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drafting: how to ride a dinosaur 
and look good doing it

ian ettinger

“...and like everything else this strange morning the words became symbols, wrote themselves all 
over the grey-green walls. If only she could put them together, she felt, write them out in some 
sentence, then she would have got at the truth of things.”

-  Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse

It is time to begin “drafting.” The brainstorm (beingstorm) has filled your page with spidery ciphers 
and the white void has become a darkly inked surface; a complex landscape of verbiage begins 
to gesture toward meaning. The screen of the mind, teeming with wraiths which compete for 
your attention, must now be sorted through in order to make sense, to create meaning. From the 
scattered thoughts which litter the mind/page in the aftermath of the storm, it is time to begin 
making choices about which to carry along with you and which to leave behind. The second stage 
in the long, loopy curve of writing now begins to pull you into its revolving motion: it is time to 
start writing your First Draft…  

One important thing to remember is that the process of writing often requires us to exist in the 
realm of potentialities. When we write, many things are possible, including the potential for failure. 
Using language means wrestling with the limitations of linguistic construction, means attempting 
to wrestle language into a shape that can point toward meaning. This task, entailing (as it does) a 
certain degree of ambiguity, can feel uncomfortable and maybe even unsafe. As writers, tools like 
the Writing Grid provide us with the structure needed to keep us on track, but the bottom line is 
that what makes a paper provocative is often a wild card.

There is no right way to approach the drafting process, no simple method to begin writing, no 
readily apparent point of entry: some of us tend to wait until the last minute while others of us give 
ourselves plenty of time; some of us work linearly toward our goals, while others of us sneak up on 
our query from alternative routes. But a paper’s being compelling doesn’t always depend on how 
prepared you are or how systematic you are, any more than waiting until the last minute is bound 
to produce a low-quality piece. There are undoubtedly many good ways one can go about this tricky 
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business, but concepts like the Writing Grid help to improve one’s process, which is likely to help 
generate better work. 

Procrastinators (like me) are among the most in need of a better-functioning process. For many 
students and writers, there is a certain mystique in waiting for the magic of a one-night writing 
marathon; many see the ability to pull off an undertaking like this as impressive, even heroic. The 
fact is, however, that this strategy often leads to more headaches than it’s worth. Also, the paper 
doesn’t usually turn out as well as it could have, since one is essentially trying to accomplish every 
stage of the writing process simultaneously. I know very well that the pressure of waiting until the 
last minute seems like the only circumstances under which a lot of us are able to write, but this sort of 
mentality is what the Writing Grid is designed to counteract. By emphasizing the equal importance 
of each stage of the writing process, the Grid helps illuminate the reasons why collapsing all the 
stages into one night of writing (however epic) often leads to shoddier results. 

The fear of beginning is perhaps the number one cause of procrastination, and the key to getting 
over this fear is simply not being afraid to make a decision and run with it. The act of making a 
decision, no matter how arbitrary, can often help get you into a writing groove, even if it’s not 
ultimately the topic you decide to go with. There really is no “right” choice, since the point is just to 
set yourself in motion. Once you have started down one path or another, things will probably begin 
to snap into place in terms of whether or not you’re moving in the right direction, and if you’re not, 
it will give you a better idea of where to try going next! Breaking the barrier of inertia is essential if 
you are going to build up the momentum needed to keep writing.

generating the raw material

Sometimes the only way to know you have a lot to say about something is to try writing about it. 
After writing a few sentences about each topic that relates to the overall theme of the paper, you 
might find that you’re able to write more about a certain one. Paying attention to which topic you 
are most drawn to is often a good way to figure out what you want to write your paper on. Also, 
if you find that a few of your paragraphs complement one another thematically, then start pulling 
them together and looking for common threads. In any case, once you think you’ve found a good 
focus, try to start generating as much material as you can, no matter how unpolished or incoherent 
it may be.

the guiding Question

For those of us writing thesis-driven pieces, developing a guiding question can be an important 
part of the drafting process. Essentially, it is like an inverted thesis statement: it contains all the 
same elements as a thesis, except that it poses a question rather than making a statement. You can 
refer to Aislyn Matias’ article [Another Journey of Growth: The Journey of Writing a Thesis-Driven 
Paper, Inkwell Volume 2] as well as the Writing Center’s handouts on thesis development for more 
detailed advice and information on the thesis itself—the guiding question is simply a tool to help 
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get you there. It keeps you focused and on track by giving you something to refer to from time to 
time so you don’t stray too far off the topic. It also helps you to start thinking selectively about what 
key elements and ideas to look for in your source material. In this sense, it is very much like a thesis 
because it provides a hub for your thoughts and investigations to revolve around. However, it can 
be discarded or revised at any point: it guides rather than constrains the direction of your paper 
because it is open-ended. 

fitting the pieces together

Now that the paper is starting to take shape, it’s important to begin organizing your thoughts. 
The sequencing of your arguments is often as important as the arguments themselves, especially 
if you’re trying to build some sort of case by guiding the reader through a particular succession of 
ideas. As you near the revision stage, you might begin to find that certain arrangements make a lot 
more sense than others. Try to think of the paper as a fluid entity—it should not feel like pieces set 
next to one another: it should feel like a dynamic organism with components that fit together in a 
certain way which allows that organism to function.

a loopy continuum

Writing does not usually happen in a tidy, linear sequence. As one moves from brainstorming to 
drafting and into revision, one finds that the line between these stages is far from definitive. Just 
as elements of brainstorming will continue throughout the early parts of the drafting process, so 
elements of drafting will continue into the revision process. Imagine a roller-coaster with lots of 
loop-de-loops or the concentric circles of a snail shell—as one moves forward, one often finds 
oneself moving cyclically toward the end goal. However, this somewhat convoluted process need 
not be undertaken alone. Dropping by the Writing Center, if only for the benefit of having a second 
set of eyes on your paper, can be very helpful at any stage. Attending the Center’s writing workshops 
is also a great way to get information and ideas. Because almost all the tutors in the Writing Center 
are fellow students who are also trying to navigate the complexities of college writing, we are 
essentially “right there with you.”


