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Getting
Started with

Pre-writing Techniques

ROBERT RAYMER provides a guide to organising and
developing your story ideas

ECENTLY, WHEN I asked

a student if she likes to

write she replied, “Oh,

no! I'm afraid of writing!”

'Face it, most people fear
writing The thought of filling blank
pages with words—your own—can
paralyse you.

Fortunately, most people know
‘more about writing than they think.
They've been reading well-written
material all their lives, and they've been
taught to write since primary school.
‘The problem for many is they've
forgotten about pre-writing techniques,
including how to brainstorm for ideas,
expand those ideas, and organise them.

To compound the problem, in
school they weren't given enough
time to write during exams, let alone
prewrite, edit, rewrite and proof. In
other words, the process was taken
out of the mix. Thus, as soon as they
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! have an idea, they frantically wrote

away without really thinking it through
or even attempting to organise

: their thoughts. After one draft, they
assumed they were done.

Yet what they had written was all
over the place. They were saying one
thing, then the opposite, and repeating
or paraphrasing themselves several
times. It’s like a novice with a movie
camera zooming back and forth: It all
looks vaguely interesting, but what are
we supposed to be looking at?

What the novice lacks is focus.
Without focusing your ideas, your
writing will be fuzzy too. To give
your writing focus and direction, do
pre-writing.

Let’s assume you need to write a
350-word essay but you have nothing
to write about. You're a complete
blank, and there’s a deadline. Don’t
panic. During your pre-writing stage,

you're going to find something to write
about, focus it, and organise your ideas.
Here’s how:

When you have no suitable ideas

for a topic, the fastest way to get
one i to freewrite. Just write down
whatever pops in your head, nonstop,
as fast as you can, for about a minute.
Don't worry if it's working, disjointed,
or even making sense. Example:
He wants me to write but | have no
topic, is he nuts? How can | write if |
have nothing to say? It's worse than
speaking in public. Worse than jumping
off a building. If only | wasn't afraid of
heights. Actually I'm afraid of a lot of
things, like dying, losing my girlfriend, or
losing my mind...

Did any ideas emerge? Going
nuts? Maybe. Speaking in public.
Possibly. Jumping off a building.

1 Free write your way to an idea
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Wouldn't recommend it. Afraid of
heights? Perhaps. Afraid of a lot of
things. Hmm... I think you've got
something. How about fear? Now
doesn't fear sound like a great topic?
After you have a bona fide topic—a
great start. But fear itself is too broad.

Use clustering to expand
the idea
Now let’s explore the topic fear

with another pre-writing technique
called clustering. Clustering uses
free association to gather ideas from
your subconscious. When most
people think under pressure, they
either freeze or limit their thoughts
to the most obvious ideas without
considering other possibilities that
may be much better.

To cluster, write down the word
fear and draw a circle around it. Then
for each idea it sparks, draw a line to
that word and circle it. You can either
branch out from a new word, or go
back to fear and start a new branch,
circling each word along the way.
Cluster as fast as you can; let your
subconscious take over. Don't self-
censor; put down all your ideas, even
if morbid or weird. Consider them
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Writing
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llustration 1

clustering. Anything intriguing? How
about the fear of ghosts or black
magic? Or the fear of success or
failure? The fear of writing could prove

 useful for many people. Many of us
| make up excuses: The topic is boring,
| it requires too much research, it'll take

too much time. These excuses actually
mask your real reason for not writing:
fear. Fear of getting started, of not

{doing a good job, or not finishing the

task on time.

Explore the subject with
questions
Now flesh out your topic the
fear of writing by asking yourself
some informational questions to
gather some facts, then some personal
questions to learn how you really feel

! about the subject. Like this:

stepping stones that may lead to other !

ideas. (See illustration 1)

Ideally you could cluster forever
because everything can remind you
of something else. But usually after a
minute or two, you'll have this “aha”
feeling, and instead of words, you'll be
thinking in phrases and sentences. This
is the time to stop the clustering and
to start writing those ideas out as fast
as they come (before you lose them).
‘This will be similar to the previous,
freewriting session, but more focused.

Now look over what you wrote,
and revisit the other ideas in your

INFORMATIONAL

Questions : Answers
Who? Writers, students,
teachers, and
businessmen
What? They need to write or
want to write but can't.

Where? At home, work, school.

When? When faced with a
deadline. When writing
proposals, articles,

or business reports.
During exams

Why? Not enough time. No
ideas. Don’t know
where to start. Poor
i grammar.

Heights

Talking in class

Talking in public

Drowning

PERSONAL QUESTIONS

*  How does this topic affect me
or disturb me?

*  Whatdo | really think about this
subject, or do | even care?

POSSIBLE ANSWERS

If I could overcome my own fear
of writing, maybe | could write
better and faster. That would
mean more publications. If 'm a
student, it will definitely improve
my grades. If 'm a businessman, |
wouldn't have to take work home
over the weekends, or it could
lead to a promotion.

After exploring the topic further,
you can sense it might be too
limiting. You don't just want to know
about the “fear of writing” (you
already know that!), but something
more useful, like how to overcome
this fear. This would be more useful
to others, and more saleable.

ind the thesis statement

4To keep yourself on track,
come up with a thesis

statement, a single sentence that
states what the essay is about. A good
one not only states the main point of
your essay, but also indicates your
attitude towards it and the direction
you'll be taking. Example: By taking
several simple pre-writing steps you
can overcome your fear of writing.

To help organise your ideas
and prevent repetition, do a
rough draft

List your main ideas, and beneath
them your supporting ideas or
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elaboration, which may consist of:
facts, reasons, examples, incidents or
experiences. Then put the ideas in the
best possible order.

Give your writing a chance by
6 ccompleting a first draft

With pre-writing done, you
should be raring to go. At the least

you are fully prepared to tackle that
first draft since most of your ideas

are already waiting for you. All you're |

trying to do is get it all down on
paper as fast as you can before your
ideas disappear. Just write it out, and
don't disrupt your momentum with
dictionaries and thesauruses (that'll
come later).
Don’t worry if your writing is
appalling. It's only a first draft!
The biggest mistake people make
in writing is mentally comparing
their rough first draft to a published
classic—before they even finish a
draft, they've defeated themselves!
Relax. The trick to writing a
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good first draft is to just write down
approximately what you want to say.
Since you've already worked out an
outline, this will come fairly easily.

In fact, most of the first draft will
come straight from your pre-writing
ideas. For each subsequent draft,
you'll gradually get to where you'll feel
satisfied with it.

/ork your way to the final draft
? When you're done with the first
draft, take a good look at it. Make

sure you didn't stray from your topic.
‘That's why the thesis statement and
outline are helpful: At a glance you
can see where you're heading, and if
you don't like it, you can change it in
the pre-writing stage, before you've
invested a lot of time and effort.

With your completed first draft, you
now have something to work with. This
is where the real writing starts—where
you'll find the silly grammar mistakes,
the awkward word choices, the poor
transitions, the lacklustre writing
style. But that's OK, because this is
the time to correct it all as you revise
what you wrote. You'll also be adding,
subtracting, and rearranging material
along the way.

Finish and revise subsequent drafts.
You'll need at least three working drafts
(the more drafts, the better the writing).
When you think you got it about
where you want it, let it sit idle for a
day (or weeks), and revise some more
(youll be glad). This may require an
extra draft or so. When you are totally
satisfied, don't forget to proof the
final draft for typos. 2

HOW TO OVERCOME
THE FEAR OF WRITING
1. Why do people fear writing?

- don’t know where to start

- don't have enough time

- have nothing to say

- difficult or boring topic

II. How can you choose an
interesting topic?
- something you know about
- something you have an
interest in
- something you can learn from
- something you can easily
research

il Pre-write

- freewrite to gather ideas

- cluster to find a subject

- explore subject by asking questions
- outline for organisation

IV. Rough draftto final draft

- rework ideas

- rework organisation

- rewrite for clarity and emphasis

V. Edit

- punctuation
- grammar

- word choice
- style

VI. Pitfalls to avoid

- putting it off to the last minute
- thinking yow're done after
one draft

- not bothering to proof




