
DARE TO 
WRITE

A Creative Writing Workshop 

By Dustin Grinnell 



WHAT’S THIS 
WORKSHOP 

ABOUT? 

▪ Less lecture, more workshop  

▪ Study, write, share  

▪ Lose yourself in thought  



PROFESSOR VS. 
PROVOCATEUR 

▪ Many people want to write, but seem 
to struggle to produce or finish work  

▪ The intangibles of writing  

▪ The professor vs. the provocateur  

▪ How to write (professor) vs. 
inspiring to write (provocateur)  

▪ Discussing literary theory 
(professor) vs. showing the writing 
process (provocateur)  

▪ Teach (professor) vs. dare 
(provocateur) 



WHAT’S YOUR 
GENRE? 

▪What genre do you like 
most?  
▪Share on the board!  

▪What do you want to start 
writing today? Share!  
▪Fiction examples: Short 
story, novel, screenplay.  

▪Nonfiction examples: 
Poem, article, essay, 
memoir. 



BEING A WRITER  
VS. WRITING SOMETHING 

▪A little about my background  

▪A story about how I wrote my first 
book 

▪Study writers you admire to learn 
techniques  

▪Don’t want to become a writer. 
Instead, write something.  



MISCONCEPTION
S ABOUT WRITING 

▪ Misconception #1: You have to be 
motivated to start writing.  

▪ Misconception #2: Ideas need to be 
fully formed before you start.  

▪ Misconception #3: Not everyone is 
born with “talent.”  

▪ Your taste will exceed your abilities 
at the start. See “The Gap” with Ira 
Glass.  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=91FQKciKfHI


AN 
IMPROVISATIO

N EXERCISE

“The writer must be four people: 1) The 
nut, 2) The moron 3) The stylist 4) The 
critic. 1 supplies the material; 2 lets it 
come out; 3 is taste; 4 is intelligence.”  

- Susan Sontag 



STUDY 
THE 

GREATS 

“Ivan Ivanych came out of the cabin, plunged 
into the water with a splash and swan in the rain, 
thrusting his arms out wide; he raised waves on 
which white lilies swayed. He swam out to the 

middle of the river and dived and a minute later 
came up in another spot and swam on and kept 

diving, trying to touch bottom. “By God!” he kept 
repeating delightedly, “by God!” He swam to the 

mill, spoke to the peasants there, and turned 
back and in the middle of the river lay floating, 

exposing his face to the rain. Burkin and Alyohin 
were already dressed and ready to leave, but he 
kept on swimming and diving. “By God!” he kept 

exclaiming, “Lord, have mercy on me.”  

“You’ve had enough!” Burkin shouted to him.  

– Anton Chekov, “Gooseberries”  



PRO TIP: #3 SHOW, 
DON’T TELL 

▪The writing advice “show, 
don’t tell” is 80% of the game.  

▪Great example of this rule 
from Anton Chekov’s short 
story, “Gooseberries.”  

▪Saunders calls this 
description of a woman’s 
beauty “the best proof of a 
character’s beauty in all of 
literature.” 

“Once in the house, the two visitors were 
met by a chambermaid, a young woman so 
beautiful that both of them stood still at the 
same moment and glanced at each other.” 



COPY WORK 

▪Copy the work of great writers to 
internalize a writer’s mechanics   

▪Pick a writer you admire, find a 
passage online and spend 3 minutes 
copying the passage.  

▪If you prefer, here’s a short excerpt 
from The Great Gatsby. 



WHERE DO YOU  
GET IDEAS? 

▪From your brain, silly!  

▪Monitor your thoughts, record 
them in a notebook or note-
taking software.  

▪Let’s try it. Look inward. What 
have you been thinking about?  

▪Write down your thoughts. 
What’s most interesting to you.  



WHAT SHOULD YOU  
WRITE ABOUT IN YOUR 

GENRE? 
▪There’s an infinite number of subjects you 

could write about 

▪Where should you commit your time and 
resources?   

▪Exercise  

▪Go where the pain is  

▪Write about what scares you  

▪Think of an idea for a podcast 

“Everything I've written is based 
on something that has happened 
to me or something that I know a 

great deal about.” - Peter 
Benchley 



MAKE WRITING 
FEEL LIKE PLAY 

▪ Sitting down to write at your computer 
or notepad can feel too serious  

▪ Try writing in a note-taking software on 
your phone 

▪ It might feel less serious, more like play 



WRITE IN SCENES 
▪Write in scenes to immerse 
your reader  

▪See Lauren Slater’s essay, 
“Three Spheres”  

▪Write a scene in your story   

▪Show, don’t tell! 



PRO TIP#4:  
FOLLOW 

SERENDIPITY 

▪ Develop a tolerance uncertainty  

▪ Be open to possibilities in your story  

▪ I change many stories after new 
developments   

▪ Write another scene but go in a direction that 
doesn’t feel obvious 



WRITE A 
SUMMARY OF 
YOUR STORY  

▪Summarize your writing 
project to limit possibilities  

▪See the summary of my short 
story, “A Case of 
Aphantasia.”  

▪Write a summary of your 
work-in-progress now. 

“A Case of Aphantasia”  
is a short story about man who’s 

aphantasia is cured in therapy with 
new digital technology. That cure 

comes at a deep cost. The innovation 
gives the patient the ability to 

visualize anything in his mind’s eye, 
but he finds himself pulled into a 

virtual reality from which he 
becomes powerless to leave. Only 

one intervention can break the spell: 
love, expressed through a concerned 

mother. 



REVISE, 
REVISE, REVISE 

▪ Writing = rewriting  

▪ “A Case of Aphantasia” went through 
countless drafts  

▪ Your work-in-process will change repeatedly  

▪ Knowing this can take the pressure off you 



PRO TIP #5: 
GET FEEDBACK 

▪ Get honest feedback from readers  

▪ Readers can point out problems  

▪ Solve story problems through 
dialogue 



THE BUSINESS 
OF WRITING 

▪Find your voice and edit 
your work mercilessly before 
trying to publish  

▪Where do writers you admire 
publish? Submit there.  

▪Always be professional with 
industry professionals  

▪Submit often  

▪Never give up 



WHY ARE YOU 
WRITING? 

▪ Don’t write to make money, win awards or 
achieve some level of fame  

▪ Your work can bring people joy, provide 
escape  

▪ I write to make sense, but I feel good doing it  

▪ The best art makes us feel less alone 



DARE TO 
WRITE 

▪ I’ll leave you with a few dares:    

▪ Finish what you started today  

▪ Start something you’ve want to 
write  

▪ Register for a creative writing class  

▪ Ask a friend for feedback  

▪ Submit your work for publication  


