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Writing is easy, isn’t it?

An SF Approach to Writing

Maybe you already have written – e-mails, letters, proposals, web-logs, articles, dissertations, books. And maybe you have experienced: Sometimes writing goes just like this, and sometimes it does not: Thousands of ideas in your head dissolve as soon as you turn your word processor on. This accursed first sentence will not come to your mind. Your writing takes you right into the middle of nowhere without a trace where to continue or how to go on. Your inner critic will never be content, and if it were not for the closing date you would never finish your article. … And you do not want all that!
Why?

So – how did you overcome these obstacles when you have finished an important text last time? What do you do differently when you write an e-mail to a friend? Are there any tricks or techniques which can make you start, go on, and stop writing? 

Who?

If you have ever had to meet these challenges, or at least one of them, in any role or position in your job or private life you are very welcome to this workshop, called “Writing is easy, isn’t it”. 

What?

We shall explore what you do, and what others do to make writing work. We look at some techniques to gather, sort out, and arrange thoughts and ideas. We shall find out, if there is a way to make sure that your text is finished, ready, completed. 

How?

And in the end you will develop your individual Micro Tool (many thanks to Michael Hjerth for that wonderful idea) to meet your personal writing challenge. When you get back home, you will have a small card containing 3 to 5 questions. Answering these whenever you feel challenged by your writing may help you to find at least the next word. Thus you will be able to start faster, to continue smoothly, and to stop when you are finished. 

Yes! 

A) If you enjoy writing: You will be able to do more of it in the same period of time. 

B) If you don’t: You will be done faster and can quickly go back to the work you prefer.

Strategies to overcome writers’ blocks (Overview) 
	Before
	While
	After

	Write as fast as you can
(Write automatically)
	Concentrate on the single word you are writing at this very moment
	Put the text away for some time: 2 or 3 days would be the optimum, overnight is still quite good, 1 hour will do if necessary

	Sketch a cluster
	When you have written a sentence wait patiently until the next sentence comes, just be idle (like a motor)
	Suppose, you do not know anything about your subject. Which would be your questions to the text? Does the text answer them?

	Draw a mind map
	Do not read what you have written
	Read the text aloud at the most boring and expressionless tone. Are you still interested in the content?

	Write an e-mail to a friend
	Read aloud what you have written
	Let someone who really likes you read the text and listen to his or her comments

	Use a voice recorder
	If synonyms come to your mind: write them all down, select later
	Let someone who probably does not like you very much read the text and listen to his or her comments much more carefully

	Create a database
	Use the auto-save function
	Compare the text with the outline you have created before

	Create a slip box while thinking about your subject. Slip anything in that might be useful
	Keep every version of your text, you might want to get back to older ones
	Find out which questions should NOT be answered by your text

	Use tools you really like (paper, pens, computer, word processor, cards, chocolate paper)
	Skip to the next paragraph / next chapter or to the next but one when you have an idea for that. You always can get back to the point you are currently working on
	Check the deadline which your editor, your partner, yourself… has set for you

	Start with chapter 15
	Set yourself a certain time frame of how long you stay at your desk waiting. A short space of 5 minutes may do.
	

	Write a summary of chapter 8
	Go for a walk and promise to return to your text afterwards
	

	Write the last sentence
	Write the last sentence
	

	Write any sentence
	Write any sentence
	

	Make a walkable text
	“Walk your text”
	

	
	Change tools (from computer to paper, or vice versa)
	


Strategies to easily START writing 
	Write as fast as you can
(Write automatically)
	Try and follow your thoughts in writing. Write for 5 to 10 minutes as fast and as fluently as you can without stopping. Your mind will soon understand that you are not going to stop writing, and it will start to concentrate on the thoughts instead of trying to choose the write (best, only possible) words. Don’t mind orthography either – nobody will read this, but you.

If you run out of thoughts repeat the last word or the last letter until a new thought comes up. It surely will.  

There will be a lot of rubbish on the page or on the screen. And the more you do it the more wonderful pearls you will discover.

	Sketch a cluster
	1. Take a large sheet of paper in landscape format and write your keyword in the centre. 

2. Draw a circle around the keyword and note all the associations which come to your mind. 

3. Draw a circle around each new item and connect it to the main keyword or to another word in the cluster. Do this as fast as you can.

4. Do not reflect where to place a new item. Just do as you feel.
5. When you run out of ideas go back to the keyword in the centre and go on „circling“. Don’t ever put your pen down.
6. As soon as an idea for your text (the first sentence, a structure…) appears, stop clustering and start writing.
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	Draw a mind map
	Mind maps are useful if you want to structure thoughts and ideas. As a mind map is an image you can add things more easily than to a list.
Start your mind map placing your subject in the centre of a big sheet. Then you draw the main branches, which might be headlines of chapters, the parts of a speech, or main ideas of an article. Add sub-branches to those main branches in order to get a more detailed outline. 

Use colours, symbols and drawings which help you to easily understand the “map” when looking at it. Some people love drawing mind maps by hand, others use computer software. Do what helps you the most.
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	Write an e-mail to a friend
	If you think speed-writing is a crazy technique which does not fit you, you might try writing an e-mail (or a letter) to a friend. This might be a real person or somebody you invented. Tell her or him everything about your subject which is important to you, just as if you were talking.
You might find out afterwards that this e-mail already contains a good deal of the information you wanted to put in your text – even in a useful order and wording.

	Create a database
	Use the software which suits you best and collect all the information you find important. It might be useful to have software where you can search for words, and / or which you can sort according to certain criteria.

	Create a slip box while thinking about your subject. Slip anything in that might be useful
	A slip box may complement you database, or it may become your only database. The advantage: you can directly put in anything which crosses your way (objects, pictures, newspaper articles, handwritten chits…). The disadvantage: you have to find relevant information manually.

	Use tools you really like (paper, pens, computer, word processor, cards, chocolate paper)
	A friend of mine loves writing poems. But she can only do it when she has a chocolate paper to write. If you have such bias just give in to it. It will make writing much easier as if you force yourself only to stick to the computer.

	· Start with chapter 15

· Write a summary of chapter 8

· Write the last sentence

· Write any sentence
	Sometimes the first sentence of your article might be the last one which comes to your mind. So why wait? You can as well write down the things which come to your mind and put them into the right order when everything is put down.

	Make a walkable text
	This is especially useful when you are planning a long article or a book. Put chapters (i. e. headlines or summaries), scenes, catchwords, etc. on cards and lay them out on the floor or hang them on a line. By “walking” the text you might find out the correct order, the first sentence etc.

	Use a voice recorder 
	You have your best ideas when driving your car or jogging? Tell your voice recorder (mp3 player, mobile phone, answering machine).


Strategies to easily GO ON writing 
	Concentrate on the single word you are writing at this very moment
	While writing it may be useful to write slowly and with very much concentration on every word you put down. It might take you to the “idle” state, when you can receptively wait for the next word.

	When you have written a sentence wait patiently until the next sentence comes, just be idle (like a motor)
	As soon as you press yourself to find the next word, the next sentence, you might loose your train of thought. So give yourself the time to get (and to stay) into a relaxed and receptive mood. 

	Do not read what you have written
	Sometimes it may be useful not to read what you have written until you are done. Going on writing might help you concentrate on your thoughts and on what you are creating. Reading can put you into the “re-writing mode”, which needs different qualities than writing a first draft.

	Read aloud what you have written
	If you e. g. had taken a break or return to your text the next morning, it can be useful to read aloud what you have written. You can find out what you might have thought when you had been writing the text, and you can continue where you have stopped.

	If synonyms come to your mind: write them all down, select later
	In many cases it is NOT a good idea to use a lot of synonyms to describe one thing. Select the one (or two) really accurate words when you edit your text.

	Use the auto-save function
	Nothing worse than loosing your day’s work or more because of a computer break-down. So please, please, please use a word processor with an auto-save function, and activate it.

	Keep every version of your text, you might want to get back to older ones
	Save each version of your text giving it a clear distinguishable name. There are discarded ideas which you might appreciate at a later state.

	Skip to the next paragraph / next chapter or to the next but one when you have an idea for that. 
	Getting stuck with a phrase or a sentence should not be a reason to get stuck with the whole writing project. There may be other points where you can continue easily. So: skip to those points and come back later with fresh ideas.

	Set yourself a certain time frame of how long you stay at your desk waiting. A short space of 5 minutes may do.
	“Write” is a verb. So you will finish writing only if you go on writing. Setting up a gentle (!) time frame will help you get used to writing every day, every night, every Monday… Doing this regularly will surely finish your writing project sooner or later.
And probably you will find yourself writing longer than the 5 minutes you had planned to.

	Go for a walk and promise to return to your text afterwards
	Headache? Backache? Tired eyes? Get yourself some fresh air, move, do some brain gym in front of the door or the open window. AND get back to your text.

	· Write the last sentence

· Write any sentence
	This might have the same effect as skipping to the next paragraph (s. a.)

	“Walk your text”
	If you have created a “walkable” text (s. p. 6), it can be helpful to walk the text now, to get to a point where you can go on.

	Change tools (from computer to paper, or vice versa)
	Try the tools which do you good. There might be some which you have not thought of before.


Strategies to easily FINISH writing 
	Put the text away for some time: 2 or 3 days would be the optimum, overnight is still quite good, 1 hour will do if necessary
	Form, content, misspelling… everything becomes clearer when you put some distance between writing and editing the text. Good ideas for finding misspellings are:
-  read the text aloud (or pretend to do so if you are not alone
-  print the text in a bigger font or a different layout (i. e. colums)
-  go to another place to read the text

	Suppose, you do not know anything about your subject. Which would be your questions to the text? Does the text answer them?
	Put on your reader’s shoes. You might find it useful to write some questions down and see how the text answers them.

	Read the text aloud at the most boring and expressionless tone. Are you still interested in the content?
	A text can benefit very much from being read aloud. Try to do the opposite: do all you can to bore your audience. If you – or any listeners – are still interested in the content, your text MUST be good and ready. 

	Let someone who really likes you read the text and listen to his or her comments
	People who like you are normally bad critics because they do not want to hurt you. But they will probably mention the big things which might annoy later readers.

	Let someone who probably does not like you very much read the text and listen to his or her comments much more carefully
	People who do not like you tend to be more critical with your text. Listen carefully, find out where they are right, and correct the text. 
Select your first readers carefully, don’t give your text to anyone. You might get confused by many different opinions and suggestions.

	Compare the text with the outline you have created before
	To find out if everything you planned to explain is in the text, take a look at your mind map, at your cards on the floor, at your list…

	Find out which questions should NOT be answered by your text
	Sometimes it is difficult not to tell everything you know to the reader. If you have not done it before: Get clear about the things which people a) probably know already and b) do not have to learn by your book or article.

	Check the deadline which your editor, your partner, yourself… has set for you
	Be fair and make sure that you meet the deadline you have promised to keep. 


Comprehensibility

Writing should be a service to the reader. So make sure that the reader easily understands what you mean. There are four components which make texts comprehensible:
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You have to consider all of these: people won’t understand a report which is plain, but not structured.

In any case texts have to be as plain as possible and as structured as possible. For shortness/conciseness and accessories you have to strike a balance: not too short, but not too detailed, and a few interesting accessories depending on the length of the text. 

Plainness

A plain text creates images in the readers’ minds. You can achieve plainness by: 

-  “SIMPLE” WORDS

How “simple” a plain text is depends on your readers: 

· If your readers are cardiologists you can use technical terms which are specific in cardiology. 

· If you write for medical practitioners you may use medical terms, but be careful with special cardiologic terms. 

· If ‘anybody’ will read your text, find the English equivalent for the medical term. 

-  SHORT SENTENCES

The English language helps you; you always have to stick to the order of Subject ( Predicate ( Object. Do not add too much information, and restrict yourself to main clause plus one subordinate clause. However, vary between short and longer sentences!

-  PREFERE “ACTIVE VOICE”

“Paul beats Peter.” or “Peter is being beaten by Paul.”? It’s painful for Peter anyway, and the second variation is also painful for the reader. Avoid the passive voice whenever possible. Active voice demands a subject (the one who beats!), and thus the reader immediately understands who is responsible for what. 

- ELIMINATE ADJECTIVES

In most cases adjectives are superfluous. After you have written your text check any adjective if it helps the reader to distinguish one thing from another.

Structure and Order

Begin in the beginning, and end in the end. On your way from the beginning to the end follow a thread, and make sure that the reader can follow this thread, too. How can you do this?

· Do a mind map to structure the facts

· Decide what is crucial, what is important, and what is superfluous to understand the problem and the solution

· Use lists, enumerations, or tables to show things which belong together

· Tables: more than one aspect per item

· Enumerations: Items in a certain order

· Lists: Items which are connected in any other way. Start with the most important subjects – people tend to loose energy when reading long lists

· Limit your lists and enumerations to 7 items.

· Every list, table, enumeration should be introduced by at least one sentence to explain its content.

· Arrange your text into paragraphs with informative headlines.

· Each paragraph explains only one idea / thought. The first sentence should contain the most important statement. 

Shortness and Conciseness

You always have to find the correct relation between the length of your text and the amount of information in it. A postcard or a short article for a newsletter cannot contain as much information as an article in a magazine or a even a book. 

Do not inflate your text by unnecessary details. On the other hand: Make sure to give all the information your reader needs to understand the content.

A good structure usually helps you to find the right degree of shortness and conciseness.

Accessories

The 4th and last attribute of a comprehensible text is an adequate set of „accessories“. This comprises everything which makes reading more interesting:

- Quotes

- Examples

- Dialogue

- Drawings, diagrams, pictures

- Anecdotes

- Addressing the reader

Ideas for a personal Micro Tool

Last year at the SOL Summer University in Budapest Michael Hjerth introduced a useful technique to help yourself achieving a task: the Micro Tool, a small, customized set of coaching questions.

Here are some examples of questions you might use:
Before you start you might ask yourself:

· Who am I writing for? 
Which purpose do I want to achieve?

· Which result would I want to achieve in THIS writing session? 
What is the least which I want to achieve?

· When I achieved a similar writing goal last time, how did I do this?

· What is the first thing I can do now?
When you are writing, and writing suddenly seems to get difficult you might ask yourself:

· What is the next small thing the reader wants to know?
What do I want to tell the reader next?
· What has helped me when I was in a similar situation?
· What did I do to write the things which are already on the page / in my computer?

· What am I going to do in the next five minutes of writing?
Perhaps you want to “tailor” your personal set of questions to achieve exactly the writing project on which you are working. What is useful to ask yourself when you are about to finish your writing project?
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