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Wriﬁng exercises inspire, educate, build self-
awareness, jump-start a person’s writing,
and help writers hone their cragf They are all, at
their core, about writing, but some of the best

exercises take a writer someplace new.

“A good exercise should push you up against a limit or take you to
a place you've not been before and are uncomfortable with. And
then afferwards, you can go there, and it becomes comfortable,”
says fiction writer David Gould.

Gould is also an assistant organizer of Virginia’s Arlington Writers
Group (AWG). We also belong to the allgenre AWG that started in
2006 and meets in person every Wednesday for two hours. The
group alternates each week between critiques and other planned
activities, which range from craft discussions to author talks, social
events, and writing exercises. After more than 600 meetings, AWG
has refined a set of exercises that are effective for maintaining
momentum and helping writers of all levels strengthen their craft.
Here are some of our favorites.
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- GROUP WORK

Beginning, Middle, and End
Beginning, Middle, and End
is an exercise designed for
groups - ideally groups of
three. Writers choose indi-
vidual prompts, take a pad
of paper, and write the
beginning of a story — and
only the beginning. After 15
minutes, everyone stops,
and passes the pad to some-
one else. Writers now have
20 minutes to read the
opening they've been given
and write the next part of
that story (the middle).
When time is up, the pads
are passed again, and within
30 minutes, writers supply
the ending of the new story
they’ve been given.

AWG members then read
the stories aloud. The results
are entertaining, and writers
of the first sections typically
report that the story did not
end up where they expected.

Writing under this tight
time pressure can be liberat-
ing; there’s no time to over-
think. The exercise also
challenges a writer to explore
different paths and voices for
stories, and maybe even
write in a new genre.

You may have decided to
turn your prompt into a dra-
matic coming-of-age story,
but one of your partners
may have gotten the same
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prompt and gone the sci-fi
adventure route. If you are
writing her middle, you
can't ignore what she’s done
and keep telling your story -
you need to respect her
choices and help tell the
next part of her story.

And when you are writ-
ing the last installment of
the story, two other writers
have started you on the
journey - now it is up to
you to tie it all up. “The
exercise forces you to get
into someone else’s head. It
makes you approach scenes
in a way you wouldn’t nor-
mally. It’s helped me as a
novelist,” says Gould.

Flaming Fragment

AWG, like many writing
groups, has a policy of not
rewriting members’ work
that is presented for feed-
back. It's a good policy. You
can tell the writer what
works or what doesn’t and
why, but saying, “you should
have character X do such
and such” is generally bad
form. But during a Flaming
Fragment session, all bets
are off.

This is really a brain-
storming exercise where
writers present any kind of
idea they are hung up on. It
could be an entire novel that

needs a better ending or an
isolated detail such asa
character name, a profession
that would make for an
engaging protagonist, or an
interesting world to explore.
Writers are given 60 seconds
to share their fragment with
the group, and then the
group pitches ideas - trying
to “fan the fragment into
flames.” The amount of time
dedicated to each depends
on the number of fragments
you have, but AWG attempts
to give at least 10-12 min-
utes per author.

Marichka Melnyk, a
writer and radio producer
in Toronto and former
AWG member, conceived of
the exercise. “I have a ten-
dency to idly come up with
scenes or scenarios, or see a
real-life exchange between
people and start to imagine
the backstory. Or I meet an
interesting person and
begin to spin them into a
character with no particular
story in which to place
them,” says Melnyk.

She felt like her creative
energy was being wasted and
found she wasn't alone.
“Others were also collecting
these fragments, and we were
inspiring each other anyway,
so we formalized it with the
Flaming Fragment session.”
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Writing exercises foster your

ability

to be creative, write

quickly, self-reflect, and try
new perspectives.

SWEAT THE SMALL STUFF

Then there are exercises that
compel people to focus on a
single message and be con-
cise. This is never easy, as
immortalized by 17th-cen-
tury inventor, mathemati-
cian, physicist, and writer
Blaise Pascal: “I have made
this letter longer than usual,
only because I have not had
the time to make it shorter”

Plot Summary

Whether it’s a short story,
personal essay, or novel, Plot
Summary forces writers to
find the central idea of a
piece. This exercise is par-
ticularly helpful when devel-
oping materials writers will
use in pitching, such as syn-
opses and query letters.
First, writers are given 30
minutes to summarize a
piece they’re working on in
200 words. Next, they work
for another 20 minutes to
pare the description down
to 100 words. Finally, they
have 20 minutes to shorten
it to no more than 50 words.
All three can be read aloud

for comparison and critique.

If writers find this exercise
too challenging, it could
indicate a greater problem
in the story itself.

Six-Word Whatever
Last, but not least, is Six-
Word Whatever. Writers are
often advised to strip out
adverbs, but what if they
have to remove everything
but six words and still tell a
compelling and complete
story? While the true origin
of the Six-Word Novel may
not be as romantic as Ernest
Hemmingway winning a
bar bet with his famous ver-
sion - “For Sale, Baby
Shoes, Never Worn.” - the
exercise is an effective one.
AWG has featured Six-
Word Science Fiction, Six-
Word Romance, and
Six-Word Memoir. This is
more challenging than it
may seem. While the first
successful result can take
some time, it usually leads
to many variations. Giving
writers 30 or 40 minutes to

pen several versions and
asking them to read their
top three always makes for
fun sessions.

Writing exercises foster
your ability to be creative,
write quickly, self-reflect,
and try new perspectives.
Whether in a group or on
your own, try these exer-
cises to give your writing the
workout it needs. [

Jennifer L. Blanck is a freelance
writer who has been a member of
the Arlington Writers Group since
2008. Her writing has appeared
most recently in Christian Science
Monitor, Entropy, Toastmaster,
Whole Grain, and Wine Business
Monthly. You can find her on Twit-
ter and Instagram @jiblanck.

Michael Klein is a founding mem-
ber of the Arlington Writers Group
and has led it for more than 10
years. He has penned and ghost-
written hundreds of articles and
speeches and is interested in
hearing about your writing exer-
cise experiences @mkleinwrites
on Twitter.
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