and conflict. 


Once the opening is accomplished, you need to fill in the background through exposition in the author's voice or reminiscence in the point of view (POV) character's voice. You can also use flashbacks. You lose in immediacy but gain in depth and clarity. It takes skill to keep the story moving forward but also give enough background to avoid confusion.


Kress talks about the importance of:

*  character (believable and interesting people or animals), 

*  conflict (dramatic physical conflict or more subtle personality conflict), 

*  specificity (effective use of details),  

*  credibility (the writer can handle the English language).


Sometimes a prologue is used to provide information from a previous era that is pertinent to the story.

Middles

In the middle, you develop the promise of the beginning. You need to know whose story it is, who the POV character is and what the throughline is (a list of the events). People have problems getting stuck, becoming foggy, taking the wrong direction. Fear of failure and fear of success can slow a person down.

Ends

Endings (meaning the climax and denouement) are satisfactory when they fulfill the promise put forth in the beginning and carried through in the middle.


The climax should satisfy the view of life implied in the story; it delivers emotion; delivers an appropriate level of emotion; and remains logical to the plot.


The denouement is needed to wrap up the story.


Closure means giving enough info about the fate of the characters so that readers feel that the story or book is really over. An epilogue is usually only used if the denouement info differs from the main narrative in time and place or is in a radically different style. The "very end" needs to evoke emotion. 

* * **** * *

Clustering is the term used by Gabriele Rico in her book Writing the Natural Way: Using right brain techniques to release your expressive powers. "Clustering is a nonlinear brainstorming process akin to free association. It makes an invisible Design-mind process visible through a nonlinear spilling out of lightning associations that allows patterns to emerge."


Put a "seed" word or phrase in a circle. Put connecting words and ideas around the seed word. When you have put down enough ideas, write a paragraph on the topic. There is no right or wrong way to do this. You may find yourself using all the ideas or none. Think of clustering as "priming the pump." It gets you going, taps your intuitive side and inspires you to write.
Mind Mapping is a popular brainstorming tool whereby a person visually arranges ideas and interconnections, starting from a problem or issue positioned in the centre. (Search "Tony Buzan" on the Internet. He is the originator of mind mapping. Search "mind mapping" for lots of other sites.) The main use is for business-related projects but Buzan does include use for personal endeavors. He recommends using colours and pictures to help stimulate the creative side of the brain.

N O N - F I C T I O N

These ideas are culled from books, magazines (especially Writer's Digest), friends and from my experience. Remember the motto for a good article: "Hook 'em, hold 'em, and vamoose with a flourish!"

Beginnings
Titles are Important

An effective title catches the attention; conveys the theme or central idea; signals what to expect; and induces people to keep reading.


Here are six types of titles:

*  Indirect: suggests the theme in a general way (Throwing Darts in Wall Street)

*  Straightforward (Twelve Tips for Travelers)

*  Questioning (What is Stephen Harper's Secret Agenda?)

*  Esoteric: piques the reader's curiosity while relying on info after the colon to explain more (Winnipeg Mint Good Moneymaker: Loonies and Toonies Lead the Way)

*  Playful: uses puns, alliteration, odd use of words. (From Dust to Dust – and Ashes to Egg Timer)

*  Familiar: based on well-known phrases (Some Like it Cold –Dog Sledding in the North)


To decide on a title, I use brainstorming, writing long lists of possible titles, even putting down silly ones that I know I won't use. I pick different words from the topic to focus on, looking for alliteration or relevant combinations of words. It often helps to do this with someone else so ideas bounce off each other.

Leads Pull Them In

If your lead doesn't emerge in the process of gathering and mulling over your material, play with possibilities. Write several leads, using the list below, and then choose the best. 

1) The Quote

If your subject's words say it best, begin with a quote. The quote must be strong on its own, and it must also introduce the theme of the article.

2) The Anecdote

The anecdote must be interesting on its own, and it must also establish the theme of the piece. Some writers use a fictional character to illustrate a point.

3) The Narrative

Much like the anecdotal lead, the narrative lead gets the article started in the storytelling mode. But unlike the anecdotal lead, which soon bridges into standard expository prose, the narrative lead signals a dramatic structure for the whole piece, a series of scenes.

4) Description

You may want to start with the description of the weather, a building, a person's appearance, or an event. An effective description lead must reveal the theme or focus of the article, and every detail must contribute to that focus.

5) Comparisons and Combinations

Whatever comparisons and combinations you use must be related. The reader trusts that the reasoning will be shown soon, preferably in the next paragraph.

6) The Startling Statement

E.g. "Day by day, inch by inch, a lake is devouring a town." No quotes or anecdotes, descriptions or combinations – just a startling statement.

7) Direct Address

This involves the use of the word, "you." The writer is addressing the reader directly.

8) The Allusion

Leads can often be enriched by offering a second layer of meaning or association, by referring to items of popular culture without naming the person, movie or event. The risk is that some of your readers won't get the allusion and may feel irritated and shut out.

9) Pun or Play on Words

Clichés deaden any lead, but a twist on a cliché can bring instant understanding and a smile.

10) Delayed Revelation

The delayed revelation lead can serve you well if you use it with restraint. Heighten the effect of a lead by withholding a key fact (like the name of a person or town), but don't withhold too long or you'll risk making the reader feel tricked and manipulated.

11)  Front load newspaper story

The typical newspaper news item loads the important information at the beginning. It's called the "inverted pyramid" method of writing: fact-heavy at the beginning, dwindling towards the end.

Tips: I often do stream of consciousness writing before starting an article. Either typing or writing by hand, I let my thoughts roam all over the topic, being irreverent, sarcastic, humourous, asking questions, pretending I know everything – whatever. It's fun, loosens up my thinking, and helps me to see where the gaps in my knowledge are.


I like to cluster on a topic, and then write a paragraph about each item in the cluster. I print this out, read it over and pick out the most interesting concept or information. For the second draft, I start with this and keep going, weaving all the material of the first draft into the body. Often the ending evolves naturally. I can't remember ever making an outline for a proper beginning, middle and end!


For beginnings, I like a short, snappy start. Then the second paragraph a bit longer with more information. I think of it like a meal: the appetizer first, then a salad, then the main course and a dessert or mint to finish it off. Short leads lure the reader in to the heavier, meatier body of the article.


If you have some influence on presentation, suggest small caps for the first sentence or fragment – or slightly larger type for the first paragraph or two (as the Free Press now does in the De-Tour section). These help to attract the reader's attention. More white space, subtitles, pictures, drawings, graphs and cartoons also help to increase visual digestibility. Bigger print helps readers to absorb material with less strain – boomers are increasing in number and young people have so many distractions. Subtitles add punch, especially if you use alliteration or humour. I prefer them to pull-quotes that just repeat words. Subtitles add something new.

Middles Hold Them
1)  Pick up the pace. Eliminate redundancies, trim unnecessary words, use the active tense, and use simpler words, shorter sentences, and action verbs wherever possible. Ten words to eliminate wherever possible: the, that, there, very, actually, pretty, a little bit. 
2)  Vary your sentence length. Balance longer sentences with shorter ones.

3)  Eliminate sections if necessary. Every word, sentence and paragraph should move the story forward.

4)  Paraphrase a long, complex quote. Use part quote and part paraphrase.

5)  Break up long paragraphs.
6)  Include people and action. The human psyche relates more to people than concepts.

7)  Format creatively with bullets, subtitles and sidebars.
8)  Experiment with recurrence and alliteration. Make your prose dance.

9)  Incorporate relevant statistics, graphs, pictures, drawings or cartoons.

Tips: When writing a long, complex article, I might cut up the first draft into paragraphs, re-order them and tape them on another sheet. This lets me play with a different ordering.


When editing a complex article, I write one word or short phrase synopsis of each paragraph in the margin of the hard copy. That helps me to see if the order is correct. Sometimes I cut and re-order the sequence for editing as well as writing.


Another exercise is to underline the first sentence of each paragraph. Then read through the article, reading only the underlined sentences. Do you get the gist of the article's content? The first sentence of each paragraph should indicate the material to follow.
Endings Say Good-bye


The advice for fiction endings applies to non-fiction as well: "Endings are satisfactory when they fulfill the promise put forth in the beginning and carried through in the middle." 


The ending should have the same tone and writing level as the body. Here are some possibilities to consider:

1)  Look to the future. Where is the person, cause or project heading? Any quote that would be suitable? Reporter POV can't change to suddenly become an expert.

2)  Circle technique. Come back to the topic of the first paragraph but with additional insight.

3)  The summary. Recap the important points.

4)  The quote. End with an appropriate quote from one of the players – or even from someone else if you think it fits.

5)  End of the action. No attempt to explain, editorialize or look to the future. Thunk. It's over. This can be effective – or it can leave the reader hanging. Use with caution. 
6)  Anecdote. A short account of an interesting or humourous incident. 
7)  Ironic ending. Indicates a wry sense of humour.

8)  The surprise. Also called the twist. Used more often in fiction.

9)  Poetic ending. Use a poetic quote or phrases.

10)  Echo ending. Repeat, but in different words, one of the points made in the body, or the point of view of one of the people.

 * * * * * * * * * * *

Interactive Editing: This is something I've developed over the years because I work with a lot of amateur writers. I read a piece over and make suggestions using underline for deletion and square brackets for insertions or my comments. The underline is faster (do it from the keyboard rather than opening a menu) – and square brackets differentiate from rounded brackets of content. I email this to the writer. Later, we edit together over the phone, with me reading the piece out loud from the beginning, checking with the writer re my suggestions. 


This method has the advantage of giving the writer more of a say in the final product. Writers are usually happy with this process and want to write for me again. Also, because I have the writer on the phone, I can ask questions about any areas that are not clear.


This method is a bit harder with freelance clients as it is more expensive for them. They pay for my "marking up time" plus the time on the phone. Some ask for the interactive method at the beginning, to understand what I'm looking for; then they request mark-up editing only and they do the final polishing. 

* * *** * * *** * *

"Beginnings" examples: 
Brown Seeks Easier Time (original article)
A lawyer for Gordon Brown denied Friday he has asked for special privileges for his client, despite requesting U.S. authorities send the Canadian-born businessman to a minimum-security prison, a privilege usually denied to non-Americans.


The flamboyant Brown renounced his Canadian citizenship in favour of British citizenship in 2001 in order to accept a peerage to the British House of Lords. It followed a protracted battle with then-prime minister Jean Chretien who nixed the newspaper baron's nomination to the House of Lords.


Chicago lawyer John Simpson said from Chicago it's not a special favour but something he would ask the court to grant for any other individual with the same circumstances.


"One of the things we point out is that he has a home in America, in Florida in fact; it's a place where he's residing and so it isn't as if he doesn't have contacts with the United States."

1) The Quote


"Brown deserves a minimum-security prison. He has a home in Florida. That's enough to justify the request. It's not like he's just a visitor to the U.S.," says Gordon Brown’s lawyer, John Simpson.
2) The Anecdote (only first paragraph is in story format)

Gordon Brown, entrepreneur, author, and newly ordained criminal, emerged from the courtroom still parading his haughty demeanor. A lawyer accidentally bumped him in the crowded corridor and Brown disdainfully dusted his sleeve. If his pompous armour was dinted, Brown refused to show it.
3) The Narrative (article continues in story format)

(The first paragraph same as above.)


Although a guard held one arm, Brown turned to his lawyer, John Simpson, and whispered something in his ear. Simpson smirked approval and the two men parted company – one to go home to smoked caviar and the other to eat common jail food. But something's cooking, a plan for redemption is in the works, and Simpson’s highly paid team will scour the law books to find loopholes, grounds for appeal, something, anything, to rescue the pedigreed Brown from the ignominy of a jail sentence.

4) Description


Gordon Brown may have felt humbled by the court verdict but he refused to admit he was guilty. 


He stood straight – although the stress of the nine-month court case showed in the circles under his eyes and his sagging jaw line. Brown clung to his shield of professed innocence, that he had done nothing wrong in spending millions of shareholders' dollars.
5) Comparisons and Combinations


Betty Arnason sat quietly in the gallery while her husband Gordon Brown stood for his guilty verdict.


If this had been a court of public opinion, Arnason might be hearing the clang of prison doors behind her as well. "My extravagance knows no bounds," she was heard to say as she willingly spent the money Brown looted from his publicly owned companies.

6) The Startling Statement


Because of an obscure technical loophole, Gordon Brown may be declared innocent.


Lawyers for the assumed-doomed media tycoon have found a hole in the law they hope will make room for Brown to drive through, back to his opulent lifestyle.
7) Direct Address (contains a "you" statement)


You may not believe this, but Gordon Brown still believes he's innocent.


His sense of identity as a rich, erudite, powerful businessman is so essential that to admit he did wrong in looting his publicly owned companies could crush his fragile ego, says psychiatrist George Fedoruk.


"Gordon Brown needs to assert his innocence in order to keep living," Fedoruk claimed after the trial was over. Fedoruk had socialized with the mogul in more pleasant times and followed the courtroom drama intently.

8) The Allusion


Like Sisyphus rolling a stone up a hill, Gordon Brown is wasting his time on a fruitless task. He will never win the court case or his former place of glory in the publishing world. Yet he won't give up pushing the stone of professed innocence and claim to superiority.

9) Pun or Play on Words


Gordon Brown is green with envy.


By ratting on Brown, former partner Tom Radcliffe is getting off with a mere two and a half years in prison compared to Brown’s six and a half.
10) Delayed Revelation


He may be a pompous ass. He may look like he's down and out. But don't be fooled: the vanquished newspaper baron has a scheme for redemption.


Gordon Brown, hoping to rise from the ashes of his disgrace, is pinning his hopes on an appeal that his lawyer John Simpson hopes to have ready for early March 2008. 

* * *** * * *** * *

“Endings” examples:

1)  Look to the future.



Will sea buckthorn become a household staple in Manitoba as it was for Mila Maximets growing up in Russia? Time – and innovative harvesting and marketing – will tell. [The story is about Mila Maximets’ attempt to grow and bottle sea buckthorn in Manitoba.]

2)  Circle technique. Come back to the topic of the first paragraph but with additional insight.


Back in Winnipeg, Erin and I sifted through our collection of pictures and memorabilia, savouring the memories. Because of that trip, I have added a new phrase to my clutch of clichés. 



Whenever people express anxiety about something and I want to reassure them, I tell them, "Nema problema. That's what they say in Yugoslavia.” [This story started out with a description of how nervous my daughter and I were about our trip to Yugoslavia.]

3)  The summary. 


Simple acts of generosity, a welcoming smile, a kind word or an insightful quote, a hug and a laugh – all go a long way to cultivating and nurturing positive, healthy environments. (from an article on how to create happier surroundings)

4)  The quote.



In closing, I’d like to paraphrase a prayer written by one of the greatest sages Canada has produced, Red Green of the Red Green TV show; “I’m human – but I can change – I guess – if I have to.” (from an article on voluntary simplicity)

5)  End of the action.

And when he asked the neighbours what had happened to her, all they could say was that she had been put out of the house, and had married some labouring man, and they had gone looking for work to London or Liverpool or some big place. And whether she found a worse place or a better he never knew, but anyway he never met with her or with news of her again.

6)  Anecdote. 

I’m left wondering if it wasn’t the stones, those cheeky devils that were really responsible for putting the whole thing together. (from an article about a woman who bought a store that sells crystals)

7)  Ironic ending.


But he heeded these things no longer, but lay quite inactive there, smiling as if he were satisfied merely to have escaped from the valley of the Blind in which he had thought to be King.


The glow of the sunset passed, and the night came, and still he lay peacefully contented under the cold stars. (Fiction: the man had stumbled across a town in a valley where all the inhabitants were blind. He remembered the saying, “In the kingdom of the blind, the one-eyed man is king.” The blind inhabitants proved to be more in control than he and wanted to remove his problematic eyes. The man chose death in the mountains rather than give up his precious eyesight.)  
8)  The surprise.

I’m afraid this puzzle needs a more clever mind than mine to unravel it. All I can conclude so far is that spontaneous human combustion gives new meaning to the words, “You’re toast!” (This was a story about historic cases of spontaneous human combustion – people who burst into flames with no external source of fire.)

9)  Poetic ending.



I warmed a few pennies in my hands and placed them on the rock to express my gratitude to the nature spirits around me. (The article was about Pele, the volcano goddess of Hawaii, and aboriginal worship of nature spirits. Grand Beach has a “spirit rock,” so the writer placed an offering of pennies in resonance with the natives of Hawaii.)

10)  Echo ending. 

“And then what? What about me?” Monique asks Win as he ends the call. “You really think I’ll be all right?”


“Funny how nothing changes,” he says, getting up from his chair, smiling at her. “Funny how it’s always about you, Monique.” (Monique has been shown to be a calculating woman who will do anything to get what she wants.)
The Joy of Writing: The Olson Ten-Step Method

By Anna Olson 
Below is the method that I have used for more than two decades to pump me up and get me going on writing projects. This is a creativity-liberating process. Once you learn the theory, you can apply it to other areas besides writing. It's important to start at Step 1 for every project. 


Steps 1 and 2 will help a little bubble of happiness to form and percolate through your project from beginning to end. If you do those two steps at the beginning of each workday, you will gain even more benefit. Five to ten minutes on each should suffice.

Step 1. Babble about your life.

  Step 2. Babble about the topic.

Step 3. Cluster on the topic.

Step 4. Research if necessary.

Step 5. Write first draft.

Step 6. More research if necessary.

Step 7. Second draft.

Step 8. Show to someone for feedback.

Step 9. Third draft: edit and polish.

                  Step 10. Publish (or send to publisher) and reward yourself. 


Babble writing is important because it entices your inner child into the project. Your child is the source of your artistry and creativity so it’s really important to have her or him along for the ride. To do this, you need to start with simple structure. "Babble writing" is just stream of consciousness writing. There are no rules: you can’t fail because you are just writing about how you feel. What could be easier? You’re a success right at the beginning of the project and you will carry that feeling through to the end.


Avoid the temptation to start at a higher step. You may be able to do the project, but you will miss out on the joy. First you need to play: babble about your life, how you feel today, what are the problems, what is going well. 


Then babble about the topic. Don’t look at your notes, just be opinionated. You may have not even started your research. That’s even better. Pretend you know everything. Be irreverent or sarcastic if you feel like it. Crack jokes. Have fun with the topic before getting serious.


Clustering is important for bringing ideas to the surface. For the uninitiated, here's how it works: put a "seed word" in a circle in the middle of the page – like "tree" for example. Put a line radiating outwards and a relevant word in another circle, like "trunk." Keep adding lines, circles and words, building on associations. When you feel a sense of completion, that you have enough words down, write a paragraph about the subject. For a full understanding about clustering, read Writing the Natural Way by Gabriele Rico. 


It’s a good idea to give yourself a reward after completing your assignment so that you get a treat even if others reject your effort. You stayed with it, you completed something, you deserve a reward. Think about what it will be early on so you have a “carrot” dangling before you all the way. 

          Use Clustering to Jump Start Your Writing     by Vicki Meade
One of the best techniques I've ever learned for breaking through inertia, stimulating ideas, and finding a direction for a piece of writing is "clustering." Over the years I've used it to jump-start everything from personal essays to corporate reports.

Clustering is a powerful tool because it taps into the right brain, which drives creativity. Our right brain is where fresh ideas and original insights are generated. The left brain, in contrast, is more logical and orderly. Both are essential to good writing, but if your left brain is too dominant when you start a piece, it inhibits the free flow of thought. Clustering muffles the left brain for a time so the right brain can play freely. Here's how to do it.

*  Write a nucleus word or phrase on a clean piece of paper. I usually choose a word that I consider, loosely, to be my topic. For example, if I'm writing a Mother's Day essay, "mother" would be a good nucleus word. If I'm writing an annual report for a client I might choose "service" or "business" or even a phrase like “improving our image." The nucleus word's purpose is to trigger associations. Emotionally charged words like "love," "loss," or "envy" are extremely effective, as are prepositions: "around," "beyond," "over," and so forth. 

*  Circle the nucleus and let connections flow, writing down each new word or phrase that comes to mind, circling it, and connecting it with a line to the word that sparked it. Attach to the nucleus each word that seems like an entirely new direction. But don't get hung up on which words connect to what. The idea is to let thoughts run quickly without editing, censoring, or worrying about proper sequence.

*  Keep your hand moving all the time; do not stop. If you get stuck, keep circling words or thickening lines between them. You can even doodle, but do not stop moving your pen. As long as your hand is occupied, jotting thoughts and circling, your left brain – the "critic" – is occupied and thus is prevented from interfering with spontaneity and creativity. 

*  Cluster for three minutes or so – you'll probably fill the page. At some point you'll feel a mental shift or an "aha!" that suggests what you want to write about. 

Continue adding to your cluster if you feel there is more to explore, but you can start writing anytime you want. Refer to your cluster to stimulate thoughts as you write, but don't feel you have to include in your piece everything that's in the cluster. 

*  Write your piece without worrying about perfection. Get it all onto paper, and later, go back to polish using the logical left brain.

The book Writing the Natural Way by Gabriele Rico, Ph.D. (Penguin Putnam, Inc., 2000), explains the clustering technique clearly and thoroughly. It's a wonderful resource to help enhance your creative powers.
Journaling Ideas


People often lose interest in journaling because they think they should have high standards for content and grammar. The irony is that your writing will improve in quality while you are focusing on quantity. And you’ll have more fun because you’re more relaxed. Try to fill a certain number of pages every day, or every week – or fill a notebook a month.


On the subject of notebooks, I prefer standard school scribblers to ornamental, classy, hardbound journals. The latter inhibit me. With the common scribblers it’s easier to be messy, add clumsy drawings and say anything I want.


Write about your life – past, present and future. Evaluate past events, asking yourself what you would do differently if you could live them over again. Write about how you’re feeling today – physically, emotionally, spiritually. 


Speculate about the future. What will it hold? If there is a specific event coming up that you’re nervous about, list the “what if’s.” Everyone has secret fears that can be projected onto future events. By listing the fears you can see which are rational and which are silly. Also, after the event, you can look back and see which fears came true!


You can report on your life, listing details of where you went and the people you saw. But don’t stop there. Focus on your feelings, acknowledging the pain and pleasure of daily life.


One of the side effects of consistent journaling is that you will gain ideas for stories. Your life is interesting: mine it for story ideas.
“A writer and an octopus share more than you may think; their reach sometimes exceeds their grasp – and they both use a lot of ink.”
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