The Heart of Story
Writing stories of our lives

Workshops with author Jane Roy Brown
Elements of a useful critique:

- Listeners state positives first, then proceed to offer constructive criticism; i.e., how might this story be stronger?  

- Other useful questions to guide comments include:
• What did I feel was strong about the story; e.g., structure, language, action, emotion, clarity, character, details?

• Were there any places at which I felt confused? If so, why?

• Is it clear who is speaking?

• Is it clear when and where the story is set?

• Were there jumps in the action that would benefit from stronger transitions?

•  Could the writing benefit from more active verbs, active voice, more feeling/sensory words, change of tense, etc.?

• Has the writer chosen the details that create a strong sense of character, place, action?

• Do I believe the narrator?

• What is the story about?

• Do I want to read more?

- One person offers comments at a time. Structure and order are important to create a safe environment.

- When commenting on a piece of first-person writing, group members will refer to the first-person voice as “the narrator” instead of “you,” to acknowledge the separate identities of the writer and a first-person narrator in her writing. 

- After the writer receives comments, she may ask questions about any she does not understand. 

- After receiving comments and clarification, the writer may or may not agree. Even then, the most useful response is a simple “Thank you.” It is generally not useful for the writer to offer rebuttals to comments, to state disagreement, or to explain the work. This tends to communicate resistance and will not likely change the opinion of the listener, so it merely wastes time. 

- The exception is when the writer asks for suggestions about how to solve a problem, and the group may  brainstorm what might work better. 

