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Thanks to Julia, Patrick and Calgary Public Library for organizing this Writers’ 

Weekend! And thanks to all of you for attending. Since you’ve come out today you will 

each receive a very special gift, because I’ve been asked to talk about... 

 

10 Ways to Kill Your Writing... and for today only, your very special gift includes 3 bonus 

ways! 

 

First watch this video... Inside the Writer’s Mind 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=97TOQk4Cw5M&feature=player_embedded 

 

 

1. Take yourself and your writing too seriously 

 

I’m not saying you shouldn’t be serious about writing. If it’s more than a hobby for 

you, and you hope to eventually publish (which is why everyone is here today, afterall) then 

you should definitely be serious about your craft. 

 

But you shouldn’t be obsessive about the process and about becoming a published 

writer. 

 

That was me at one time, when I first began writing. I sent out manuscripts long 

before they were ready, pestered friends to read every new piece I wrote, kept an accurate 

count of the number of rejections I’d received – as though they were badges, testaments of 

how much I was suffering for the sake of my art, and I constantly complained to any 

sympathetic ear I could find, wondering when it would happen for me. 

 

Then I suddenly let go. I stopped sending out those half-baked manuscripts, took 

writing classes, found editors to work with, stopped obsessing about getting published, and 

began enjoying the process of writing and telling a story. 

 

Miraculously, my friends began speaking to me again, I was receiving 

encouragement from my instructors, editors, and fellow writers that my writing WOULD 

eventually be published. I entered and won a couple of contests and those stories were both 

published in a lit mag, giving me two publishing credits – BINGO! And, without realizing 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=97TOQk4Cw5M&feature=player_embedded


that all of this was happening, I had five novel manuscripts, two novellas, one play, about 

fifteen short stories, and had even begun writing poetry – not very good poetry, mind you, 

but a form of writing I hadn’t believed I would ever attempt. 

 

I’ve spoken with far too many writers who say they’ve been working on the same 

novel for ten years or more and all they want to do is just to get the damn thing published!  

 

Hey! I understand, but it’s amazing what you can accomplish when you stop 

obsessing and consider the big picture. When you let go, and put that one manuscript on 

the back burner, allowing it simmer while you get on with other writing, you learn to enjoy 

the writing process. 

 

There’s a famous story concerning John Fowles, about when he tried to find 

someone to publish his first novel. He was successful, and after the book’s release his 

publisher asked, “Now, do you have anything else we might be interested in publishing,” 

Fowles hauled out seven more manuscripts.  

 

Be like John Fowles. Publishers love to discover new writers who prove to be more 

than just a one-hit wonder. 

 

Besides, there’s nothing more recognizable, or offputting, to a publisher than 

desperation or neediness. They can smell both a mile away! Be professional, enjoy your 

craft, don’t obsess! 

 

 

2. Miss opportunities by not taking chances 

 

If you’re writing then you are a writer. Don’t think that because you have never 

published anything yet that you shouldn’t enter contests or make an appointment to speak 

with a writer-in-residence, attend writing conferences, take in all of the sessions offered for 

writers – sessions like those offered on a regular basis by the Writers’ Guild of Alberta and 

other writing associations. 

 

Do not discount the opportunity that all of these possibilities offer for you to 

“network,” to get your work out there, to become known as a writer and for your writing. 

 

Recently, four of the writers-in-residence from the Calgary Distinguished Writers 

Program came together for a reading and during their discussion every one of them said 

they had worked with several writers whose work was outstanding. There are a number of 

writer-in-residencies available to you – Calgary Public Library, UofC, the Writers’ Guild 

of Alberta, the Alexandra Writers’ Centre. They’re all free! You receive free advice from 

established authors. And you are allowed to sign up for every one of them. 

 

There are also many opportunities for writing instruction that don’t involve 

enrolling to take a Master’s degree. There’s continuing ed. courses at UofC and Mount 



Royal, at all the colleges, the Alexandra Writers’ Centre and through sessions sponsored by 

the Writers’ Guild and like this one being held today at the library. 

 

Speaking of which – become a member of the WGA, the Alexandra Writers’ Centre 

Society, the Canadian Authors’ Association, and several other organizations for writers. By 

doing so, you’ll also join the great community of writers we have in this province. You’ll 

become a member of a “tribe” that includes other people just like you. And you will learn 

from this association. 

 

And, while I’m at it, renew your library card! Did you know that CPL provides 

many programs other than the Writers’ Weekend? And that you may have free 

consultations with the writer-in-residence at Memorial Park Library – if you have a library 

membership? 

 

Attend readings, attend Wordfest, listen to authors read their work, buy their 

books, talk with them about their work. I can assure you that most authors LOVE talking 

with their readers. I witnessed one very established author burst into tears when a reader 

said to her, “Please keep writing!” These are the best words any author can ever hope to 

hear. 

 

But do stop short of stalking authors. That’s just creepy! 

 

This year, Calgary has been declared the Cultural Capitol of Canada. It’s also the 

100
th

 anniversary of the Calgary Public Library. So there will be many more opportunities 

to attend events involving authors. Take advantage of as many of these opportunities as 

you can! 

 

 

3. Copy others and don’t search for and develop your own voice 

 

When I first began writing creatively, I had already enjoyed a long career in 

bookselling and as a sales rep for publishers. During that time, I got to meet everyone – and 

I mean everyone! 

 

Gail Bowen was one author I worked with who became a friend and I wanted to be 

just like her – writing mysteries set in a specific locale. 

 

Then I began taking writing classes and I’m embarrassed and ashamed to admit to 

you now that I actually said to Paul Quarrington, my mentor, that I had not read any of his 

books because I didn’t want his writing to influence the “voice” I was trying to develop. 

 

I know! What an idiot! 

 

Writers should be so lucky to find an author whose writing they can aspire to 

emulate. Not mimic or imitate, but a standard of accomplishment and success to aim for. 

 



I realize now how arrogant and insulting I must have sounded to Paul at that time. 

The only consolation I have is that I hear the same words from other beginning writers – 

that they need to develop a unique voice and cannot risk being influenced by such-and-such 

a great writer. 

 

You should be so lucky to learn to write that well! 

 

By the way, that unique voice I was so concerned about developing? It eventually 

came to me, and without my actually realizing it, because the more I wrote the more ME I 

put on the page. It was unconscious at the time, but I have been told by readers that they 

enjoy the voice I’ve created in my stories, so I’m pretty chuffed about that. 

 

I never would have reached that point though if I hadn’t just kept writing, reading, 

revising, and learning my craft. 

 

 

4. Believe you are the first to have... 

 

a) written a particular story 

 

There are few new ideas in this business, but there are fresh approaches to those 

ideas. Shakespeare gave us the twelve great stories, the original themes, and everything else 

tends to be a variation of one of those themes. The key here is to be able to tell each story 

with a twist – from your own personal perspective. 

 

b) made mistakes in your writing 

 

I could include here, “Believe that you are the first to say stupid things,” as I 

mentioned I did with Paul Quarrington. 

 

I won’t centre out any particular people today, but I bet we would see a lot of hands 

raised if I were to ask the audience if anyone had ever made a mistake in their writing, 

especially early on in their careers. 

 

It happens – get over it! But do make sure you learn from the mistake. 

 

c) struggled to write 

 

Again, asking for a raise of hands would probably garner a response from everyone 

in this room. 

 

d)  heard from readers that perhaps you should consider finding a day job... Or a new 

hobby. 

 

Writing isn’t for everyone and definitely is not for the faint of heart. If you can’t 

take criticism then step away from the computer. If you can withstand the slings and 



arrows, then learn from them. Learn how to work with an editor. Find a writing instructor 

who can help you. 

 

If you truly have a passion to write, and a story to tell, you will overcome those early 

critiques and learn to write so that readers believe this IS your day job! 

 

 

5. Think that “everyone” will want to read what you write 

 

If you tell me this then I know you don’t have a clue who you are writing for. You 

must know your market. While every one of us hopes that our books will sell a million 

copies and that Oprah would have invited us to her book club, the reality is that your book 

will likely appeal to a rather small segment of the population. Know who this is that you’re 

writing for, or at least have a good idea of your audience. This will really help your writing 

when you focus on a particular group. 

 

 

6. Learn nothing about the publishing business 

 

There was a time when writers sent their work off to publishers, signed a contract, 

worked with an editor, then sat back and let the publisher take over. They had no clue as to 

what happened next in the process of printing, publishing and selling their books. And, to 

be fair, many publishers liked to keep things that way. 

 

I believe authors do themselves a great favour by learning something about the 

publishing business because by doing so they then can become a more effective partner in 

the publication of their book. 

 

 

Publishing Trendsetter’s Life Cycle of a Book  

 

http://publishingtrendsetter.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/Book-Cycle-FINAL.pdf 

 

I recently discovered a website, Publishing Trendsetter, that is devoted to educating 

the industry. Elisabeth Watson, the president, and her staff developed this flow chart called 

The Life Cycle of a Book, and a series of videos covering all the steps a book takes from 

concept to reader. 

 

Writer – has an idea for a book, writes it, edits it into a manuscript, sends to agent. 

 

Here’s Adam Gidwitz, first-time author, speaking of his initial experience as a new writer... 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=vJ77QvwRowA 

 

Now go home and watch the rest of the videos in this series... No, not yet! Sit down and wait 

until the end of Writers’ Weekend! 

http://publishingtrendsetter.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/Book-Cycle-FINAL.pdf
http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=vJ77QvwRowA


7. Stop trying to improve your work 

 

I attended a talk given by Aritha van Herk during which a person in the audience 

asked, “When do you know that something you’re writing is finished?” And Aritha’s 

answer was, “You never finish. You can always improve.” 

 

Writing is a process and we can constantly learn, and improve, and discover ways to 

make our books better. 

 

So don’t think you’re finished because you’ve written “The End.” That should be 

your cue to go back to the beginning and figure out how to make your manuscript even 

better. 

 

 

8. Don’t / do follow the rules 

 

Rules are made to be obeyed and rules are meant to be broken. 

But you can’t obey or break them unless you first read and understand them. This holds 

true not only for writing, but also for submitting your manuscript and for publishing it. 

 

Once you know and understand the rules, you may work with them and redefine, to 

a certain extent. 

 

But whatever you do – don’t think that you or your work are the exceptions to those 

rules. If you do that, you’ll find you will only hurt yourself. 

 

 

9. a) Listen to and believe advice and criticism from family and friends 

 

I know your mother loves you, but that doesn’t make her the best critic of your 

writing. Neither are your Grade 6 teacher nor your high school BFF. Yes, it’s great to feel 

all warm and fuzzy hearing their compliments – I know. I’ve been there. 

 

The one true thing I learned from my years writing and trying to get my work 

published is that we all need the experts – editors, writing instructors, mentors, good 

readers – and we should surround ourselves with them.  

 

There’s nothing better than finding a reader with a discerning eye who can see not 

only what is brilliant about your manuscript, but also how it may be improved. 

 

And editors are worth their weight in gold! A good editor will stand by what they 

are taught – to not make changes, but to offer suggestions as to how you may improve your 

work. 

 

The best classes I took were those in editing, and I didn’t learn as much about how 

to edit my own work as I did about how to work effectively with an editor. 



My own editor is here today as is another editor I consult with on a regular basis. I 

know a number of others are here as well. Please stand up if you are offering editing 

services. Writers, you can’t go wrong talking to these editors. Talk with them during lunch. 

Get their business cards. 

 

And, just in case you’re wondering what editors actually do all day... watch this video 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=3Gwhp3MuXXE 

 

Remember, if you want a hug and a there-there about your writing, go to your 

mother. If you want solid advice and help, seek out the experts and the professionals. 

 

 

9. b) Argue with readers that they must not “get” what you’ve written 

 

No, no, no, no and no! 

 

Don’t ever argue with a reader. Don’t ever explain the point you’re trying to make 

that you think they’ve missed. If they’re missing something then it’s not their fault – it’s 

yours for not writing clearly enough. Listen to what your reader finds is a problem and fix 

it. 

 

And whatever you do, don’t argue with readers online and in public. If they’ve 

taken the time to read your writing, be gracious, thank them for reading and commenting, 

but don’t argue with them if you disagree. And realize, too, that some people just like to see 

their own comments in print and there’s no arguing with them anyway. 

 

And when your book is published and receives a bad review – do not comment! Just 

accept the fact that this particular critic did not like your book and hope that another 

reviewer will. 

 

 

10. a) Bug everyone about your writing or your published book 

 

This Way refers back to #1 about not being too serious or obsessive about your 

work. 

 

How many authors have you stopped following on Twitter or hidden on Facebook 

because you were tired of hearing them toot their own horn? You want to say, “If your 

book is so good then why am I not hearing about it from your readers?” 

 

Remember, you’re not the first person to have written or published a book. And you 

won’t be the last. If you had done as I mentioned earlier, and become part of a larger 

writing community, you wouldn’t have any problem finding someone else to toot your horn 

for you.  

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=3Gwhp3MuXXE


So don’t overexpose yourself, especially if your book can’t live up to your hype. 

 

 

10. b) Promote too much / promote too little 

 

On the other hand, there is also a problem with not promoting yourself and your 

work enough. I get it! Some authors are not comfortable promoting themselves so they 

should definitely consider calling in the professionals to help them. 

 

So 10B comes into play here – find your happy median, where you can promote at a 

Goldilocks’ level – not too much, not too little, but just right. 

 

Because the absolute last two things you want to do is either piss off your audience 

or never reach them at all. 

 

 

Bonus ways to kill your writing!!! 

 

 

11. Stop reading 

 

And this is related to Way #3 – Copy others and don’t search for and develop your 

own voice. 

 

Do not stop reading for fear you’ll copy others. 

 

Continue reading and read widely and deeply, and well outside your genre or style, 

so that you may learn how to write well. Read bad writing as well as the award-winning 

books, so you may learn to tell the difference between the two. 

 

We didn’t begin writing without first learning to read. Reading is the foundation for 

writing. 

 

And think about what reading a particular book means to you as a reader rather 

than as a writer. Reading books is the greatest writing instruction you will ever receive. 

 

 

12. Stop writing 

 

You might think this would have been self-evident or that perhaps it should have 

been #1 on my list.  

 

You’d be amazed by the number of writers, and successful authors, who have gone 

through dry periods or never can write again. Some call it writer’s block, but this drought 

is usually due to a lack of self-esteem. You think your work sucks, you’ve received just one-



too-many rejection, you lack any good ideas. You lose passion for your craft. You despair 

that you may never write again. 

 

This too has happened to me. It became easier to find excuses not to write than to 

just get back at it again. 

 

Sometimes it’s better to take a step back and leave your writing to lay dormant for 

awhile. But if you listened to what I said earlier about becoming part of the writing 

community, networking, working with a mentor, writer-in-residence or an editor, it is 

possible to fire up your passion once again. 

 

Whatever you do, don’t quit because you’ve self diagnosed that your writing sucks. 

Get a second and maybe a third opinion. Find out from the experts how you may improve. 

 

But whatever you do... DON’T STOP WRITING !!! 

 

 

13. Fail to admit that you are the only gatekeeper stopping your work from being 

completed and / or published 

 

There’s a lot of talk in this business about the mythical and mysterious Gatekeeper 

who is stopping your work from being published. 

 

Repeat after me – I am the only Gatekeeper. 

 

The truth is that publishers, editors and agents are constantly on the lookout for the 

next best book by a talented author who will wow everyone – because that’s how they make 

their money. Mediocre books do not sell a lot of copies. Books similar to others already 

published do not sell a lot of copies. And, for the most part, bad writing does not sell a lot of 

copies. 

 

I attended a workshop last week and learned about pitching books to movie 

producers. Surprisingly, the process is much the same as it is for pitching to a book to an 

agent or publisher. Every producer there agreed that what they want most is to make a 

great movie. Not just a good movie, but a GREAT movie! 

 

I know for a fact that’s also on the minds of publishers, agents and editors – they’re 

sifting through the slushpile looking for a great book to publish – and we’ll find out more 

from the publishers and editors during the next session. I bet that if you were to ask each of 

them what they’re looking for, they’ll say, “A Great Book!” 

 

So it’s really up to you. You can stop being the gatekeeper by writing a book and a 

query letter that aren’t just good enough, but the very best you can make them. Never 

settle for less. Besides, you owe it to your readers to give them a great book. 

 

 



Remember, if you DON’T follow these 13 ways, YOU WILL SUCCEED!!!  

 

Every writer – EVERY ONE – has faced the same problems, the same struggles – YOU 

DON”T SUCK!! 

 

You just need to constantly remind yourself that at some time in their careers all writers 

were beginners, just like you... 

 

But even seasoned and successful writers out there can use a reminder about... 

 

The 10 Ways to Kill Your Writing... including 3 Bonus ways!! 

 

 

Let’s visit out new author again to hear what he’s learned... 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=br4nd-00wrc 

 

 

And, if you require further encouragement, here’s advice from another expert... 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y8Et28kBi1A 

 

 

Thank you! 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=br4nd-00wrc
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y8Et28kBi1A

