Drafting 23

At some point, you need to write out a draft. By the time you begin draft-
ing, you've probably written quite a bit—in the form of notes, lists, out-
lines, and other kinds of informal writing. This chapter offers some hints
on how to write a draft— and reminds you that as you draft, you may well
need to get more information, rethink some aspect of your work, or fol-
low new ideas that occur to you as you write.

Establishing a Schedule with Deadlines

Don’t wait until the last minute to write. Computers crash, printers jam.
Life intervenes in unpredictable ways. You increase your chances of suc-
cess immensely by setting and meeting deadlines: Research done by ___;
rough draft done by ; revisions done by ___; final draft edited, proof-
read, and submitted by ___. How much time you need varies with each
writing task—but trying to compress everything into twenty-four or forty-
eight hours before the deadline is asking for trouble.

Getting Comfortable

When are you at your best? When do you have your best ideas? For major
writing projects, consider establishing a schedule that lets you write when
you stand the best chance of doing good work. Schedule breaks for exer-
cise and snacks. Find a good place to write, a place where you've got a
good surface on which to spread out your materials, good lighting, a com-
fortable chair, and the right tools (pen, paper, computer) for the job. Often,
however, we must make do: you may have to do your drafting in a busy
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computer lab or classroom. The trick is to make yourself as comfortable
as you can manage. Sort out what you need from what you prefer.

Starting to Write

All of the above advice notwithstanding, don't worry so much about the
trappings of your writing situation that you don’t get around to writing.
Write. Start by FREEWRITING, start with a first sentence, start with awful
writing that you know you'll discard later—but write. That's what gets
you warmed up and going.

Write quickly in spurts. Write quickly with the goal of writing a com-
plete draft, or a complete section of a longer draft, in one sitting. If you
need to stop in the middle, jot down some notes about where you were
headed when you stopped so that you can easily pick up your train of
thought when you begin again.

Break down your writing task into small segments. Big projects can
be intimidating. But you can always write one section or, if need be, one
paragraph or even a single sentence —and then another and another. It's
a little like dieting—if I think I need to lose twenty pounds, I get dis-
couraged and head for the doughnuts; but if I decide that I'll lose one
pound and I lose it, well, I'll lose another —that I can do.

Expect surprises. Writing is a form of thinking; the words you write lead
you down certain roads and away from others. You may end up some-
where you didn’t anticipate. Sometimes that can be a good thing—but
sometimes you can write yourself into a dead end or out onto a tangent.
Just know that this is natural, part of every writer's experience, and it’s
okay to double back or follow a new path that opens up before you.

Remember that your writing is not carved in stone. A first sentence,
first page, or first draft represents your attempt to organize into words
your thoughts, ideas, feelings, research findings, and more. It’s likely that
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some of that first try will not achieve your goals. That's okay —having
writing on paper or on screen that you can change, add to, and cut means
you're part of the way there.

Dealing with Writer’s Block

You may sit down to write but find that you can’t— nothing occurs to you;
your mind is blank. Don’t panic; here are some ways to get started writ-
ing again:

Think of the assignment as a problem to be solved. Try to capture
that problem in a single sentence: “How do I ... ?” “What is the best
way to ... ?" “What am I trying to do in . . . ?” Think of a solution to
the problem, and then stop thinking about it. If you can’t solve it, do
something else; give yourself time. Many of us find the solution in the
shower, after a good night’s sleep.

Stop trying: take a walk, take a shower, do something else. Come back
in a half hour, refreshed.

Open a window, or get a fresh piece of paper and FREEWRITE, or try
LOOPING or LISTING. What are you trying to say? Just let whatever comes
come —you may write yourself out of your box.

Try a different medium: try GLUSTERING, or draw a chart of what you
want to say; draw a picture; doodle.

Do some RESEARGH on your topic to see what others have said about it.
Talk to someone about what you are trying to do; if there’s a writing
center at your school, talk to a tutor: GET RESPONSE. If there’s no one
to talk to, talk to yourself. It's the act of talking—using your mouth
instead of your hands—that can free you up.

p———

See the chapter on GENERATING IDEAS AND TEXT if you find you need more
material. And once you have a draft, see the chapters on ASSESSING YOUR OWN
WRITING and GETTING RESPONSE AND' REVISING for help evaluating your draft.
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