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PREFACE


Two of my sons, Phil and Dave, ran cross-country in high school. These grueling three-mile races were not on perfectly flat, machine-fabricated ovals but up hills, over ruts, through woods. In heat and cold, rain and wind I, like other parents, came to urge them and their teammates on.

Sometimes I’d run from one part of the course to another, taking a shortcut, so that several times during a race I could yell encouragement to press on, to not let down, to remember their training. Once when I was dashing from one place to another, a student cheering for another school almost slammed into me. As he flew by in another direction, he said, “Sorry, Coach.” I’ve never felt prouder to be mistakenly identified.

For over forty years I’ve trained, guided, and cheered on hundreds of writers. I’ve made suggestions for what to write about, how to write, and how to revise. I’ve encouraged and praised, cajoled and critiqued. In every case I have been stimulated by a desire to help people express their ideas as clearly and powerfully as possible. That is the motivation behind this book.

I’ve also done a fair bit of my own writing, trying to follow my own advice as much as possible. What I have realized in the process is how hard it is to write. It requires work and determination. It means saying no to other things I want to do or fitting it around things I must do (like my job). I have to overcome discouragement when progress is slow and when I don’t meet my own standards. As a result, I have great admiration for people who write, people like you.

In this book I offer some of the lessons I’ve learned in reading, writing, and editing nonfiction. If I can lighten your load as a writer of books, articles, blogs, newsletters, or manuals, and speed you on your way, I will be content.

Students and those who just want to write better may also find help in these pages. I hope you will feel free to take what is of value here and lay aside the rest till later.

I’ve divided my material into three parts. Part one on craft is about mastering certain skills such as finding strong openings and closings, staying focused on an audience, creating a clear structure, being persuasive, revising well, and developing good titles.

Part two is on art, which is notoriously difficult to define. I use the term a bit reluctantly because we can misapply it to writing pretentiously or can misunderstand it as being so subjective that nothing practical can be said about it. Rather than “high art” in the sense of historical or cultural artifacts, I mostly mean human creations that speak deeply to the full human experience (heart, soul, mind, body as well as our social and historical dimensions). Sentimentality and cliché need not apply. I seek to demystify some aspects of art in writing by considering strategies that can nudge us along the continuum toward fresher, more vital, and perhaps more beautiful expressions of our human condition.

Part three is on the spirituality of writing. Here I do not focus on the spiritual content of what we write so much as on our spirituality as writers. What effect does the act of writing have on my life in God?

While this book is about writing better and not about publishing or how to get published, in the appendixes I try to pull back the curtain of mystery a bit from this often unseen world. How do you find an agent? What is involved in promotion? How does coauthoring work? What about the self-publishing option? And is there any way to make sense of copyright? Also at the back are listed further online resources (found at ivpress.com/write-better), including questions and exercises for students.

I like order, so I would tend to read a book like this straight through. But you can skip around if you wish, going from one chapter to another as your needs or interests lead you.

You will notice that throughout I include many examples from fiction. This may seem odd for a book about writing nonfiction, but the line between the genres of fiction and nonfiction is not as hard and fast as it might seem. Both fiction and nonfiction can speak truth—and both can lie. Both fiction and nonfiction use narrative. We can tell a true episode in a work of fiction, or we can tell a fictional tale in a work of nonfiction. Likewise, both forms can share discourse and reasoning. A fictional character might spin out a historical incident or a philosophical line of thinking that could just as well be found in a nonfiction book.

Obviously I don’t deal with a lot of issues that are formally part of fiction writing—plotting, character development, dialogue, and so forth. But when a fiction writer offers a fine example of how to shape a narrative or use a metaphor, I’m happy to draw our attention to it. Indeed, fiction writers tend to use figures of speech, images, and allusion often and with great skill. We nonfiction writers have much to learn from our fiction-writing comrades.

In the pages that follow I emphasize the importance of gratitude in life and writing. Allow me to do some of the same here.

For over a dozen years now I’ve been blogging at Andy Unedited (andyunedited.com), where I offer thoughts on writing, publishing, history, biblical studies, and more. Some of what is found in this book was originally posted there, though now in a much revised and expanded form. David Zimmerman once suggested that I could probably gather enough material from the blog on a topic to be the basis for a book. I was skeptical, but here it is. Thank you.

I know all too well that it takes a village to make a book. Cindy Bunch, Jeff Crosby, and the rest of the publishing committee at InterVarsity Press said yes, while ninety others handled fulfillment, sales, marketing, production, and the business side. The folks at IVP also long supported my blog and hosted it on their website. Thank you.

I also stress in this book the importance of getting input from others before your writing goes public, listening to them openly, and wherever possible doing what they say. I have tried to follow my own advice. As much as I could, I revised, cut, reorganized, and added to earlier drafts as friends, family, and colleagues suggested.

Those who generously helped me by reading some or all of the manuscript include Drew “Blue Pencil” Blankman, Cindy “Now the Boss” Bunch, Rebecca “Laser Scalpel” Carhart, Heath “Prolific Professor” Carter, Roy “The Editor’s Editor” Carlisle, John “Wise Man” DeCostanza, Susan “Favorite Daughter” DeCostanza, Mark “Communication King” Fackler, Kathy “Super Agent” Helmers, Al “An Idea a Minute” Hsu, Ellen “Contract Queen” Hsu, Stephanie “What a Gem” Jewell, John “Doesn’t Miss a Thing” Le Peau, Phyllis “My Love” Le Peau, Joel “Man of Passionate Ideas” Scandrett, Dan “Always Follow His Advice” Reid, Kate “Keep the Student in Mind” Rice, Elizabeth “The Intern” Williams, and Ev “Psychology Is My Superpower” Worthington. Thank you.

Most people can point to a handful of others who had a major influence on them. That is true for how I grew in my love for working with words. My older siblings, Mary and John, were avid readers when I was growing up. Reading for me was slow and agonizing in grade school. But reading was something they valued and modeled for me. Since I wanted to be as smart as they were, I kept at it. Thank you.

I also had a high school teacher who opened me to the beauty, power, and magic of words. Mr. James Ryan spent the whole first semester of my junior year taking us through Hamlet line by line. What at first seemed impossible to decode soon became a realm of wonder and truth. Thank you.

My first boss in publishing was James Sire. He became well-known as a speaker and author. People mostly know him for his classic book on worldviews, The Universe Next Door. For me, he was the one who taught me how to edit—how to work with words, structure, and ideas. His influence permeates the advice in this book.

Jim taught me more than craft and art, however. He taught the importance of integrity in relationships with authors. He taught me to respect their ideas, to not impose my style or viewpoints on their work. He taught the importance of staying true to yourself as a publisher and not trying to copy the success of others. Thank you.
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  FINDING AN OPENING
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    BEGINNINGS MATTER.

    If on the first day of your diet you accidentally eat three jelly donuts—that is not a good beginning. If you are late for a job interview because you rear-end a beer truck—that is not a good beginning. If you trip and crash into your future mother-in-law the first time you meet her—that is not a good beginning.

    But if in the spring you turn over the soil and add the right nutrients before you plant, your garden can be productive during the whole season. If you make good friends in your first weeks of college, that can make the difference in sticking with school and ultimately graduating. If the opening sentences of what you write are just right, they can be a balm to readers and a joy to you.

    Strong beginnings arrest attention and alert readers for what is to come. With so many options for our time—pressures of work, school, or family; opportunities for relaxation or entertainment—readers need to be compelled to hear what we have to say and to keep going. They won’t commit to reading a paragraph, a page, an article, or a book out of a generous spirit. No. We as writers must make it possible for them to draw away from other attractions and distractions. A writer in search of a way to pull readers in need look no further than a strong opening.

    No single formula exists. Openings come in great variety. Here are some of my favorites.

    
      THE THESIS OPENING

      Having a clear statement of your main point is an obvious and legitimate way to begin. The danger is that it can become convoluted and abstract. One solution is to make it personal, punchy, or provocative.

      
        Life is difficult.

        
M. Scott Peck, The Road Less Traveled


      

      With only three words Peck flings a bucketful of cold realism into our overly optimistic faces, waking us from our self-help stupor. Part of the power of his opening comes from the contrast it presents to a society committed to the easy life. Losing weight should be as easy as taking a pill. Loving someone should be simple. Learning a language should be as painless as listening to a recording. We just don’t want to hear that all these take time and effort. But once we come to peace with that truth, says Peck, life becomes better.

      Even fiction can begin strongly with a very nonfictiony proposition.

      
        All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.

        
Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina


      

      Because no self-respecting novelist would write a story like a lot of others, we know this will be a story about one of those unique, unhappy families.

      Were thesis openings the thing to do in the nineteenth century? I don’t know, but they certainly knew how to do it well. Here’s another:

      
        It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife.

        
Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice


      

      And we know just the woman for just such a man—or at least we will shortly!

    

    
    
      THE PARTICULAR-TO-GENERAL OPENING

      Rather than being broad and expansive, another option is to offer a specific, detailed opening that draws readers in. They become engaged as they place themselves in a particular scene.

      
        Air-conditioned, odorless, illuminated by buzzing fluorescent tubes, the American supermarket doesn’t present itself as having very much to do with Nature.

        
Michael Pollan, The Omnivore’s Dilemma


      

      Pollan engages all our senses by giving concrete facets of sight (fluorescent lighting), sound (buzzing), smell (sterile), and touch (the cool of the air-conditioning)—all in the service of taste. Because of these few details, we can picture the whole scene, even those things he doesn’t mention—the fruit piled up in perfect pyramids, the polished floors, the trendy shelving. We are captured by immediacy.

      Notice, though, that Pollan doesn’t just pick any old details. The lighting is artificial, the buzzing is mechanical, the temperature is engineered, the smell is unnaturally void. They all deliberately point to one thing—his thesis. The food industry in America is ironically disconnected from nature. And that disconnect, when we stop to look at it, isn’t really all that pretty. Pollan moves us effortlessly from the particular to the general in a single sentence.

      Sometimes the more immense and complex the topic, the more important it is to bring things down to a human scale.

      
        At exactly fifteen minutes past eight in the morning, on August 6, 1945, Japanese time, at the moment when the atomic bomb flashed above Hiroshima, Miss Toshiko Sasaki, a clerk in the personnel department of the East Asia Tin Works, had just sat down at her place in the plant office and was turning her head to speak to the girl at the next desk.

        
John Hersey, Hiroshima


      

      A year after the first atomic bomb exploded over Japan, most people still had little idea what exactly it was or how it worked. Its sheer magnitude and unfathomable physics made it seem like something out of science fiction.

      To overcome this barrier, John Hersey in his 1946 piece opens with a specific instant, with a specific person doing something very particular and very routine. A woman sitting at a desk in an office. Nothing could be more ordinary, except for what happened at that moment.

      All his readers would know the bomb dropped. What they didn’t know was what happened to Miss Toshiko Sasaki. An individual. Someone like you or me who might be about to talk to a colleague. In this way readers can begin to come to grips with a new era of warfare we will never be able to turn back from.

      Picking the right details to include in an opening is key.

      
        There is a housing project standing now where the house in which we grew up once stood, and one of those stunted city trees is snarling where our doorway used to be.

        
James Baldwin, “Fifth Avenue, Uptown” in Nobody Knows My Name


      

      What do we know generally from this first sentence? We’re reading (or at least we are starting with) memoir. It’s a personal account of a moment that reflects on the author’s past.

      Baldwin does so much more, however, simply and powerfully. Just two words set the tone for the whole piece. With stunted and snarling he invokes a sense of lament. The home he grew up in, with all its intimate memories of joys and sadness, is now replaced with a massive, bureaucratic building. Like the tree “where our doorway used to be,” the life in this new building is limited, confined, restricted. There is no room for growth. We do not have a tree happily wagging its branches in welcome. Instead, that tree, squat and unformed, stands guard at the door like a growling dog unwilling to let him in. Thus Baldwin begins his reflection on place, race, and loss.

    

    
    

      THE HUMOROUS OPENING

      It’s hard to miss when you start with something funny.

      
        I come from Des Moines. Somebody had to.

        
Bill Bryson, The Lost Continent


      

      Bryson begins his travelogue through small-town America in his home state of Iowa. We join him as he travels thirteen thousand miles, east to west, smiling and chuckling all the way with his wit and droll observations.

      Regarding his frequently intoxicated neighbor, he says, “Everywhere you went you encountered telephone poles and road signs leaning dangerously in testimony to Mr. Piper’s driving habits.” And while on his crisscross country tour he noticed a sign which read, “BUCKLE UP. ITS THE LAW IN ILLINOIS. Clearly, however, it was not an offense to be unable to punctuate.”1 But it was Bryson’s opening line that prepared us for this whole enjoyable ride. As does this:

      
        Had CC de Poitiers known she was going to be murdered she might have bought her husband, Richard, a Christmas gift.

        
Louise Penny, A Fatal Grace


      

      With a fine comic touch we see immediately that our murder victim is so self-absorbed she couldn’t be counted on to buy her own husband a Christmas present—even if her life depended on it.

    

    
    
      THE DRAMATIC OPENING

      If you’ve got a dramatic story to tell, don’t shy away from it.

      
        The French had collapsed. The Dutch had been overwhelmed. The Belgians had surrendered. The British army, trapped, fought free and fell back toward the Channel ports, converging on a fishing town whose name was then spelled Dunkerque.

        Behind them lay the sea.

        
William Manchester, The Last Lion: Visions of Glory


      

      The first short, rapid sentences pound away at us like German artillery that will not stop. Manchester then gives us a brief respite, breaking up the terseness with a long sentence before finishing us off with an ominous five-word image: “Behind them lay the sea.” He uses no emotionally charged words like disheartened, dazed, or desperate. He doesn’t have to. We feel it already.

      Next we feel the heat.

      
        It was a pleasure to burn.

        
Ray Bradbury, Fahrenheit 451


      

      The sinister, almost sadistic, quality of this dystopia glows through this deceptively simple sentence. In grim irony, the firemen of the society Bradbury has created don’t put out fires. They start fires. And they love to burn books.

    

    
    
      THE INTRIGUING OPENING

      We’ve become all too used to clickbait headlines we see on the web (“10 Surefire Ways to Lose Weight: You Won’t Believe #7”). Creating intrigue is a valid approach, but we shouldn’t follow the formula of being somewhat misleading and crassly provocative. Better options are available.

      Making readers curious is the flipside of the thesis opening. Instead of being straightforward, we are oblique and mysterious. We rouse their interest, and in doing so encourage them to keep reading to find out what we mean, how what we say could be true, or what will happen next.

      
        You may not believe me, but I have news about global warming: Good news, and better news.

        
Noah Smith, “The End of Global Warming,” The Atlantic


      

      Smith sets up a thesis that is contrary to much conventional wisdom, but he doesn’t exactly tell us how this could be the case. We definitely want to read the next sentence.

      The following one-page prologue offers us a gripping mystery.

      
        It was predictable, in hindsight. Everything about the history of the Society of Jesus bespoke deft and efficient action, exploration and research. During what Europeans were pleased to call the Age of Discovery, Jesuit priests were never more than a year or two behind the men who made initial contact with previously unknown peoples; indeed, Jesuits were often the vanguard of exploration. . . .

        The mission to Rakhat was undertaken not so much secretly as privately—a fine distinction but one that the Society felt no compulsion to explain or justify when the news broke several years later.

        The Jesuit scientists went to learn, not to proselytize. They went so that they might come to know and love God’s other children. They went for the reason Jesuits have always gone to the farthest frontiers of human exploration. They went ad majorem Dei gloriam: for the greater glory of God.

        They meant no harm.

        
Mary Doria Russell, The Sparrow


      

      In this novel about making first contact with an unknown culture, the first line and the last line of the prologue set off a string of issues: What was predictable in hindsight? How could their good intentions go so horribly wrong? And what exactly did go wrong? These questions drive us to the end of the book to find out what happened and why.

    

    
    
      THE UNDERSTATED OPENING

      Sometimes when emotions are hot and debates are combative, trying to yell even louder won’t work. Doing the opposite can make people listen. Sometimes, if you whisper, people will strain to hear what you are saying.

      
        While confined here in the Birmingham City Jail, I came across your recent statement calling our present activities “unwise and untimely.”

        
Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail”

      

      As the civil rights movement was heating up in the early 1960s, Dr. King responded to eight fellow clergymen who wrote to urge an end to demonstrations and to instead use peaceful, orderly means to achieve a “better Birmingham.” The rest of Dr. King’s reasoned, orderly letter is in tune with his beginning. He sets forth a case for the protestors’ actions that has become a classic of American public literature on par with Thoreau’s essay on civil disobedience from a hundred years before.

    

    
    
      THE LONG, POETIC OPENING

      The rule: start with something short and punchy. So what’s any self-respecting author going to do to surprise readers? Break the rules, of course.

      
        It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way—in short, the period was so far like the present period, that some of its noisiest authorities insisted on its being received, for good or for evil, in the superlative degree of comparison only.

        
Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities


      

      With ill-advised attraction to the comma and dangerous indifference to the period, Dickens is one of the few who could get away with this.2 Yes, short is usually better than long. Thus a word of caution to some of us: Professional Writer on Closed Course. Do Not Attempt.

      The poetic nature of his prose makes this work. The paired contrasts set the theme for the tale of two contrasting cities and extremist viewpoints we are about to hear.

      Something else subterranean gives his opening power. Dickens is echoing one of the most famous passages in literature.

      
        There is a time for everything,

        and a season for every activity under the heavens:

        a time to be born and a time to die,

        a time to plant and a time to uproot,

        a time to kill and a time to heal,

        a time to tear down and a time to build,

        a time to weep and a time to laugh,

        a time to mourn and a time to dance,

        a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them,

        a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing,

        a time to search and a time to give up,

        a time to keep and a time to throw away,

        a time to tear and a time to mend,

        a time to be silent and a time to speak,

        a time to love and a time to hate,

        a time for war and a time for peace. (Ecclesiastes 3:1-8)

      

      By recalling this passage for readers, even without their full awareness, he evokes the profound emotions of uncertainty we have about life—about its meaning, about why there is happiness and heartache, about the temptations of cynicism and the call of hope.

      We may struggle to successfully generate an echo like this, but it can be worth the effort. The advantage of evoking a famous line is that doing so draws upon all the resonances of emotion and meaning that have accumulated with that passage over the years. It gives weight, depth, and substance to an opening. By building on a substantial existing foundation, our structure can go higher. We don’t want to merely quote it but to give it our own twist or turn, fitting it to our task, as Dickens does.

      John’s Gospel does likewise. It opens with, “In the beginning was the Word,” gaining immense traction by recalling the opening of Genesis, “In the beginning God.” Here, John says, in Jesus is something as profound as the creation of the cosmos. And should we also think, perhaps, the Creator himself?

    

    
    

      THE OPENING THAT FITS

      My dear observant reader, I am sure you will have noticed that many of the examples above are stories. Usually a bit of drama is more likely to draw in readers than some abstract statement of the topic. The front-page feature articles of the Wall Street Journal have been masterful at this for decades. They have a topic or issue they want to cover, but they begin with a compelling story. Just look at any recent examples and you’ll see.

      It’s hard to go wrong when you begin with a tale about yourself or someone else, comic or tragic, ordinary or dramatic. It’s hard to go wrong. But it is possible.

      The best-selling book Blink by Malcolm Gladwell begins in 1983 when Gianfranco Becchina offered to sell an ancient statue, a literally larger-than-life sculpture of a young male known as a kouros, to the Getty Museum for $10 million. To ensure its authenticity, the Getty conducted extensive (even microscopic) analysis. The conclusion of the expensive, time-consuming study was that the statue was genuine. Getty then made the purchase.

      Later a few experts on viewing the statue had instantaneous misgivings, though they had a hard time articulating exactly why. After further analysis, the gut reactions proved to be correct. The statue was a fake.

      With an extended version of this tale firmly planted in our minds, we carry with us throughout the book the idea that we (whether experts or schmucks) should rely on our intuition, our hunches, rather than detailed analysis. The problem? This is not the actual point Gladwell wants us to take from the book.

      In fact, while Gladwell gives multiple examples of instant reactions that were right, he also gives many that were wrong, sometimes with deadly consequences. He explains how even the blink-of-an-eye conclusions of experts can be mistaken in many different situations. But the subtitle (The Power of Thinking Without Thinking) and the compelling opening story lead us to believe that the book is written merely to praise snap judgments rather than to partially bury them.

      What does he actually want us to learn? One lesson is that we are often careless with our powers of rapid cognition. Experts make snap judgments but even they don’t know why, and they are sometimes quite prejudiced in those decisions. A second lesson is that the problem can be remedied. Guards and guidelines can be put in place to protect even the most objective of us from biases that inevitably creep in.

      By starting with the story of the statue, however, Gladwell conveyed the wrong message: everyone’s intuition is better all the time in every circumstance; expertise, research, formulas don’t matter. Gladwell doesn’t end up with that view, however. He concludes with a helpful, balanced perspective, but the book is a bit muddy in how it gets there.

      The lesson for nonfiction authors. While opening with a strong, compelling story is always a good option, be sure the story is consistent with your main point as well as your target audience.

      If you are writing for parents, don’t start with a sports story—start with a family story. If it is for teachers, don’t start with a business story—start with an education story. If you are writing to affirm the value of exercise, don’t start with a story about someone breaking a leg while running. If you want readers to know that intuition both works and doesn’t work, don’t start with a story that only shows a situation in which it works. The sports story, the business story, the broken-leg story, and the statue story can all come later. Just don’t start there.

    

    
    
      THE ANTI-OPENING OPENING

      Going against expectations to capture attention is a theme found in many of the options already mentioned. We can also go even further by starting with something that isn’t an opening at all.

      
        And speaking of gifts, I should tell you a rule.

        
Robert Fulghum, “Brass Rule,” All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten


      

      Fulghum hadn’t been speaking or writing of gifts at all in this essay. In fact, he hadn’t been writing anything. He jumps right in, though, as if he had, catching us off-guard, pulling us in by making us ask, “Did I miss something here?” We look at the previous page. No, that’s no help. We start again and keep reading to figure out what in the world is going on here. We’ve been caught.

      Yet perhaps the ultimate in a nonopening opening is from Robert Farrar Capon’s An Offering of Uncles, which goes like this:

      
        
          AUCTOR: Well.

          LECTOR: Well, what?

          AUCTOR: Well, here we are.

          LECTOR: But this is preposterous. An author is supposed to begin more surefootedly.

          AUCTOR: Ah, but beginning is not that easy.

          LECTOR: If you find it such a problem, why do you insist upon authoring?

          AUCTOR: Because I have something to say.

          LECTOR: Thank heaven for that. What is it?

          AUCTOR: If I could tell you, I would have said it already.

          LECTOR: Oh. And I suppose that since you have not said it, you cannot tell me?

          AUCTOR: Precisely.

          LECTOR: My congratulations. Your book is a model of brevity.

          AUCTOR: Not quite. We are not yet ready to talk about a book, only a beginning.

        

      

      
        And my beginning is a model not of brevity but of honesty. The start of a book, you see, can be written either before or after the book itself. If before, it will be an honest but shakily written piece of business during which the author struggles to get his feet under him, and from which he escapes the first chance he gets. If afterward, it will be a piece of Fine Writing in which he ticks off briefly and with utterly fake aplomb all the things he has spent months trying to keep himself glued together long enough to say. In the first case it is a beginning, but not worth reading, and in the second it is readable, but no beginning. There is, therefore, no way to begin a book both honestly and successfully.

      

      Despite his protestations, Capon is definitely a surefooted author, beginning with immense confidence (and a touch of humor) under the guise of not knowing what he is doing.

      With tongue firmly planted in cheek, he also hits upon the problem all writers face. How do you begin before you begin? He’s right, of course. Prefaces and introductions are typically written last. That is often the case with the beginnings of chapters, blogs, articles, or newsletters. We only find our opening late in the process.

    

    
    
      OPENING SALVO

      In the musical 1776 there’s a classic scene in which Thomas Jefferson starts his solitary work of drafting the Declaration of Independence. Quill in hand, he scribbles down a line, looks at it, then crumples up the paper and throws it on the floor. He sits a moment, thinking, and then scribbles another line. Again, dissatisfied, he wads it up and throws that on the floor as well. He thinks once more. Then as he’s about to make a third attempt, but before he even writes one word, he looks at the blank paper, crumples it up, and throws it down.

      Logically enough, most people start by trying to think up and then write down various openings. But, as Jefferson displays, that is almost always the wrong approach. It is very difficult to come up with something strong and memorable without a context. So how do we craft one? How do we come up with a line or story that is powerful, substantive, and shows our readers clearly where we are going?

      Here’s a simple technique that I have found helpful in my own writing and in working with many authors.

      First, just start writing. Don’t worry about the opening line. Begin wherever you want and get your thoughts down on paper. You may write several pages or even complete the whole draft—or a second or third draft—all without a strong beginning.

      Once you’ve done that, throw away your first three paragraphs. Your piece probably begins with the fourth. Why? We almost all need some time to get going, to figure out what we want to say. Once we build up a little momentum, things begin to flow. But no one wants to watch us change the oil, check the tire pressure, wash the windows. They just want to get on the road with us. So don’t make your readers watch you try to get a car started that is out of gas.

      You may only need to throw away one paragraph or it may be ten. Get rid of anything that looks like preliminaries. Background information about your topic or about yourself is probably unnecessary. If it does matter, put it in later.

      One likely place things get rolling is when you begin telling a story. After relating the tale, then you can step back and explain how that episode connects to your topic and why it is important. But all that leads up to the story? Make it go away.

    

    
    
      STARTS AND FITS

      If dumping your first few paragraphs doesn’t result in a good opening, look over what you’ve written with the sole purpose of finding the strongest sentence in the whole piece. If you have trouble, maybe ask a well-read friend or two to help find some candidates. (Or they might be able to see how many paragraphs could be cut at the start.)

      Once you’ve identified the sentence, make that your opening and rework the rest of the piece to fit that new beginning. You may only need to redo the next few sentences or paragraphs to make it flow well. Sometimes it may require more extensive reorganization of the whole.

      Work hard at your opening, but don’t obsess about it. It doesn’t have to be great. Good can be good enough. In fact, you’ve probably already written it—somewhere in the middle.

      Looking to the middle could have helped even as accomplished a writer as Malcolm Gladwell. Later in Blink, Gladwell offers an equally compelling story of Abbie Conant, who in 1980 auditioned as a trombonist for the Munich Philharmonic Orchestra. She and the others all performed behind a screen so the decision-making committee would focus on the music and not be distracted by appearances. During Abbie’s turn she cracked a note and thought, It’s over for me. After she finished playing she immediately began to pack up to leave, knowing she wouldn’t be selected. But after her solo, the music director cried out, “That’s who we want,” and sent everyone else away who was waiting to audition. When she walked out in front of the committee, they were shocked. They didn’t expect a woman to play a “masculine” instrument like the trombone with such confidence and authority.3

      The story made Gladwell’s point. Amateurs like you and me would have no idea which of the trombonists would have been best. They would have all sounded equally good. Experts can tell the difference. But even experts have blind spots. Their intuition and expertise are not enough. We all need help overcoming our biases. Using a screen to hide age, gender, and ethnicity has revolutionized the makeup of orchestras in recent decades. Now they truly have the best in the world available to them, and they are more diverse.

      If Gladwell had looked for the most fitting story for Blink (even if it wasn’t quite as powerful as a story about $10 million and the elite, world-famous Getty Museum getting hoodwinked by a fake statue), he might have pulled this account of the musical audition to the front. The story would have been a better one for Gladwell to begin with because its conclusions more closely fit the overall theme he wanted to convey in the book. Expertise and intuition are still important and valuable, but they need to be guarded with procedures that take bias out of the equation.

      Beginnings matter. But when crafting a beginning, look to the middle.
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KNOWING
YOUR AUDIENCE
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WHEN PEOPLE HAND ME A PROPOSAL or manuscript for a nonfiction book or article and ask me for an editorial opinion, we’ll talk about several issues, but I have one chief diagnostic question. Almost anything and everything an author has to say flows from the answer. It tells writers what kind of vocabulary and images to use, how long the piece should be, how to organize the material, what to leave in, what to take out, and even where to try to publish it.

This is the question: Who is your audience?

If we don’t know clearly who we are writing for or who we want to reach, we are writing with a pen that has no ink, with a laptop that has a dead battery.

The immediate instinctive (and wrong) response is to say we are writing for everyone. A book that is for everyone is for no one. It will be too broad and general to interest any particular readers. We shouldn’t even say we are writing for all parents or all voters or all pastors or all women or all business people. We have to be much more focused than that.

When thinking about our audience, we should try to be as specific as possible—age range, economic status, religious background, ethnicity, geographic location, life experiences, and so forth. In fact, I encourage writers to pick out one person they know that they would love to have read their work. Then write for that one person.

Say you want to write about teaching. Maybe you’ve narrowed it down to high school. You have important things to say to high school teachers, to parents of high school students, as well as to professors of high school teachers. That is too much. Focus on high school teachers. Then think of one high school teacher you know and write for her.

Obviously, we hope many people from a wide range of backgrounds and circumstances will read our book or article. But it is best to think of all these others as reading over the shoulder of the one person or group you have in mind. That in fact is what happens all the time. You no doubt read many pieces not primarily intended for you. Unexpectedly, the concreteness and particularity of such pieces give them a more universal appeal.

Suzanne Collins wrote The Hunger Games for young adults, and she successfully reached those readers—and millions more who read over their shoulders.

Michael Crichton wrote Jurassic Park for sci-fi readers but managed to pull in hordes of others who found the premise of the book and the cast of characters fascinating.

At the same time, some books don’t gain such extra readers. They simply go deeply into a narrow market. Richard Bolles’s What Color Is Your Parachute? for job hunters is one example. I can’t imagine that many people read it who are happy and secure in their jobs. And he didn’t write for them. They were excluded. The genius of the book, of course, is that at one time or another most of us do look for a different job.

All these books illustrate the same principle—stay focused on a narrow audience.


WHAT ABOUT ME?

The book I most often recommend to writers is William Zinsser’s On Writing Well. It is wise, practical, and enjoyable to read. Friends have even heard me talk about Zinsserizing a manuscript—a mischievously ironic term since Zinsser abhors such neologisms.

In On Writing Well, however, Zinsser self-consciously makes an apparent contradiction. On the one hand he tells writers not to worry about the audience, what people will like or understand or agree with. Don’t write for an audience. Write for yourself, he tells us confidently. Write about what interests you. If you think something is funny, put it in. If you like a word, say neologism, don’t fret over whether most people will know what it means. If it fits you, use it.

If you find cockroaches to be fascinating, then don’t let your fear of squeamish readers deter you. Do chess-playing bronco riders give you a kick? Then make the move. If the atonal music of Arnold Schoenberg sends your heart into rhapsodic palpitations, then strike that chord in your prose. Don’t be concerned if Aunt Henrietta doesn’t know the difference between a twelve-tone scale and the twelve apostles. Just have fun.

As I write, podcasts are widely enjoyed. Of course, true crime stories have been a popular genre for generations; no surprise then that podcasts should enjoy success there too. But many other types abound. No topic is too specialized for How Stuff Works, which has episodes like “How Lion Taming Works” and “How Commercial Jingles Work.” Neither life nor death nor my pocketbook depend on being informed on such subjects. But the producers and reporters do a fascinating job, and we listen.

I personally enjoy This American Life and Radiolab. They lean on telling stories about what otherwise might be considered an arcane subject. Where did the legal phrase “We can neither confirm nor deny” come from? Why are US cities opposed to fighting crime using successful techniques developed by US companies for places like Mexico and Iraq? Why did badminton players try to lose in order to win a tournament? When Radiolab puts together stories like these, they keep our interest. They tell stories with drama, with compelling narrative questions as we learn something new. They don’t give a second thought to what others may or may not like. If they alone think it’s a good story, they tell it.




DON’T WORRY ABOUT AUDIENCE, BUT DO WORRY ABOUT AUDIENCE

But here’s the contradiction. While Zinsser tells writers not to worry about what readers might think, he also advises writers to work hard to keep readers’ attention, to not let them get distracted in the middle of a paragraph. “The reader is an impatient bird, perched on the thin edge of distraction or sleep.”1 So we must also be aware of and concerned about readers.

How can we do both at once? How can we not worry about readers and worry about readers at the same time? By realizing that two different issues are involved. One, he says, is a matter of attitude. The other a matter of craft.2

Be willing to express your opinions or interests or personality regardless of what others may think (attitude). And do so in a way that engages and compels them to read on even if they disagree with you or may not have a natural interest in the topic (craft).

The best podcasters think a lot about audience. While their choice of topic may be their own, the audience influences how they cover the subject. They make assumptions about what their audience knows and doesn’t know, what may need to be explained and what doesn’t. They consider what might motivate their listeners and what might seem boring.

Likewise, the best writing comes when authors follow Zinsser’s apparently paradoxical advice. How do we keep our audience in mind and not keep our audience in mind? We do it at different times. When we are first picking a topic, researching, drafting, and smashing down ideas on the page, we need not give one thought to the audience. We just do our best to get into a flow.

But later, after we’ve got the semblance of a draft together and go back to rework, refine, and edit our own material, then we keep our audience in mind. Zinsser himself hints at this. When talking about whether to put in humor, he writes, “If it amuses you in the act of writing, put it in. (It can always be taken out, but only you can put it in.)”3 That’s the key—we can always take it out later. We just shouldn’t take it out early in the process.

When we revise, we need a guide, a grid, a set of criteria for what to leave in and what to take out. Sometimes too much of a good thing can make a piece fail. We may think all the illustrations are spot-on, but too many of them (or the wrong ones or even too many good ones) can put readers off.

How do we determine what may work for our audience and what may not? We will have a hard time figuring that out with a big amorphous readership in mind, thus the earlier suggestion to make it specific. Having one person in mind is a great way to do that—someone who is not on the fringes of the kind of people you want to reach but someone at the center.

Who should that person be? How do we choose? Another way to phrase the question, Who is your audience? is this: Who do you want to reach and why? That is, What is motivating you to write? What have you learned that you want others to know? Who could benefit from it? A friend? A coworker? Someone you worship with? A customer? A family member?

Write for that person, and let it be your gift to them.
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GIVING STRUCTURE
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ALWAYS MAKE AN OUTLINE before you start writing.”

Isn’t that what your fifth-grade teacher told you? Well, I’m sorry to break this to you, but Miss Whitebread was wrong. This is one of those “stupid things we were taught in school,” so let me deconstruct this bad boy.

To begin, it is impossible to make an outline before we start. How can we outline something when we don’t even know what we want to say, haven’t started thinking about what we want to say, or don’t have any research or notes on what we want to say? We can’t. Plain and simple.

Thinking is a messy business. We start with random, maybe disconnected ideas, facts, opinions, and, yes, feelings. Perhaps we have a general notion, but that’s about it.

Maybe we are the sort of person who can work things out in our head before we write, but even then our first step is not outlining. It’s thinking. Step one, then, is definitely not to create an outline.

Step one may be to just start writing. We take one idea and see where that takes us. If it goes nowhere, we abandon it and try another idea. If it goes somewhere, we keep writing.

That, however, is not the only possible first step. Another step one could be to collect scraps and bits of information and stories and guesses and quotes. We store these in our memory or write these down on a sheet of paper or put them in a word processing document or even (if we are old school) on 3" x 5" cards. We then follow up some of these notions by talking to friends, reading, reflecting, remembering, and taking more notes.

After that, while shampooing in the shower, a related idea pops to mind, and we write that down (after we get out of the shower). More reading. More note taking. More musing.

Along the way we may start writing random, disconnected paragraphs about stuff we’ve collected, playing with some of the things we’ve written down, trying to develop them a bit. Eventually we gain some momentum and paragraphs begin to link to each other, pages follow, and we’re on a roll.

After a while we see what we’ve got and start revising, adding, and organizing—yes, organizing (maybe into an outline, maybe not yet) after we’ve written. We begin to see what facts and guesses and stories fit and which don’t.

We may discover that the anecdote that triggered the whole thing suddenly doesn’t fit at all, and with deep sadness we must exile it to the land of “To Be Used Later.” Or it may fit and make a beautiful opening or a grand conclusion.

We may have collected seventeen points and realize that’s crazy, so we pare it down and work with three or four or five. More rearranging, more revising, more adding, more subtracting. We do this in light of the specific audience we’ve identified (chapter 2), all the while looking for a good opening (chapter 1). At some point an outline may emerge, and then we fill in gaps and round it out.

When did we outline? Maybe in the middle, maybe at the end, maybe (if we’re writing a blog) never. But when we do create an outline, it’s not primarily for us and certainly not for a teacher. It’s for our readers.


OUTLINE OPTIONS

Why are outlines for readers instead of us? The human brain yearns for structure, for organization. It’s a survival instinct.

With all the stimulus in the world, prehistoric people could lose track of what was truly dangerous. If they didn’t have categories in their minds of things that weren’t dangerous (butterflies) and things that were (lightning-swift predatory mammals with razor-sharp teeth), they’d have to stop and think each time they came across something, by which time they might already be someone’s lunch.

Over the millennia, we’ve all learned that lesson. Our brains thrive on the known, on predictability, on organization. With that in place we can then take the time to learn from, appreciate, or sometimes enjoy the unknown, the unpredictable—those things that break the rules. So, yes, structure brings joy to your readers.

We don’t want to overwhelm readers with where we are going and how we are getting there, but we want to give enough so they can benefit from what we are saying and don't become confused. Here’s a baker’s dozen of some of the possible structures you might use for a nonfiction piece.

Question and answer. Each chapter, section, or paragraph leads with a question and follows with one or more answers. This has the virtue of clarity, but it can get tedious for readers after a while. And the questions may not represent those your audience really has. One way to overcome the tedium is with humor.

Letters. Actual or fictitious letters are collected, either offering one side of the correspondence or both. This form is much harder to pull off successfully than it seems. The niceties of greeting each other and keeping up on the incidentals of life can become tiresome letter after letter when such elements keep readers from getting to the main topic of the correspondence. And if you skip all those details, why bother with the letter format at all?

Story. A narrative dominates the book or article. This is common in biography, autobiography, and memoir but can also be found in general interest writing. In a culture dominated by narrative, primarily through movies, this can be an effective way to keep readers’ attention. Episodes may be interspersed with commentary or reflection as each part of the story is told.

Beads on a string. A series of independent but related topics are discussed one by one. A book on habits might devote successive chapters to different behaviors. As an alternative, each chapter could be a different strategy for breaking or forming any number of habits.

Shish kebab. Like “beads on a string,” each chapter is of equal weight and related to an overall theme. But the theme skewering each chapter together is much stronger, making each chapter much more similar to the others than in the beads structure. The overall topic could be having a positive mental attitude. Instead of covering many approaches, one approach is proposed. Each chapter shows how this one idea plays out in a different group—teachers, students, athletes, parents, business-people, and so forth.

Pie. The whole of a topic is divided into logical parts. Thus we can make some attempt to be comprehensive, with the parts being much more integrated. Areas or disciplines that already have standard categories (like world history or world religions) often provide their own structure.

Concentric circles. Start with the core idea and move out. For example, (1) food and me, (2) food and my friends and family, and (3) food and the world. (Or you can go in reverse order.)

General to particular (or vice versa). Broad concerns or issues are addressed before individual examples are considered in more detail. Often practical application is reserved for the end. A piece on technology might begin with broad cultural trends and then consider specific issues of the day. Or the order could be reversed—beginning with specific pressing felt needs readers have and then considering the larger social influences that created these concerns.

Theory to practice. This can be a subcategory of “general to particular.” It can work for a specialized or professional readership, or as an academic book. But for general readers it is best to avoid this structure. People tend to get bogged down if the first half is theory with no application. Impatient, they want to know sooner than later what the payoff is for them. An alternative is to spread application throughout. Instead of first explaining the theory of brain science and considering how this applies to, say, relationships, include some of the science and some practical implications in each chapter or section.

Chronological. The primary structure is past to present to future. The topic could be a scientific discovery, the development of an idea or a person, or how to make a meal. But often it is best not to start right at the beginning and go straight through to the end. Starting in the middle or end (how friends raved about your butternut squash soup) can make for more interesting reading (more on this in chap. 6).

Biblical. The canon of Scripture or particular books of the Bible provide the overall structure. This is used in commentaries as well as studies that trace a topic from the Old Testament to the New.

Persuasive case. In chapter five I discuss in more detail the classic rhetorical three-part structure for a persuasive argument—ethos (making a personal connection with your audience), logos (offering facts and reasons), and pathos (using emotion to make a plea for action).
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