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This book is dedicated to you.*
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A Note to the Reader

You probably have mixed feelings about picking up this book. On the one hand, you think it might be funny because you’ve read the My Weird School series. Maybe A.J., Andrea, Michael, Ryan, Alexia, and Neil the nude kid will torment the grown-ups at Ella Mentry School and a lot of silly stuff will go on.

On the other hand, it looks like this might be a book about writing. Ugh, disgusting! It’s probably going to be a big borefest—one of those books your mom and dad want you to read because they think it will make you smarter or help you get better grades.

The truth is, it’s both. You just might learn something, but you might get a few laughs too. So give it a shot. What have you got to lose? This just might be the greatest book in the history of the world.*



INTRODUCTION: DON’T BE A DUMBHEAD
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Oh, yeah. I forgot to introduce A.J. and Andrea. They’re two of my characters from the My Weird School series. They’re going to help me talk about grammar.

Anyway, this is the part where I’m supposed to tell you why you need to read this book. Well, to be perfectly honest, you don’t.

Nobody’s going to throw you in jail if you don’t use correct grammar and spelling. You don’t need to write well to live. I’ve heard all the reasons for not learning how to write a million hundred times:

      • None of my friends bother with punctuation and all that garbage. So why should I?

      • I’m in a hurry. It’s a busy world. Everything moves faster than it did back in the Dark Ages. Get with it, old man.

      • When I text with my friends, I can only send a limited number of letters. So there’s no point in learning how to write proper English.

      • I communicate just fine right now. CUL8R is the same as see you later. GR8 is the same as great. And I can write the short versions faster.

      • This is how I stick it to The Man, or my parents, or my teachers, or old people who grew up before computers. And besides, anything a grown-up tells me to do has to be wrong.

      • Spelling, grammar, and punctuation are boring.

      • Being illiterate is cool. (Hey, some people really think this!)


Okay, I get it. You’ve decided to ignore the “rules” and just write whatever you want. I respect your independence. Now I’m going to tell you the one simple reason why you should change your mind. Are you ready? Here it is.

You sound like a dumbhead.

That’s it. I said it. I didn’t want to say it, but somebody had to. If your teacher gives you an assignment and you write, “I want to go over their,” you sound like a dumbhead. If you write, “The girls’s lined up in sise order,” you sound like a dumbhead.

You don’t want to sound like a dumbhead, do you? Sounding like a dumbhead isn’t cool. And besides, dumbheads don’t get into good colleges. They don’t get good jobs.

I really shouldn’t say that. Some dumbheads do get great jobs and make gobs of money. Maybe you can think of a few.

Call me a nerd if you want. I still think communication matters. And I think you should too. That’s why I wrote this book. So don’t be a dumbhead.

Now, let’s get started.

Here are some things you will not learn in this book, but would make good names for rock bands:
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I remember sitting in English class (that’s what they called it back in prehistoric times) listening to Mrs. Zatzkus talk about subordinate clauses, nominatives, and subjunctive whatchamacallits. Well, you’re not going to hear about any of that stuff in this book. Why not? Because I have no idea what any of those words mean. Oh, I tried to learn them, but it made no sense at all to me.
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The good news is, it doesn’t matter. You don’t need to know everything to get your point across. I’ve written a hundred books, and I wouldn’t know what a possessive pronoun was if it fell on my head.

In this book, you’re not just going to learn a bunch of boring grammar rules. You’re going to learn how to communicate. You’re going to learn how to write.
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“How vain it is to sit down to write when you have not stood up to live.”

—Henry David Thoreau


PART 1
TELLING A GOOD STORY
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“Where do you get your ideas?”
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This is the question that authors hear more than any other.* The answer is that we get our ideas from everywhere. We read the newspaper, watch TV, listen to the radio, and surf the internet.

Your teacher probably tells you to write about what you like and about what you know. That’s exactly correct. Write about things that are meaningful to you. An old family story. A treasured object. A relative. An important moment in your life. The time you moved. An embarrassing event. Something you’re afraid of. The best thing that ever happened to you. The worst thing that ever happened to you. A favorite pet, living or dead. That time you did that dumb thing and got into trouble.

Look for things that happened to you in real life, interesting people you’ve met, or weird things that went on at school. Observe the world around you. Keep an eye out for things that are unusual, funny, or different.

I’ll add something to that. Don’t just write about what you know. Write about what you want to know. Be curious.
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When I visit a school, I usually have lunch with a group of kids like you. Sometimes, the kids are shy because they think they have nothing to say.

So I came up with a little trick. I ask, “Did any of you ever break a bone?” Instantly, all the hands shoot up. Suddenly, everyone’s competing to tell me a story. Ryan remembers the time he jumped off his bed and cracked his head open. Kaylee tells me about the time her brother drove the shopping cart into the ditch and spent the night in the hospital. Jules brings up the time he fell off his bike and ... well, you get the idea.

Chances are, something very interesting happened to you at some point in your life. It just may be something worth writing about.

Carry a notebook with you wherever you go. Jot down ideas. If you don’t have a notebook, write on a napkin. Write on a piece of wood. Write on your hand. Mark my words, if you don’t write it down, you’re going to forget that great idea.
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“Writing comes more easily if you have something to say.”

—Sholem Asch


What’s the big idea?
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What if nothing exciting ever happened to you? You never jumped off your bed and cracked your head open. You never ran a shopping cart into a ditch. You’ve led a completely boring and uneventful life What are you going to write about then?

Fear not! All hope is not lost! Even the most boring person in the history of the world has a great story to tell.

Take me, for example. Believe me, I’m really boring. I’m so boring that raking the leaves in my backyard may be the most exciting thing I do today. But when I write a book, I start with what I call “a big idea.” I imagine an ordinary kid and put that kid into an extraordinary situation.

For example, what would happen if a kid ran for president of the United States? That simple idea led to my books The Kid Who Ran for President and The Kid Who Became President.

One day I thought, What would happen if a kid got the chance to take a basketball free throw, and if he made it he would win a million dollars? That led to my book The Million Dollar Shot (which led to The Million Dollar Kick, The Million Dollar Goal, The Million Dollar Putt, and The Million Dollar Strike).

Another time, I thought, What would happen if a kid found the most valuable baseball card in the world, and discovered he had the power to travel through time with it? That led to my book Honus & Me (and eleven sequels that followed it). My Weird School happened because I wondered, What would happen if there was a school in which all the grown-ups were crazy?
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What if? What if? What if?

These are the kinds of stories I think kids like you can fantasize about. Maybe you can come up with a big “what if” idea of your own.

How to write a story from scratch

[image: Images]

Okay, let’s say you did all that stuff I suggested and you still don’t have any ideas, big or small. You’re in trouble, kid! Because one of these days, your teacher is going to say to the class, “Write a story.”

Your mind will be a blank. Your brain will be paralyzed. You’ll freak out. You’ll peek over at the kid sitting next to you, figuring maybe you can copy something off her. But she’s going to cover her paper so you can’t see it. What are you going to do then?

Relax! I’m going to tell you how to write a story from scratch, even if your brain fell out of your head.* We’re going to write a story in half an hour, and it’s going to be awesome. It’s going to be fun, too. Trust me on this.

The first thing you need
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Okay, what do you think is the first thing we need to write a cool story? The title, right?

[image: Images]

How are you going to come up with a title if you don’t even have any ideas?

No, the first thing you need is a setting. A setting is the geographic location where the story is going to take place. That’s easy. You can set your story anywhere in the world. Chicago. Tokyo. London. Or out of the world. You could set it in outer space. You could set it inside a shoe. Or in your mouth. Use your imagination.

So let’s say you chose the inside of a mouth as your setting. That’s a little weird, but there’s nothing wrong with weird. I can vouch for that.
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The main character
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The next thing we need for our story is a main character. No


The goal or problem







Secondary characters






Start with a bang!














What happens next?



















Writer’s block
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You’re going to hate this part












My little secret



















More secret tips. Shhhhh! Don’t tell anyone!



Revising Your Story


Break it up!






















Are you allergic?










How not to bore people to death





Trim the fat








Kill the adjectives!












A few words about reading









Dialogue—a fancy word for talking








He said, she said, they said, you said, we said





Nonfiction: keeping it real











Getting published
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