Guide to the Writing Process
By Karl Zuelke 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Before setting out some guidelines on what the writing process is and how it works in many writers, it’s important first to stress that every writer is an individual. The idiosyncrasies of the individual writer are what make written texts so endlessly interesting, and they are the reason that writing ranks among our highest and most profound of art forms. We can safely generalize about the process, however, if we acknowledge that we aren’t setting forth a strict program. The writing process generally follows a progression that we can identify, but certain writers may approach the task of producing a text in ways that differ greatly from other writers, and all will end up communicating in ways that are clear and engaging. With that caveat aside, we can nevertheless identify stages in the process that many writers generally follow. 
First of all, a writer must identify the audience and have some idea of its expectations. The approach taken by a research scientist who is preparing a paper for her peers in scientific circles will clearly differ from the approach taken by a sports writer reporting a baseball game for a local newspaper or from a writer of children’s books who has an audience of sixth graders in mind. As obvious as it seems, each of these writers must begin with an understanding of her audience. Oftentimes, a writer will do this automatically (or at least without too much effort), but it can help us begin in any situation if we ask some questions of our audience. What does the professor expect from the assignment? What level of diction will be appropriate to the subject? Will I be using dialect and slang and other informal language, or should this follow strict formal conventions? 
Once we have some understanding of the audience, we need to begin laying down words. Some writers prefer to grope their way forward by jumping right into the draft. Others find that prewriting is a strategy that can pay tremendous dividends later. Prewriting can take several forms, depending on the subject and on the approach the writer takes towards his subject. Outlines are an old, time-tested standby. While outlines run the risk of inhibiting creativity and spontaneity later on in the writing process, very often they can help in a preliminary organization of ideas and can be especially useful in technical writing situations. Brainstorming and clustering are less organized ways of generating ideas that aren’t fully formed yet. Brainstorming is simply listing anything that comes to mind about the subject without paying attention to that judgmental, “editorial” voice in our heads that tries to tell right from wrong and good from bad. Anything goes here, the wilder the better. Uninhibited freedom is the operative mode. Judge later. Clustering is a somewhat more organized kind of brainstorming which assesses the products of the wild and free generation of ideas, images, phrases, whatever, and assigns them to groups. The relationship of groups or images can often be organized graphically with lines, arrows, squiggles, etc. Oftentimes, these groups will evolve into sections of the text. Free writing is another kind of prewriting strategy which actually falls somewhere between the prewriting and drafting stages of the writing process. The idea is to put the pen on paper and start it moving, and as in brainstorming, absolutely anything goes, no matter how irrelevant, strange, or silly it may seem at the moment. We try to sneak around the editorial voice in this way, and sometimes the results can be surprising. Creative writers often use this strategy in their journals as they rummage through their lives and experience for incidents, ideas, and snatches of language that will form the basis of stories and poems. 
Drafting is that stage in the process where we begin the real generation and organizing of the material that we hope eventually to keep. For some writers, the drafting stage differs little from free writing, and in this case the writer is operating with confidence in the revision process that will surely come later. Other less uninhibited types prefer to draft more carefully, feeling ahead with care, perhaps adhering to an outline generated earlier. The technique of looping can be helpful here, which is simply writing ahead in short bursts with the understanding that nothing yet has been set in concrete. The writer can take a pause for breath and assess the last paragraph or so. If it isn’t acceptable, seems clumsy, or seems to be leading in the wrong direction, whatever, she gives herself permission to scrap it and try again. The widespread use of word processing programs makes this process a snap by simply highlighting and deleting sections of text. Still other writers find that drafting in one ferocious effort, from the introduction straight through to the final sentence of the conclusion, is what makes the most sense for them. This can work well for those who have the tenacity and endurance for it. In all cases, the writer should keep one thing in mind: Writers almost never produce a final text in one sitting! When you draft, give yourself the freedom to be imperfect. Sometimes students–who are admittedly pressed for time and whose busy lives push them up against the limits of their energy–find themselves relieved enough at the production of a draft that they assume they are finished, or they expect the effort of producing a draft to have been enough. Drafts tend to read like, well . . . drafts, however; which is to say they are usually unorganized, undeveloped, and incoherent. This is exactly what we expect from a draft because in drafting we understand that the first go will be incomplete and imperfect. But a draft is not the finished product. 
In order to refine the raw material of the draft into some kind of finished commodity, we revise it. To revise literally means to “re-see.” In order to re-see the material clearly, we need to separate the drafting process from the revision process, and this is a very important distinction. The failure to separate drafting from revising can sometimes lead to the frustrating state of “writer’s block.” Writer’s block can arise due to outside influences that we may or may not understand (I hate this class and don’t really want to succeed in it, or, I’m furious with my boyfriend and can’t think about anything else), and it can stem from a deep or complex psychological issue, but writer’s block can also develop from simply crossing signals in our brains as we work. To write well, we need to keep drafting and revising apart. It is best to separate the activities, by a full day if possible, but even if that essay is due in the morning, it’s still time for a break once you’ve finished the draft. Watch football for half an hour, call your mom, walk the dog, take a shower. Do anything to make it clear that in moving from the draft to the revision you will be changing your approach. This is because drafting, even in the driest, most technical applications, is still essentially a creative process, a right-brain activity during which we start with “nothing” and end with “something.” Revision, by contrast, is a left-brain, intellectual activity. It is that process by which we shape the raw material of the draft. We ask questions of it. We demand things of it. We ruthlessly judge it. We ask questions like: Does the body of the paper fulfill the expectations set up by the introduction? Is the progression of ideas logical? Are the characters in this story fully rounded or are they stereotypes? Are the transitions from one paragraph to another smooth and clear? Is this section developed enough? Does the conclusion do more than restate what the body has already said? Do I use too many clichés? Does the paper stick to a coherent subject or does it wander around through several related ones? Does this paragraph belong here? Asking these kinds of questions of the draft, and demanding answers, leads to the rewriting of sections, paragraphs, etc., with the ultimate goal of crystallizing into language the ideas or the effect that you discovered in your pre-writing or your drafting, or that perhaps you had in mind way back before you started putting words down. 
The final stage in the process is proofreading. Like revising, this is a rather severe, left-brain activity, but it works at a different level. Once again, we ask questions of our writing, but this time we apply rules to it: Is this comma in the right place? Does this pronoun agree with its antecedent? Does this sentence have a subject and a verb? Does “I” really come before “E” in this word? In proofreading we are also looking for mistakes, the obvious typo, the tangles of syntax left over from our changing of a paragraph while revising, that spot on the page where we indented a paragraph fourteen spaces instead of seven. It’s important to note that proofreading while drafting is another potential of cause writer’s block. Draft and be free. Revise and proofread later. 
It’s worth repeating that we’re all different and that there is no definitive program that will lead a writer toward successful written communication. It’s a tricky, frustrating business at times, which can make the desire for the security of a schedule all that much stronger. But the very quality of writing that makes it sometimes frustrating is also what can make it so exciting. When everything is clicking the writer knows it. He gets excited by the lightning bolts of inspiration that come in drafting, and he finds quiet intellectual satisfaction in the arrangement and control that come with careful revision. 
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