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Make Ready to Write

Why it's worth taking time to prepare for the battle ahead


You’ve got something you want to write. Maybe it’s already taken form in your head as a novel or script. Or maybe it’s just a story burning inside of you, and you’re not really sure what it will ultimately become. But whether it’s from personal experience or something sprung from your imagination, the hard part is taking it from idea to page. 
Inspiration is a lot like courtship. You flirt with a lot of ideas, maybe some you love, but, eventually, one comes along that’s different. It’s The One. That idea that you can really see yourself settling down with and seeing through till The End. 
When that happens, it’s magical.
But while finding that special idea is exhilarating, getting through that first draft is anything but. Especially if it’s one of your first major writing projects. Writing an entire book or script is a long slog that is rarely easy or straightforward. You’re going to have to battle procrastination, fear, doubt and even the story itself to take your idea and make it into a real draft that you can do something with. 
Inspiration is your creative brain in perfect harmony. 
But the actual writing process? 
That, my friends, is war.
There’s a long, hard campaign between now and when you type The End. But don’t despair! With the right plan of attack, you’ll be ready to fight your way through whatever this story throws at you and see this through to victory. 
So strap in. Rally the troops. And get set to do this thing because it’s time to Make Ready to Write!
“Ugh, by prep do you mean outline?”
No, I don’t actually.
This guide is fully pantser / discovery writer friendly as a majority of what we’re going to cover doesn’t require you to plan your entire story ahead of time. You can do some prep and still leave room for the joy of discovery in the creative process. Even if you prefer to write by the seat of your pants, there is still plenty you can do to prepare both your writing project and yourself while leaving room for improvisation during the actual drafting. 
And if you do enjoy plotting everything down to the last detail before you start? Well, we’re going to cover multiple strategies for that too. There are plenty of ways to plan all or part of your story almost none of which look like that boring outline they made you do in high school. 
Make Ready to Write... what?
This is a guide for anyone getting ready for a major writing project. Doesn’t matter if it’s a script, novel, memoir, biography, self-help book, collection of poems or comic book. It can be a screenplay you’re planning to shop to a major studio or a fanfic you’ll only ever show your three closest friends. Whatever you’re looking to write, you’ll find plenty here to get you ready for the journey you’re about to take. 
Throughout this book, I will refer to whatever you’re working on as your story, book or draft for simplicity, but understand this is a catch-all to mean whatever it is you are writing. While there are specific sections later on that apply to certain types of writing and genres, you’ll find that nearly every exercise in this book will work for any writing project.
More Than One Way to Win a War 
With this book, as with all writing advice, take everything with the following caveat: what works for others may not work for you. And that’s fine! As author C. J. Cherryh says, “Follow no rule off a cliff.” Your writing process is personal and tailored to exactly the person you are. There is no one-size-fits-all solution to writing. If a bit of advice feels wrong or doesn’t work for you, you can safely discard it. 
That said, I am a big believer in at least trying everything once, even if I suspect it’s not for me. Author Chuck Wendig calls this “now you must fight the bear,” where the bear is how you already like to write. If the new method can’t beat the bear and you decide what you were doing before was better, you can safely discard the new advice. But sometimes the new technique will surprise you and defeat your old habits, giving you a new and better way through. 
So try stuff out. Experiment. The one sure thing with writing is that no two projects want to be written exactly the same way. It’s never a bad idea to have another technique in your back pocket for the inevitable moment when your usual methods fail. 
Disclaimer
We’re all living our unique lives under wildly different circumstances. From neurodivergencies and disabilities to cultural or economic disparity, no two of us are living the same life. As such, not every suggestion here will be universal. Understand that these tips come from my own non-typical perspective, made up of things that have helped me and other writers I know prepare to write, but they cannot assume every eventuality. 

Why prep before writing?
There are a few excellent reasons to do some prep work before you write.
Something to fall back on
For even the most seasoned professionals, there is a moment in every project when they stall out. Writing something as long as a book or full-length script is mentally draining and physically exhausting. Taking the time to do some prep ensures you have something to fall back on when your draft-dead brain can’t figure out what happens next. 
When you’re in the thick of writing your draft, sometimes having that detail a better rested you took the time to prep is the difference between keeping the words coming and quitting entirely.
Less likely to get blocked
Almost every time you get stuck as a writer, it’s because you’re missing information. 
Whether it’s about the characters, their motivation, their setting, the world-building, or something else entirely, often the reason you can’t move forward with your story is because you’ve overlooked something that informs what happens next. And while you’ll never be able to anticipate everything you’re going to need to know for this draft, the more you figure out ahead of time, the less likely you’ll get blocked because you don’t know enough.
Keep your forward momentum
Like winning a war, emerging victorious from a big writing project often comes down to endurance. 
You’ll need to outrun your fears and doubts. To keep pouring the words out onto the page so that you run out of story before you run out of steam. The longer a project takes, the harder it is to maintain enthusiasm for it. 
Which is why the more often you have to stop writing to figure something out, the more likely you are to quit. And even if you stopped writing with the best intentions, anytime you’ve arrested your forward progress, you risk never restarting. Every detail you take a moment to figure out now is another time you won’t have to pause your forward progress when in the thick of drafting. 
It’s about stopping now to think it through so you don’t have to stop later. 
A fuller well
When creatives take the time to consume other art, it refills their creative well. In other words, reading books, watching movies, or seeing a show all give you new stimuli from which your brain can create art. A fuller well means your imagination has more to draw from when it needs an idea and fertile ground for inspiration to grow. A well-hydrated flowerbed will always grow more than a barren field of dry dust. 
When you prep your writing project, you are filling the creative well for your own story. Ideas grow more easily because you’ve seeded the ground with potential. During the actual writing, even if you’re inventing plot details on the fly, it’s informed and enriched by this bed of work you did ahead of time. 
Less revision
If you’ve never revised something as long as a book, you may not be prepared for what an ordeal it can be. It’s not uncommon for writers to have to completely rewrite their book while revising, rearranging entire sections and hacking away others. 
But while a lot of the revision process is unavoidable, many of the most painful edits are because there is an issue with the overall structure of the plot, characters or both. This Big Picture is hard to focus on while you’re in the daily drafting trenches, just trying to hammer out the next scene. But the prep stage gives you a unique chance to see the whole battlefield before you’re entrenched. 
The more of these Big Picture issues you catch now, the less painful the editing process will be later. 
Makes the task less daunting
Let’s face it, the blank page is terrifying. Writing something as big as a full-length script or book is a big deal, and it’s normal to be intimidated by the prospect. But taking time to prepare can take some of the fear out of the equation. You’re not just jumping into the darkness without a plan; you’ve at least thought this through!
Ease yourself into your story
I’ve always found that no matter how terrified I am to start a project, once everything’s prepped and ready, I can’t help but get excited about the work ahead. Spending some time with the characters and world of your story before you actually start writing helps ease you into your story. It gives you a way to dip your toe into your story world and get comfortable there before you’re expected to churn out pages. 
Ideally, you’ll end your prep time feeling confident in your story and excited to finally get down to writing!
The aim of military training is not just to prepare men for battle, but to make them long for it.Louis Simpson


Work With, Not Against Your Inspiration 
That said, for all the virtues of doing some prep work first, if you randomly wake up one morning full of fire to jot down a scene, do it!
Prep work is here to help the creative process, not impede it. People get bogged down in the idea that they can’t actually start the writing in earnest until they have everything prepped, but writing is rarely that linear. No matter what stage you’re in, it’s never a bad idea to jot down a scene or twelve of your story even if you don’t have everything figured out. Writing random scenes and snippets of dialog (even if you’re not fully sure where they fit in the whole yet) is an important part of the prep process and one you should never fight.
Even if you ultimately realize what you wrote doesn’t fit your vision and you have to cut or change it significantly, it will still help inform your characters and help you discover your story. You’d be amazed how often you need to write a scene simply to figure out what doesn’t work or what you still need more info about before you can write it properly. 
Plus, those glorious moments of inspiration where the words just flow and the writing feels easy are rare enough, so don’t fight them! Make them work for you! 
How to use this guide
Think of this book as an a la carte selection of things you can do to prep for your writing project. None are required, and you certainly don’t have to do every exercise in this book to be ready to write. The idea is to give you a wide selection of things people often do to prepare for a major writing project so that you can choose the ones that might work for you. While it’s designed to be read in order, you can also skip around if that’s more your speed. 
Most of these tasks will only take a few minutes, ideal for doing here and there to keep you in the right frame of mind for your project until it’s time to draft. If you’re looking to do your writing project as part of a limited time challenge like Novel November or End of Play, there’s enough for a entire month of prep to keep you busy until the writing frenzy actually begins.
Plotters vs Pantser 
(And why no one’s truly all one or the other!)
Earlier, I mentioned this guide was for both pantsers and plotters. But what do those terms mean? If you’ve never heard them before, they’re writing slang for the two extremes of how to approach drafting. 
Pantsers (also often called discovery writers) write by the seat of their pants. They take the grain of an idea and chase it all the way to the end of the story, letting the characters guide the way. They write their entire book or script with little to no planning ahead of time.
On the opposite end of the spectrum are plotters. These are writers who meticulously plot their stories before they draft. For the plotter, the work of prepping to write may even be more work than writing the book itself. 
Is one better than the other?
In short, no. It all comes down to how you prefer to work. 
My local writing group has a good mix of plotters and pansters. I asked them for their perspectives, which I’ll summarize here. Keep in mind that these are mostly new, aspiring authors working to finish their first big writing project.  
Pantsers frequently said that planning the story ahead of time killed their enthusiasm for the project. It was more fun to discover the story as their draft unfolded, letting their characters run free just to see what they’d do. It felt more true to the creative process to experience their story as the readers would, twists surprising even the author. They do their best work when they don’t overthink and just go with the creative flow. 
Plus, it was easier to dive into the story without having to stop and map stuff out first. Much faster than plotting, and many cited this time savings as their main reason for deciding to “pants” their story. 
When I asked about downsides, several things came up over and over. The first was that multiple pantsers said they often ran out of steam on their ideas before they reached the end and couldn’t figure out how to continue. The second was that the drafts they pantsed were often a mess and required so much rewriting they never actually completed these revisions. Both cases resulted in abandoned drafts left unfinished. 
Plotters said they enjoyed feeling in control of the process and having things figured out upfront. Many were former panters, hoping more prep meant they’ll actually finish their book this time. But even among the plotters, there was a wide range of how much prep work they actually did. A few were working with a specific school of thought on how to structure a story or character arc, but most just did basic world-building and a loose list of potential scenes.
In her books and workshops, writing coach Lisa Cron talks about how many pansters get too attached to their first draft, making it hard to do the necessary work of ripping it apart in revisions. It’s easier, she advises, to write it the “correct” way the first time so there’s no “wrong” version to feel sentimental about. A few writers in my group cited this as the reason they were plotting. 
Downsides? A few plotters echoed what the pansters said: that doing too much prep killed their enthusiasm for the project. After all that pre-work, they had no motivation to actually draft because it felt as if they’d already written it. Some expressed frustration that they had done all this work up front and still ran into plot problems while drafting or ran out of steam anyway. Others felt like their outline was too rigid, so they ended up ignoring it, but then what was the point of plotting in the first place? 
Clearly, neither is the perfect method, and both have their pluses and minuses. In truth, it’s rare to find anyone 100% one or the other. Most writers are some combination of the two, sometimes nicknamed “plantsers.” Plantsers plot some elements of their story and fly by the seat of their pants for others. 
I use these terms because most writers do, but I personally find the plotter / pantser designation too rigid. Some discovery writers have internalized storytelling basics from years of reading and writing. These writers can do story craft on the fly, effectively plotting as they go. Similarly, plotters often start out with a plan, but give themselves the freedom to abandon their outline and “pants” if they get a better idea as they write. Sci fi author and teacher Linnea Sinclair swears by “leapfrogging,” the ultimate plantser method where she writes 2-3 chapters by the seat of her pants, stops to regroup and plot, then improvises her way ahead with the next 2-3 chapters and so on until the book is done. This method is also sometimes called flashlight drafting.
The only hard rule in writing is: whatever works. 
Flexibility is key to creativity. Even if you prefer one method, you’ll almost certainly need to write the other way at some point, particularly if your goal is a professional writing career. A working writer often has to pitch something before it’s actually written. When getting the job depends on submitting a coherent outline for your idea before the draft exists, it doesn’t matter if you’re a plotter or pantser by nature: you’ll need to deliver those plans on time. 
Similarly, sometimes there simply isn’t time to plan out a project as much as you’d like and still get it done by the deadline. Then you’ll be happy you honed your pantser instincts as you fly through that first draft and discover the story as you go. 
Me? I started out as a pantser. It’s honestly how I prefer to write. Pantsing is fun. But I experienced the same problems mentioned above with losing steam and disastrous first drafts that took too long to edit. Begrudgingly, as I started to publish and build my career, I found that doing more prep ahead of time, even if I left myself room to experiment, ultimately saved time. I was more likely to finish what I started if I went in with a plan. Plus, the resulting first draft was easier and faster to both write and edit than when I’d been pantsing. 
But I’m not you. Only you know what works best for your process. And if you’re not sure yet how you work, the best thing to do is go with what’s comfortable while keeping yourself open to other methods.  
We all plot in the end
Here’s the dirty little secret about plotters and pantsers the debate often leaves out: We all plot in the end. 
(No, that’s not a graveyard pun.) 
It means we all eventually have to sit down and look at the Big Picture of our story and work on the structure of the thing at a macro level during the editing and revision process. And that’s the core of plotting. 
What the entire panster vs plotter debate really comes down to is: Would you prefer to figure out your story before or after you write the first draft? Because that process will happen either way.
It comes down to what you’re more comfortable with and what works best for your creative process. 
Not plotters and pantsers, but writers
I encourage you to let go of any notion of plotter vs pantser as we go into this guide. Even the most avowed pantser would benefit from considering their characters’ needs and wants or jotting down a few scenes they might want to write ahead of time, just as a plotter may want to keep an inspiration folder for when they want to go off outline. Clinging too tightly to either label can hold you back when all that really matters here is that you get your story written to the best of your abilities. 
Pantsing is easier when you understand your characters. Plotting can mean lots of things beyond actually listing out every scene in your book. Instead of chaining yourself to either, stay open to seeing this journey through however it ends up working out. 
Let’s get ready to rumble  
“It is fatal to enter a war without the will to win it.”Douglas MacArthur


Ultimately, the most important act of preparation is commitment. By investing time in preparing for this writing project, you are taking it seriously, making strides to ensure you actually complete it. You wouldn’t be taking the time to do all this if you didn’t believe in your story or your ability to see it through, and that’s important. 
War, as they say, is hell. But writing doesn’t need to be. Everything we’re going to do over the next few chapters makes the process easier, smoother and more fun. 
But it doesn’t hurt to remember that there’ll be moments as you battle through your first draft when you’ll feel like you’re fighting for the life of your story, your very creative soul at stake. Knowing it won’t be easy can scare you… or it can motivate you. 
Let’s steel ourselves for the task ahead and make ready to write!
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