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ICEBREAKER: REJECTING YOUR INNER CRITIC

Think about the critic(s) in your life who make it difficult for you to express yourself and cripple
your creative genius, the voice inside of you that you hear when writing that says: “Stop!” “Give
up!” “What are you doing?” “You’re not good enough!”

Examples:

* My biggest critic is my 10™ grade English teacher who told me I wasn’t good enough to
be published. (Andrea)

* My biggest critic is my mother who always told me I shouldn’t be a writer and to do
something else with my life. (Lindsey)

* My biggest critic is a classmate of mine from fifth grade who always tried to compete
with me and constantly told me she was better than me. (Alyssa)

* My biggest critic is myself. (Cheryl)

Who is your critic? What does s/he look and sound like? What kind of things does s/he say?
Does your critic intimidate you? Make you doubt yourself? Is his or her voice louder than
others? Do you remember and repeat to yourself what your critic says? Does s/he make it
difficult for you to write? Why do you listen to your critic?

On the separate sheet of paper provided, describe and write about your toughest inner critic. You
will have 5 minutes to write. Start by writing, “My biggest critic is ...... ”?
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INTRO: THE ART OF EDITING
Editing is a process.

Editors and writers edit to ensure that a piece of writing is communicating the author’s ideas,
whatever they may be, as effectively and clearly as it can. This applies to all types of writing—
fiction, poetry, persuasive essays. Everything boils down to this question: Is your reader
walking away from your piece with what you as a writer want them to know?

The process of editing reveals the desirable and undesirable qualities of your writing and allows
you to make choices. Take a few minutes to brainstorm some desirable qualities of writing—
qualities you want to achieve in your work, and also some undesirable qualities that you want to
eliminate from your writing when you revise.

Desirable Undesirable
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EXERCISE 1: THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE OH SO UGLY!

Read through the four revising strategies below, and choose one of the strategies to practice on
the corresponding excerpt. Don’t be afraid to really dig in with a heavy editing hand! If you
finish one revision, try a second strategy. You will have 20 minutes.

Strategy 1: Choosing Words
Choosing the right word is not the same as using a thesaurus. Sometimes, one word can change
the tone, the meaning and the effectiveness of writing.

Short Example:
Draft The art of losing isn’t hard to master.
Revision The art of losing is easy to learn.

Read the following excerpt carefully. Experiment with changing some of the adjectives, verbs,
or nouns. How does it change the meaning of the writing?

Excerpt 1:
Each day we go about our business,
walking past each other, catching each other’s

eyes or not, about to speak or speaking.

All about us is noise. All about us is
noise and bramble, thorn and din, each

one of our ancestors on our tongues.

Someone is stitching up a hem, darning
a hole in a uniform, patching a tire,

repairing the things in need of repair.

Someone is trying to make music somewhere,
with a pair of wooden spoons on an oil drum,

with cello, boom box, harmonica, voice.
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A woman and her son wait for the bus.
A farmer considers the changing sky.

A teacher says, Take out your pencils. Begin.

We encounter each other in words, words
spiny or smooth, whispered or declaimed,

words to consider, reconsider.

We cross dirt roads and highways that mark
the will of some one and then others, who said

I need to see what’s on the other side.

I know there’s something better down the road.
We need to find a place where we are safe.

We walk into that which we cannot yet see.

Say it plain: that many have died for this day.
Sing the names of the dead who brought us here,

who laid the train tracks, raised the bridges,

picked the cotton and the lettuce, built
brick by brick the glittering edifices

they would then keep clean and work inside of.

Bridging Worlds: Between Rejection & Desire
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Praise song for struggle, praise song for the day.
Praise song for every hand-lettered sign,

the figuring-it-out at kitchen tables.

Some live by love thy neighbor as thyself,
others by first do no harm or take no more

than you need. What if the mightiest word is love?

Love beyond marital, filial, national,
love that casts a widening pool of light,

love with no need to pre-empt grievance.

In today’s sharp sparkle, this winter air,
any thing can be made, any sentence begun.
On the brink, on the brim, on the cusp,

praise song for walking forward in that light.

Bridging Worlds: Between Rejection & Desire
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Strategy 2: Exploding Texts
Sometimes, you need more writing to flesh out a scene—you realize that it would be more
effective if descriptions, or dialogue, or vignettes are fuller.

Short Example:
Draft Most men want to be married.
Revision It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a

good fortune, must be in want of a wife.
Revise the following excerpt by doubling the length. Add on to the descriptions or supplement
the dialogue. Where does the writer have room to elaborate? What could be added for clarity and
vividness?

Excerpt 2:

At the lake shore there was another rowboat drawn up. The two Indians stood waiting.

Nick and his father got in the stern of the boat and the Indians shoved it off and one of them got
in to row. Uncle George sat in the stern of the camp rowboat. The young Indian shoved the camp

boat off and got in to row Uncle George.

The two boats started off in the dark. Nick heard the oarlocks of the other boat quite a way ahead

of them in the mist. The Indians rowed with quick choppy strokes. Nick lay back with his father's

arm around him. It was cold on the water. The Indian who was rowing them was working very

hard, but the other boat moved further ahead in the mist all the time.

"Where are we going, Dad?" Nick asked.

"Over to the Indian camp. There is an Indian lady very sick."
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"Oh," said Nick.

Across the bay they found the other boat beached. Uncle George was smoking a cigar in the
dark. The young Indian pulled the boat way up on the beach. Uncle George gave both the Indians

cigars.

They walked up from the beach through a meadow that was soaking wet with dew, following the
young Indian who carried a lantern. Then they went into the woods and followed a trail that led
to the logging road that ran back into the hills. It was much lighter on the logging road as the
timber was cut away on both sides. The young Indian stopped and blew out his lantern and they

all walled on along the road.
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Strategy 3: Ruthless Cuts
Sometimes, a piece of writing can be made more effective by cutting. Even too many of the
right words can get in the way of your best work.

Short Example:

Draft All children, even the most ill-equipped and worst behaved, will become
adults, some reluctantly, except for one boy who never grew up at all.

Revision All children, except one, grow up.

To revise this excerpt, make it HALF as long. What is not important to understanding the story?
What needs to be cut? Think about adjectives, adverbs, anything that you think is bogging the
writing down or could be made leaner, tighter, faster.

Excerpt 3:

We came from Bethlehem, Georgia bearing Betty Crocker cake mixes into the jungle. My sisters

and I were all counting on having one birthday apiece during our twelve-month mission. "And

heaven knows," our mother predicted, "they won't have Betty Crocker in the Congo."

"Where we are headed, there will be no buyers and sellers at all," my father corrected. His tone
implied that Mother failed to grasp our mission, and that her concern with Betty Crocker
confederated her with the coin-jingling sinners who vexed Jesus till he pitched a fit and threw
them out of church. "Where we are headed," he said, to make things perfectly clear, "not so
much as a Piggly Wiggly." Evidently Father saw this as a point in the Congo's favor. I got the

most spectacular chills, just from trying to imagine.

She wouldn't go against him, of course. But once she understood there was no turning back, our
mother went to laying out in the spare bedroom all the worldly things she thought we'd need in
the Congo just to scrape by. "The bare minimum, for my children," she'd declare under her

breath, all the live-long day. In addition to the cake mixes she piled up a dozen cans of
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Underwood deviled ham; Rachel's ivory plastic hand mirror with powdered-wig ladies on the
back; a stainless steel thimble; a good pair of scissors; a dozen Number 2 pencils; a world of

Band-Aids, Anacin, Absorbine Jr.; and a fever thermometer.

And now we are here, with all these colorful treasures safely transported and stowed against
necessity. Our stores are still intact, save for the Anacin tablets taken by our mother and the
thimble lost down the latrine hole by Ruth May. But already our supplies from home seem to
represent a bygone world: they stand out like bright party favors here in our Congolese house, set
against a backdrop of mostly all mud-colored things. When I stare at them with the rainy season
light in my eyes and Congo grit in my teeth, I can hardly recollect the place where such items
were commonplace, merely a yellow pencil, merely a green bottle of aspirin among so many

other green bottles upon a high shelf.

10
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Strategy 4: New Beginnings

Sometimes, everything is on the page, except it’s in the wrong order. In this case, moving

sentences, paragraphs or even whole scenes, is like solving a jigsaw puzzle.

Short Example:

Draft Who can say what babies do with their agony and shock? Not the Baby,
who in his Slavic Betty Boop voice can say only mama, dada, cheese, ice,
bye-bye, outside, boogie-boogie, goody-goody, eddy-eddy, and car. (Who
is Eddy? They have no idea.)

"The Baby won't suffer as much as you," says the Surgeon.

This will not suffice to express his mortal suffering. And who can
contradict?

Revision "The Baby won't suffer as much as you," says the Surgeon.
And who can contradict? Not the Baby, who in his Slavic Betty Boop
voice can say only mama, dada, cheese, ice, bye-bye, outside, boogie-
boogie, goody-goody, eddy-eddy, and car. (Who is Eddy? They have no
idea.) This will not suffice to express his mortal suffering. Who can say
what babies do with their agony and shock?
Think about where the writer is choosing to start the excerpt. Choose a different sentence or idea
from within the piece and make it the opening line. How does this change the piece? You may
then have to reorder the other sentences, or add transitions, to make the piece flow smoothly.
Excerpt 4:
Three, four, sometimes five times a month, I spend the day in bed with a migraine headache,
insensible to the world around me. Almost every day of every month, between these attacks, I
feel the sudden irrational irritation and the flush of blood into the cerebral arteries which tell me
that migraine is on its way, and I take certain drugs to avert its arrival. If I did not take the drugs,
I would be able to function perhaps one day in four. The physiological error called migraine is,

in brief, central to the given of my life. When I was 15, 16, even 25, I used to think that I could

rid myself of this error by simply denying it, character over chemistry. “Do you have headaches

11
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sometimes? frequently? never?” the application forms would demand. “Check one.” Wary of the
trap, wanting whatever it was that the successful circumnavigation of that particular form could
bring (a job, a scholarship, the respect of mankind and the grace of God), I would check one.
“Sometimes,” 1 would lie. That in fact I spent one or two days a week almost unconscious with
pain seemed a shameful secret, evidence not merely of some chemical inferiority but of all my

bad attitudes, unpleasant tempers, wrongthink.”

12
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Now share your edits in your small group!
Discussion guidelines: Each person in your group will read aloud the original version of the
piece she edited, then her new version. After she reads both versions, the other three members of

her group will each respond to these questions:

*  What did you think was more effective about the edited version and why?
* How did the tone or mood of the piece change through the revision?

Repeat for all four members of your group.

After your group has shared your re-writes, find out which famous authors you just edited! Turn
to page 16 in your workshop packet.

13
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EXERCISE 2: CREATING THE PIECE YOU DESIRE
Use the markers provided to color your memoir, or other original piece.

1) Circle your strongest words.

2) If you could only keep one sentence, what would it be? Underline it.
3) What do you think is your weakest sentence? Put a line through it.
4) Put a square around words that don’t belong.

5) Add a sentence before or after your favorite sentence.

Take 10 minutes to do this.

Now, it’s time to rebuild your piece. Revise using any of the techniques we’ve tried today. Feel
free to start from scratch and re-write the piece, possibly adapting it into a whole new genre.
Make it a poem, or a song, whatever you think will get your ideas across in the best way. Use
the following questions to guide your revision:

*  How would you summarize the central idea of this story in three words?

* What feelings are being expressed?

*  Which details were the most memorable?

*  Which details could be elaborated on? Was there any information missing? Was anything
unclear?

*  Was there anything you thought could be cut?

*  Who is the audience you are writing this for?

Take 15 minutes to rewrite.

14
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CRAFT TALK WITH EDITORS’ PANEL:
FROM REJECTION TO DESIRE ONLINE AND IN PRINT

Ingrid Dahl, Editor of Youth Media Reporter

Ingrid Dabhl is the editor of Youth Media Reporter, a professional multi-media journal that serves
practitioners, educators and academics in the youth media field. Youth Media Reporter's purpose
is to build the field by documenting the process of engaging young people in video, film,
television, radio, music, web, art and print — including insights and lessons learned. Ingrid is also
a founding member of Willie Mae Rock Camp for Girls (Brooklyn, NY) and guitarist in
Boyskout.

Meghann Foye, Deputy Editor, Seventeen Magazine

As the Deputy Editor at Seventeen, Meghann Foye works with a team of features editors to
package and write health, real life and wellness stories in the magazine. She also works closely
with the web editor to plan multi-platform projects at the magazine. Previously, Meg worked at
other women's service magazines, including Woman's Day, and For Me, a magazine she helped
launch geared toward younger women on a budget. She got her start covering fashion and beauty
at elle.com in Paris.

Dodai Stewart, Senior Editor, Jezebel.com

Dodai Stewart grew up in New York City and went to NYU's Tisch School of The Arts, where
she was a screenwriting major. She's worked at This Old House, Entertainment Weekly and J-14,
and has written for Modern Bride, Jane, YM, Glamour, and New York magazine, among others.
A senior editor at Jezebel.com since July 2007, Dodai covers celebrity culture, critiques
magazines and mocks catalogs. She delights in vintage issues of International Male and she's
especially proud of creating the odd creature known as LOLVogue.
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AUTHOR CODE, EXERCISE 1

Excerpt 1 is “Praise Song for the Day,” a poem by Elizabeth Alexander. She wrote this piece for
President Barack Obama’s 2009 Inauguration where she read it aloud.

Excerpt 2 is from “Indian Camp,” a short story by Ernest Hemingway.
Excerpt 3 is from The Poisonwood Bible, a novel by Barbara Kingsolver.
Excerpt 4 is from “In Bed,” an essay by Joan Didion.

TAKE HOME EXERCISES

1. Read your revised memoir piece out loud to a friend, mentor, or reader you trust. Revisit the
questions from Exercise 2, also below, this time asking your reader to answer the questions:
*  How would you summarize the central idea of this story in three words?
*  What feelings is the narrator experiencing?
*  Which details were the most memorable?
* What was the strongest line?
*  Which details could be elaborated on? Was there any information missing? Was anything
unclear?
*  Was there anything you thought could be cut?
*  Who is the audience you think the writer is writing this for?
*  What is the most important question or suggestion the writer should keep in mind when
they revise this piece again?

2. Write a letter to the critic you wrote about in today’s Icebreaker. Tell this person how his or
her words or attitude have affected you and how you plan to react to their criticism when you
write from now on.

3. You have written the perfect sentence. Structurally it sings. It makes you sound quite
intelligent because it IS intelligent. It’s so good you’ve committed it to memory, and you’ve been
dying to use it in a piece. But does this sentence — or sentences, or phrase — really work in this
piece? Or does it weaken or detract from it? Choose a piece from your portfolio to revise. Then,
circle your favorite phrases, or “darlings” as Virginia Woolf calls them. Using your brightest
colored crayon, cross out these phrases (banish your darlings!). How does your piece read now?

4. The following passage is from Virginia Woolf’s Orlando. 1f you were Virginia Woolf’s

editor, what changes would you suggest? Rewrite the following piece using your own
suggestions and the strategies you learned in today’s Editing Workshop.
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Virginia Woolf, Orlando

Every single thing, once he tried to dislodge it from its place in his mind, he found thus
cumbered with other matter like the lump of glass which, after a year at the bottom of the sea, is
grown about with bones and dragon-flies, and coins and the tresses of drowned women.

'Another metaphor, by Jupiter!' he would exclaim as he said this (which will show the disorderly
and circuitous way in which his mind worked and explain why the oak tree flowered and faded
so often before he came to any conclusion about Love). 'And what's the point of it?' he would ask
himself. 'Why not say simply in so many words - ' and then he would try to think for half an hour
- or was it two years and a half? - how to say simply in so many words what love is. 'A figure
like that is manifestly untruthful,' he argued, 'for no dragon-fly, unless under very exceptional
circumstances, could live at the bottom of the sea. And if literature is not the Bride and
Bedfellow of Truth, what is she? Counfound it all,' he cried, 'why say Bedfellow when one's
already said Bride? Why not simply say what one means and leave it?'

So then he tried saying the grass is green and the sky is blue and so to propitiate the austere spirit
of poetry whom still, though at a great distance, he could not help reverencing. 'The sky is blue,’
he said, 'the grass is green.' Looking up, he saw that, on the contrary, the sky is like the veils
which a thousand Madonnas have let fall from their hair; and the grass fleets and darkens like a
flight of girls fleeing the embraces of hairy satyrs from enchanted woods. 'Upon my word,' he
said (for he had fallen into the bad habit of speaking aloud), 'l don't see that one's more true than
another. Both are utterly false." And he despaired of being able to solve the problem of what
poetry is and what truth is and fell into a deep dejection.’

5. Choose any piece you have written this year and go through the following checklist, editing
your piece as you go. If you’re working on your computer, save each version as a new document
and, when you’re done with the list, compare drafts from start to finish!

Proofreading Checklist
Courtesy of University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

o Don't rely entirely on spell checkers. These can be useful tools but they are far from
foolproof. Spell checkers have a limited dictionary, so some words that show up as
misspelled may really just not be in their memory.

o Proofread for only one kind of error at a time. If you try to identify and revise too many
things at once, you risk losing focus, and your proofreading will be less effective. It's easier
to catch grammatical errors if you aren't checking punctuation and spelling at the same time.
In addition, some of the techniques that work well for spotting one kind of mistake won't
catch others.

o Read slowly, and read every word. Try reading out loud, which forces you to say each word
and also lets you hear how the words sound together. When you read silently or too quickly,
you may skip over errors or make unconscious corrections.

o Separate the text into individual sentences. This is another technique to help you to read
every sentence carefully. Simply press the return key after every period so that every line
begins a new sentence. Then read each sentence separately, looking for grammar,
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punctuation, or spelling errors. If you're working with a printed copy, try using an opaque
object like a ruler or a piece of paper to isolate the line you're working on.

o Circle every punctuation mark. This forces you to look at each one. As you circle, ask
yourself if the punctuation is correct.

o Read the paper backwards. This technique is helpful for checking spelling. Start with the last
word on the last page and work your way back to the beginning, reading each word
separately. Because content, punctuation, and grammar won't make any sense, your focus
will be entirely on the spelling of each word. You can also read backwards, sentence by
sentence, to check grammar; this will help you avoid becoming distracted by content issues.

o Proofreading is a learning process. You're not just looking for errors that you recognize;
you're also learning to recognize and correct new errors. This is where handbooks and
dictionaries come in. Keep the ones you find helpful close at hand as you proofread.

o Ignorance may be bliss, but it won't make you a better proofireader. You'll often find things
that don't seem quite right to you, but you may not be quite sure what's wrong either. A word
looks like it might be misspelled, but the spell checker didn't catch it. You think you need a
comma between two words, but you're not sure why. Should you use "that" instead of
"which"? If you're not sure about something, look it up.

o The proofreading process becomes more efficient as you develop and practice a systematic
strategy. You'll learn to identify the specific areas of your own writing that need careful
attention, and knowing that you have a sound method for finding errors will help you to
focus more on developing your ideas while you are drafting the paper.

6. Take home exercise for MENTORS! Write your own article and submit to Youth Media

Reporter. See GWN Curriculum Co-Director Maggie Pouncey’s article “Creating Rooms of Our
Own: Women Writers at Work at Girls Write Now” on the next few pages.
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Creating Rooms of Our Own: Women Writers at Work at

Girls Write Now

By: Maggie Pouncey
Published: December 11, 2008
Category: Perspectives

Comment on this
article.

Minety years ago, Virginia Woolf spoke to the young
women of Girton and Newnham colleges in England on
what women needed in order to become writers. These
Y| talks were to become her famous feminist tract, A Room
of One’s Own, and in them Woolf explained why there

; were so few great women writers, why Shakespeare
#5%% could not have been Shakespeare had he been born a
woman: "For we think back through our mothers if we

Y are women." She was speaking of the importance of
predecessars. It is hard to become a woman writer, she
argued, if few have gone before. The lack of successful models demoralizes and
dissuades.

In the intervening decades, women have excelled in many realms once off-limits, and
many more dazzling female literary models have made themselves known—from
Flannery ©'Connor to Zadie Smith, Joan Didion to Jhumpa Lahiri.

Still, in this season of great hope and change, we have also witnessed staggering
sexism and the status quo. Pollsters worried over so-called Bradley effects, but more
amazing than this breed of covert racism, is the way in which, culturally, we feel no
need to cover over gender biases. It seems it's not embarrassing to be sexist: voters
unabashedly told news sources during the primaries that they were not sure they'd
be comfortable with a woman as their Commander in Chief. These biases are visible
in the hallowed halls of all our highest offices. In 2007, only 86 of the 535 seats in
Congress were held by women—a mere 16.3%.

Such dismal percentages permeate the culture well beyond politics. We see similar
figures throughout the media landscape. A 2007 study found that only 15% of
behind-the-scenes talent (directors, producers, writers, cinematographers and
editors) on top grossing films in the U.S. were women, and the number has in fact
decreased in the last ten years. The White House Project, an organization devoted to
increasing the number of women in positions of leadership, reports that in 2005
women accounted for just 14% of guest appearances on the Sunday morning
television talk shows. The table of contents of our most revered magazines and
journals bear the names of fewer women than men. According to Editor & Publisher,
2007 saw a 0.1% gain in the number of women opinion columnists at the eight
largest syndicates—from 24 4 to 24.5%.

Media, then, clearly reflects and perpetuates the inequality of oppaortunity for women
in this country, and the lack of suceessful women role models no doubt demoralizes
our young girls as much as it did in Woolf's day. But youth media organizations are
uniguely poised to serve as a corrective to that inequality. Not only can youth media
offer girls the opportunity to thrive as creative and flexible thinkers, and in so doing
train them to be our future leaders. We can also provide them with the successful
role models they cannot find elsewhere.

Training the Next Generation of Thinkers and Leaders
In “What Feminism Means to Me," essayist and memeirist Vivian Gornick explains
the epiphany delivered to her at the hands of "women's libbers” of the '70s: “The
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lifelong inability to take myself seriously as a worker: this was the central
dilemma of a woman’s existence.” This central dilemma persists today, and
millions of cracks in the glass ceiling aside, there is an urgent need now, as then,
for girls to see themselves as thinkers and workers, valued for the quality of their
intellect.

As those who work in media, we know it is about making. This act of creation is
inherently empowering—by making media, young people learn the tools and the
hunger to make something of their lives. It falls to youth media organizations to
make our next generation of media makers a more fair and accurate reflection of
our 21st-Century world. Girls Write Now (GWN), a small and burgeoning non-
profit mentoring organization, is one potent example of the role youth media can
play in that kind of change. GWN pairs teenage girls from New York City’s
schools with professional women in writing-related fields, and with an age range
of 14 to 80, the women of our community come together as working writers with
the purpose of sharing their work, and growing as workers.

Through the program, pairs meet once a week, developing both their writing and
the bonds between them, and the whole community of 80-plus women writers
meets once a month for workshops in memoir, poetry, fiction, editing, journalism,
playwriting, and songwriting. Our curriculum challenges and stretches these
young writers—each mentee completes the season with a seven-genre
developmental portfolio of her writing. But these portfolios are evolving works-in-
progress that encourage process over perfectionism, creativity over caution.

In addition to full participation in our monthly workshops and weekly pair
meetings, GWN requires that the girls practice all facets of what it means to be a
working writer, preparing them now, when the stakes are lower, for challenges
ahead: at public events throughout the year they read their work aloud to large
audiences; they must submit their writing to contests. Last year our mentees took
home 13 Gold and Silver Key Awards from the Scholastic Art and Writing
Awards. For those girls who did not take home awards, we talked, too, about the
reality of rejection in the life of all successful writers, and the need to try again.

By giving girls the opportunity to take risks and try new things, and in so doing
both succeed and fail within the safe space of our community, we can teach them
not just to become better writers, but to become more fully and resiliently
themselves. By focusing on girls, now, we can change the face of leadership in
this country, and make sure our future Shakespeares are not limited by their X
chromosomes.

Providing Successful Models

Like Woolf, GWN believes in the vital role successful models play in creative
development. Through those that have gone before, we learn what we might be
capable of. In the world of media, models of course can be living or dead, young
and old, present in the flesh, or merely on the page or screen. The growing
versatility of media allows all youth media programs even greater freedom—and
demands greater imagination—in giving girls many varied “mothers” to “think
back through.”

At our Poetry Workshop this November, we read and were inspired by the 19th-
and 20th-Century models of Emily Dickinson and Gwendolyn Brooks. One of our
mentors shared a sestina she had written. Then the girls from widely disparate
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neighborhoods of New York City became models to each other: they read their
own poems, crafted that day in that communal room of our own, receiving both
thoughtful feedback and riotous applause. Finally, at every workshop, there is the
culminating craft talk by a highly regarded female author working in the genre.

At our Screenwriting Workshop last spring, the girls listened to Jenny Lumet talk
about conceiving, writing, and selling her screenplay for “Rachel Getting
Married.” The star of the film, Anne Hathaway, stopped by, and the two talked not
about the usual staples of celebrity media (boyfriends, diets, clothing), but about
the demanding and rewarding collaborative work of making this movie. At our
Memoir Workshop this fall, Janice Erlbaum, author of Girlbomb: A Halfway
Homeless Memoir, spoke of the long process of revising her book, and read to us
from her early drafts, demonstrating the equal importance of talent and tenacity.
“If your first draft is perfect, congratulations! You may be the first person in the
world to whom this has happened,” Erlbaum told us.

Lyn Pentecost, Director of the Lower East Side Girls Club, wrote last year in
YMR of the importance of cultural exchange in youth media programming, of the
need for “new people, new experiences, new ideas, and new environments.” This
seems to me another way of articulating the importance of introducing a range of
models—different ways of being, of living, of working. Though one can find such
vital newness in Chiapas, Mexico, as Pentecost’s girls did, we can also build it
into the spaces—virtual and actual—we create for the young people we serve.

Through on-line social networks or face-to-face workshops, chat rooms or brick-
and-mortar rooms, youth media programs should provide girls with a diversity of
mentors and models, and encourage them to be mentors and models to one
another as they discuss and develop their work.

Using this approach at GWN, we are teaching young women not only what one
needs in order to become a writer, but also what it means to be a professional

woman in the world. As PinChang Huang, a GWN alumna, told The New York

Times last March after a reading at The New School, “I was so nervous when |
stepped onstage. | was shaking. But now | feel like | can say or do anything.”

Making Room N and Rooms N for Girls

This paradigm of teaching skills and practices, and providing successful models
can be easily repeated in the many different types of media, and of course will
benefit boys as much as girls. But it is easier to find those models of professional
men, and indeed we often stumble upon male-only “rooms” when we turn on the
Sunday news shows, or open newspapers to the editorial pages, or watch our
presidential debates.

If we in youth media do not give girls rooms in which to practice the work of
making media and to hear and learn from their predecessors and contemporaries
today, we are guaranteeing they will inherit a media landscape with little room for
them tomorrow.

Maggie Pouncey is Co-Curriculum Director of Girls Write Now, and a fiction
writer. She received her MFA from Columbia University, where she also taught
undergraduate writing. www.girlswritenow.org.
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WARM FUZZIES: ACCEPTANCE!

Your favorite magazine just offered to publish the piece you edited in Exercise 2 of today’s
workshop! And guess what? They’re also publishing a piece by one of your peers! You both got
amazing letters from editors expressing precisely what they love about your pieces. Write a few
lines from one of the acceptance letters.
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