
Letter to Students: The Writing Process is Unique
Dear Student:

I learned in a graduate class about the idiosyncratic nature of the writing process, that each person’s writing process is unique. After teaching writing for 20 years and raising three children, I now know just how true this is. What’s amazing to me is the variety of differences I see in the way writers get started, draft, revise, and produce effective final drafts. I have personally witnessed the:
Long-Distance Sprinters. Some writers begin by jumping from a few notes into a really rough draft and go from there to the draft I can read. They are impatient to get started and work in fits: fast starts, short breaks, quick sprints, and a last-minute drive to finish.
Persistent Perambulators. Others take neat notes on note cards, organize them, and produce a fairly sophisticated first draft. They work steadily, walking deliberately through each step.
False Starters. Some writers write meaningless introductions and start to write the real paper on the second page. I tell them: “Now it’s time to ditch your introduction and write another one. This one was for you—it got you going into the writing process, but now you need another one for your reader.” 
Help-I-Can’t-Stop Drivers. Some writers are idea people who write and write and can’t seem to stop. I help them break up their writing into meaningful segments and put on the brakes. They ask, “But what do I do with all of these pages?” I tell them they already have their next paper—to save the pages for the next assignment.
Help-I-Can’t-Get-Started Marooners. Some writers are marooned, unable to put down any first sentence for fear it won’t be a good one. For these writers, I dictate and write what I hear them saying about their topic. I make a few changes and send them on their way—for now they have the start they need.
Bottom Liners. Others are bottom-line writers who write the bare essentials and quit. I help them learn to elaborate—add examples, facts, stories, statistics—to their writing. I begin by asking them questions: “Tell me what were you thinking when you wrote that. What you are saying to me now is exactly what you should be writing. Now write it down. What’s a good example for that statement? Got some research to back this statement up with?”
No-Noise Makers. For some writers, “no noise is good noise.” They need peace and quiet to write. Their desks must be uncluttered. There can be no music, television, or family discussions to distract them. They have a hard time writing in the classroom.

Noise Makers. These writers are In-the-Thick-of-Things Mediators. They can write in the midst of seeming chaos. They tell me they need noise “to block out,” that the quiet is disconcerting and distracting. They have extraordinary powers of concentration.

Yackers. Some writers have no ideas until we start talking about a topic. Once they talk something over with another person, the ideas start to flow. These talkers somehow tap into their idea generator through the act of thinking on their feet, talking about an idea, getting feedback, and then thinking about the idea some more. 

Research Gurus. Some writers are research gurus—faithfully going to the library, taking copious notes, and then writing wonderfully informative but poorly organized papers. With these writers, we work on organizing principles.
As you can see, writers use different writing strategies to develop a polished document. No way is the best way. Which kind of writer are you?

Sincerely,

Sue Jefferson
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