
Letter to Students: Sue’s Writing Process
Dear Student:

I thought it might be interesting to share my writing process for chapter 4, a chapter that took over 150 hours to write (Whew!).

I see the writing process as something separate from myself—almost like a machine that’s always quietly humming away and works harder when I push the right buttons.  It’s always on.  I just tap into it.  Because I understand the idiosyncratic nature of my own process, I don’t waste time on things that don’t work. 

COMPUTERS

I work from two computers, a laptop that I can take anywhere in the house and a desktop in my office. The laptop allows me to sit in bed and write or move to the porch or the living room. I like to work in my office when I edit; the screen is large and clear and all my reference books are there.  

I save often. I once lost two hours worth of hard writing during a power outage. So, I’m a little paranoid now. I save in two places as I work—on my computer’s hard drive and on a zip disk. Once a day, I save all my work in three places—on each computer and the zip. It’s much easier to save than it is to lose several hours worth of writing.

PLANNING

Prewriting. I begin by freewriting on the computer, brainstorming any and all ideas that come into my head. I make lists quickly—so quickly that they are riddled with typos—but no matter. I have to let the ideas flow. Sometimes I slow down and develop one for a minute—adding a sub list of ideas. Sometimes the list is in complete sentences. Sometimes it isn’t. No matter, the ideas are there. I also map ideas on legal paper—drawing circles and arrows that connect ideas. Listening to music helps me think. Often I read articles or books on technical writing to see what’s current in the field.

Shaping. From here, I print my hodgepodge of ideas or look over my legal pad. I don’t need much time between the brainstorming and the upcoming analysis. I just pretend I’m a different person. I read with a critical eye: That’s good. That’s not. Not sure about that. Table for later. Then I organize the ideas in a way I think will work. I do this by numbering the sections: 1, 2, 3, 4 etc. Sometimes I’m amazed at how this chaos eventually becomes a polished chapter.

Research. I think about the model for the chapter and locate one or write one from what I know pretty quickly. I use the Internet to search for models or for information about a topic so that my model will be realistic. I get ideas by consulting with friends and family members who work in various fields. 

DRAFTING AND REVISING

Drafting. After freewriting and mapping, I go back to the computer. I add a line at the bottom of my document under which I write EXTRA. Then I cut and paste all ideas I deleted on paper into that section to get them out of my way. I’m not ready to get rid of them yet—I never know when I might want to reconsider one. Then I cut and paste my list into the 1, 2, 3, 4+ order I wrote on the paper, and I insert tentative titles for headings.

Now I write the introduction. I like to write introductions. I like introductions so much that often I find they are too long, and later I have to pare them down.

Next, I decide how to develop each idea as I come to it. Examples are the first thing I consider—examples that are realistic and that textbook readers will understand. When I do incorporate research, I document it informally right then to make sure I don’t lose track of the source. I consider graphics next. I ask myself, “Will something be easier for readers to understand if it’s in a table or chart?”
I start filling in more paragraphs—more examples. I write fast and furiously. This is the most frustrating part of the process for me. I want to get something down, quickly, so I can see what the chapter looks like. Before I print, I read my document on the screen and combine sentences to make them concise and add variety in structure. Then I print the document. I take a break while the document is printing.

Revising. I take my printed document and move to the porch with a pen and a drink. I find that part of my writing process is moving around. I can’t stay in one place. As I read the first draft, I become a different person—an editor making tough decisions. I usually go with my first instincts, cutting out fluff that doesn’t seem as important and makes the chapter too long (proper length is always in the back of my mind). I draw arrows to switch paragraphs around, making notes where transition or examples are weak. I never delete anything forever. I move it to the bottom of the document—under the line where EXTRA stuff goes. I can relax some now. The chapter is taking shape.
I begin making changes on the screen. After making changes, I print again and move to the porch to edit. Making notes, I read again with an editor’s critical eye. It’s time to make decisions. What works? What doesn’t? What do I get rid of? Sometimes that’s tough. Once I spend the time to write something, it’s hard to let it go.

I go back to the computer, make changes, print and go through the process again. I may do this six or seven times. During more routine editing, I can have the television on, listening to the news or a favorite sitcom in the background.
After the chapter is written, I write the end-of-chapter exercises, the notes for instructors, and the features. These don’t require as much revision, and I can write them more quickly.

COPYEDITING

Proofreading. Now, I’m ready to run a spell/grammar check and print one more time. I try to feel good about what I’ve written. It helps to edit if my confidence level is high. After one more series of little changes—a word here, a stronger transition there, a deleted sentence I don’t need, I’m ready to dump all the EXTRA stuff below the line into another document that I save. Some of this will be developed for the Data CD that accompanies the book. Other text goes into a file that I may one day refer to again.

Publishing. For me, publishing a chapter is making sure everything that is supposed to be in the chapter is there. When I complete one, I send it to my editor as an attachment.

TAKING BREAKS

I take a break when my mind starts to go blank or when I’m frustrated and stuck. I do try to come to a good place before I stop—usually the end of a section. Stopping at a good place makes beginning again easier. 

Each writing session lasts from one to three hours, depending on whether it’s morning or evening (for me, sessions are longer in the morning), or whether I’m coming up with ideas or editing (I can edit longer than I can come up with ideas). Some breaks are only 10 minutes. Others are at least an hour. But when I come back to the computer, I’m ready to try again.
GETTING UN-STUCK
When I run out of ideas or words or become frustrated, I do one of the following:

· ride my bike. The wind in my hair, the aerobic exercise—I don’t know why this helps; I just know it does.

· eat something and think. Sometimes the food is nutritious; sometimes there’s nothing like cookies and a soda. The brain does need sugar to operate. . . .  

· play the piano. This activates some part of my brain that helps the words come back to me.

· talk to my dog or cat. Sometimes they have a solution. . . .  Well, why not?
My writing process is not as neat as some, but it’s mine and I’m used to it. Good luck figuring out your process! 

Yours truly,
Sue
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