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WriteOn! Write Now!
Discover how critique groups work; we look at three models
One of the benefits of a writing
community is a safe and affirming
critique group. They can be scary,
To remove the mystery from these
small group gatherings, we asked
leaders from three CWC branches to give us a briefing on their
groups and methodology.

Critique
Boutique
San Fernando Valley Branch
Critique with Trust
“Our members find their critique group experience the most
valuable benefit we offer. Candid
critiques and trust among the
members build a safe bond. The
more honest the critique, the
more valuable the feedback. The
more the author is open, the more
improved his/her work will become.” – Andrea Polk, President
The branch has five different
groups. They meet in each other’s
homes on an agreed-upon schedule depending on the size of the
group and the length of submissions allowed. The length and

nature of the work
determines how
many pages may
be critiqued. Each
group has a lead
coordinator who
keeps a schedule
of meeting dates
and times and who
is hosting. The
meeting
host usually
provides
finger food
snacks and a warm
friendly environment.
Critique groups look at how well
a story is written, not the subject
matter or the author. Trust and
candid feedback are key. Openness to thoughtful comments that
explore excellence and shortfalls
is valued by members. The author
remains silent and does not comment, defend, or explain during
the critique. Often the critique
itself is timed to avoid over long
meeting times. After all members
have completed their critique, the
written comments are passed to
the author.

The A
r

t of the Critique
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Members review the overall feel
of the story, essay, or poem. Usually they start with positive comments. Regardless of genre, there
must be a story: a beginning, a
middle, and the end. The intent is
to help the author improve areas
that need to be strengthened, expanded, deleted, or reorganized.
Readers look at story, plot, pace,
style, character development,
and use of dialogue. The branch
provides readers with a guideline
for review. Readers are urged to
note grammar and punctuation
problems in the margins but not
comment on them in discussion
unless there is a pattern and a
teachable moment in a trusting
group.
A critique group coordinator with
experience in critique groups and
familiarity with each group’s
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The ties that bind: When I found Marilyn, my gait quickened
Contributed by
Kimberly A. Edwards
Branch President
In the July newsletter, we asked
if anyone knew the whereabouts
of long-time
officer Marilyn
Smith-Murphy.
A Jack London awardee,
Marilyn had
processed
hundreds if not
thousands of
membership
applications in her many years

of service. Eighteen months ago
she suffered health problems.
Then – no word. Phone disconnected, residence sold. We all
but gave up. Then came one last
lead – long-time member Carol
O’Hara remembered a former
member who might know Marilyn.
So one evening two weeks ago, I
called that former member. She
knew nothing, but had a special
computer program for locating
people. Through this system, she
uncovered a possible address.
And there, in an assisted living
community, we found Marilyn!

She was overjoyed to hear from
the branch – had lost all contact
information and had no computer.
In that moment of elation I realized two things. One, persistence
pays, just like writing, revising,
and marketing.
Second, the bonds with fellow
members really matter. We perform at our best when we have social ties to our writing community
- fellow writers care about us and
we care about them.
For the remainder of the day I
found Marilyn, my gait was a little
faster.

First Friday: Pam Suwinsky on common writer mistakes
Bringing 31 years of in-house
and freelance book publishing
experience, Pam Suwinsky will
speak Friday, September 2, 9
a.m., at our first-Friday tips and
networking meeting at the IHOP
restaurant in Rancho Cordova,
2216 Sunrise Blvd. Learn about
common mistakes writers make.
Pam works with authors, editors, designers, and production
managers, specializing in business, education, media studies,
new age, psychology and counseling, religion and spirituality, selfhelp, social studies, and women’s
issues.
As owner of Thalia Publishing
Services, she provides project
management, content management, developmental editing, copy
editing, and proofreading services
to trade, professional, and higher
education book publishers and

authors, trade journals, and magazines. She has recently edited
books on topics covering an-

Pam Suwinsky

California Writers Club, Sacramento Branch

thropology, business, education,
media psychology, spirituality, and
women’s issues,
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Three branches describe the way critique groups help writers
Continued from page 1

style assists members in finding
a group or tries to form a new
one if none is available. There is
a period of adjustment. Sometimes the group and the member’s needs do not mesh. The
coordinator tries to sort out the
best fit. An orientation is held
for new groups. The coordinator
stresses that the author is the
final judge of which suggestions
fit their work.
Writers of Kern
Critique to a Science
“We don’t want to just offer
critique groups for the sake of
offering; we want writers to become published. We want them
to achieve their goals.” - Clarissa
Kay, critique group coordinator
The branch has 12 face-to-face
groups and one online group,
coordinated by a critique coordinator who also attends the first
meeting of any new group and
takes part in modeling a critique.
Members offer honest reactions,
and writers feel free to ignore
suggestions that do not work for
them. Often members wonder
how they could ever survive their
writing journeys without their fellow critique group members.
Most groups review up to 15
pages. Accelerated groups who
are experienced in critique and
have novels near-ready may
submit between 30 to 50 pages.
All groups meet twice a month
- Sci-Fi group, all fiction groups,
memoir, YA, etc. – many groups
are “all genres welcome.”

The branch provides a suggested critique sheet. The author listens to learn how readers are perceiving the work. Then the author
is brought into the conversation
for questions or comments.
The branch website carries

extensive critique information,
including “What Makes a Helpful
Critique” and “Giving & Receiving
Criticism.” The coordinator writes
a monthly “Critique Corner” column for the branch newsletter.

Continued on Page 4

Q & A with Kern’s coordinator Clarissa Kay

Clarissa Kay
What does the branch get out of
having a Critique Group Coordinator?
It’s the biggest perk of being a
member. How else do you hone
your craft? What’s the point of a
writers’ group for those wanting
to be published? Not just friendship; we want to become better.
We want to become tried-andtrue authors.
What does it take to be a critique
leader?
Typically the strongest member
(the one who takes the lead on
critiques) becomes the leader. By
strong I mean dependable. They
typically have a home to meet
in. Each leader must attend four
regular branch meetings a year
and one semi-annual leader
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meeting a year.
What do you do at the semi-annual
critique leaders meetings?
We hear from the leaders,
what’s working, what’s not. If
there’s any problem, we offer
solutions. I emphasize that
critiques should be on the macro
level, not micro. Anyone can do
a line-by-line edit, but a critique
group should be tweaking pace,
characterization, and story arc.
What are the most important
things to keep in mind when starting
a critique group?
Everyone fills out a questionnaire. That way, groups are formed
based on goals. Some people
want to write and make friends.
Others want to become published.
They want a faster pace.
Is a critique group better if members all write the same genre, or
mixed?
In your questionnaire, ask
members what they’re not comfortable reading. For example,
erotica, rape, or swear words. I
put like-minded people together
when I can.
Is it important to get the pieces
out ahead of time?
This is most important. Submissions are sent at least a
week ahead with a critique form.
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Critique groups: Open venues for friendship, insight, knowledge

Continued from Page 3

Sacramento Branch
Critique for Motivation
“I leave our meetings excited
about my stories again, stories I’d
put aside because I wasn’t sure
where to go next.” – Kit Kirkpatrick,
nonfiction critique group leader
While CWC critique groups have
operated informally for many years,
the concept is gaining more traction. Early this year, member Larry
Mandelberg solicited members
at the network meeting. “I knew
I needed help, since I’ve never
written a
book before.
I wanted to
find others
with varying
degrees of
experience
to help me
accomplish my
goal. I was
hoping for
Kit Kirkpatrick
the organic
development of a
good collaborative, group.”
Answering Larry’s call, six writers
came together with guidelines via
member Kit Kirkpatrick from a
creative nonfiction course taught
by Janna Marlies Maron and
adapted to suit the group’s needs
(see below). Kit assumed responsibility for the group because of her
experience and Larry’s demanding
travel schedule. The group meets
in members’ Carmichael and Citrus
Heights homes.
Narrative consisting of up to

3,000 words is emailed by authors
several days before the meeting.
Work includes personal essay,
memoir, book reviews, and book
projects. Readers read each piece
at least twice, underlining words
and phrases that work and making
notes to help the writer. Prior to the
critique, the author has the option
of reading a paragraph aloud.
“The CWC nonfiction critique
group has an open membership,”
says Kit. “Serious writers are
welcome to come with material to
critique, and to learn by carefully

examining the work of others. Observes Larry: “I gained friendship,
insight, knowledge, and excellent
critiques.”
Nonfiction Critique Group
General Guidelines (Excerpts)
1. Treat your fellow writers’ work
with confidentiality.
2. Identify what you feel is the
greatest strength of the piece and
what is most memorable for you.
How could the writer continue to
build on that strength?
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3. Although we are writing nonfiction, we will refer to the “I” of the
piece as “the narrator,” and not
address the writer as “you.” This
helps to create emotional separation between the writer as a person
and the character crafted on the
page.
4. Respond without attempting
to advise the writer. We are merely
sharing our reactions so that the
writer can navigate the next steps
of revision as she or he sees fit.
Response Questions
1. Who or what is (are) the main
character(s) of the piece?
2. What is the basic plot or situation, including conflict?
3. What works?
4. What needs work? Where
do you see room for growth in the
piece?
5. What questions or thoughts
do you have for the writer?
6. End with a note of thanks to
the writer for sharing his/her work.
Interested in starting a critique
group? Contact Kit Kirkpatrick at
kirkpatrick.kit@gmail.com for more
information on the group described
above.
Interested in coordinating critique
groups for our branch? Contact
Kimberly A. Edwards at kimberlyedwards00@comcast.net.

Save the Date
Celebrate the Season!
Every Member Matters!

December 8, 2016
Holiday Celebration Live!
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Upcoming: Meet editor Brenda Knight at Sept. 17 luncheon
The San Francisco branch president of the Women’s National
Book Association has had success
in all aspects of the book busi-

ness, from publishing and editing
to sales and acquisitions.
Brenda Knight is the founder of
Viva editions, and she is the executive who integrated Conari Press
into the larger Red Wheel Weiser
corporation, where sales more
than quadrupled to $1.8 million.
Brenda will be the luncheon
speaker, Saturday, September 17,
at Cattlemens Restaurant, 12409
Folsom Blvd, Rancho Cordova, CA
95742. The meeting starts at 11
a.m. Cost for members is $15 and
includes lunch. Cost to non-members is @20.
“One of my proudest accom-

plishments,” writes Brenda, “has
been to take a book that came
into ‘the slush pile’ and shape it
into Oprah Winfrey’s favorite book
that she reads from every day,
Mark Nepo’s The Book of Awakening. It was about to be declined
but I loved the writing so much
that I came up with the format...
and even wrote the back jacket
copy. It went on to become a New
York Time’s #1 bestseller and I
could not be happier about Mark
Nepo’s well-deserved success.
It all started with how his writing
sang off the page to me that day
in Berkeley.”
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Your Hawaii piece better be outstanding!.
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Member roundup: Dealing with the writing rejection slip
Margaret Duarte
Blogger and Author of
Between Will and Surrender
When I finished my first novel
fifteen years ago, I was so proud
of my accomplishment that I immediately entered the prestigious
William Faulkner Novel Competition. It’s one of America’s leading
literary writing contests and offers
a hefty first prize of $7,500, plus
assistance in finding a literary
agent and publisher. Oh, the innocence of the
budding writer!
Between the
entry fee and
the postage
(no electronic
transmissions
back then),
I was a bit
poorer for the
experience.
But I learned
an important lesson: There are
plenty of writers out there who
have not only written novels, but
have put in many more hours than
I have at perfecting and polishing
their craft I heard that it takes
approximately 10,000 hours of
deep practice to get really good at
something, which translates into
approximately ten years, which I
bypassed five years ago.
I have survived many rejections
by agents since, and each time,
I considered it as a sign that my
work wasn't yet ready.
I earned a creative writing certificate through UC Davis Extension,
read every book I could get my
hands on about craft, read and re-

read books in my genre (underlining and tearing apart paragraphs
and sentences), participated in
critique groups (a kinder form of
rejection!), shared my work with
beta readers, and wrote, rewrote,
wrote, rewrote.
After my book was the best I
could make it, I sent it to a professional editor. More rejection
(the good kind, with suggestions
for improvement), more fixes, and
FINALLY, my manuscript was ready

having finished my manuscript.
Worth the cost? No. But I had no
idea at the time that there were so
many people writing novels.
In my circle of friends, during
my school days and after, I was
the only one writing more than
assigned essays, so I thought I
was ahead of the game. Surprise,
surprise.
Mike Brandt
Writer of Short Stories and Articles
The word REJECTION reminds
me of J.K.
Rowling – now
worth over $20
billion dollars
or James Rollins who had
many rejections before his
first book sold.
I enjoy writing,
so I write! I
am mentally prepared to face the
traumatic horrors of…rejection.
Hey, it’s part of the business, and
while it can be as painful as a bee
sting, it has value and you can
learn from your errors.
When I receive a rejection letter,
I simply take a deep breath, settle
myself down emotionally, and then
put it away for several days.
IT’S NOT PERSONAL! After a
few days I go back and re-read it,
glean what I can in terms of constructiveness, and then move on.
Remember, it puts you in the
same class as Hemingway, Fitzgerald, King, and Kipling who were all

Was there ever a writing rejection you
experienced – but you survived it?
How did you get through it? Have you
reconciled the experience in your mind?
to format and publish. Actually,
self-publish, because I KNEW my
book was good. I KNEW it was different (visionary fiction is not yet
favored by agents and publishers).
And I KNEW the time was right.
When Between Will and Surrender, the first book in my "Enter
the Between" visionary fiction
series won first place in the 2016
Northern California Publishers and
Authors Awards, I KNEW all the
rejection--and follow-up work--had
been worth it.
Oh, yes, it was far from ready.
Entering the contest, though,
seemed the right thing to do at
the time.
It was like a little celebration for
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Nanci Lee Woody: Emotions make characters significant
Contributed by
Robin Ginley
The topic of CWC’s August 5th
presentation by Nanci Lee Woody
was “Turning Everyday Events into
a Story.” She showed her fingers
to be in many wonderful pies of
writing and mixed media.
Nanci, novelist, photographer and
artist, says, “I can’t decide what I
want to be when I grow up.”
Nanci’s first novel, Tears and
Trombones, is based on a series
of true stories about her husband,
whom Nancy endearingly sees
as a “character.” She actually
interviewed him about events that
happened to him as a classical
symphony trombonist. What he
considered ordinary events, the
author used as story ideas. She
elaborated on how stories can
originate from 25 years ago and
don’t necessarily have to include
someone else. Writers can find inspiring ideas from everyday events
they read about and can relate

Nanci Lee Woody

to. Nanci read a partial sample
chapter from Tears and Trombones, called, “Visit to Jackson,”
her poem “So Special “and her
story, “Loss,” which won first place
in the 2016 CWC Short Short
Story Contest. Her passion is to
use emotions to make characters
more significant. For her saddest
stories, Nanci likes to add happy
endings.
The author encouraged writers
to share their writing for critique.
She advised writers to think about

and accept criticism. After the
presentation, attendees offered
their observations. They appreciated the honesty in her stories, the
depth of her characters’ emotions,
and the fact that she writes stories that validate her readers’ own
life experiences.
In addition to Nanci speaking,
Ted Witt offered tips on blogging.
He urged bloggers to consistently
add fresh, new, original and relevant material to their blogs.
Ray Blain discussed the value
of “Community.” He emphasized
the power of brainstorming ideas
together to achieve expanded
outreach and to enhance CWC’s
reputation in our community.
Attendees identified their genres
of interest that will enable them
to be grouped into peer-interest
groups for possible networking.
Mike Brandt facilitated the
meeting.
Next month’s facilitator will be
Pamela Cooney.

Member roundup: Dealing with the writing rejection slip
Continued from Page 6

rejected and became successful
writers. Write on!
Jack Ratliff
Flash Fiction & Short Story Writer,
Author of Jack Jones
and the Ghosts of Tamana
As a writer, I have long accepted the fact that rejection letters
come with the territory. Perhaps
I’ve become numb to them.
There’s a lot of work that goes
into the preparation for a submis-

sion, especially if I have targeted a
publication. I read several editions

Similar to an addict,
and the need to use,
the cycle begins again
and research the editor. Once
the homework is done, I craft a
letter specific to that editor and
publication. If necessary, I will
alter the story being submitted to
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better fit the publication. That’s
a lot of work outside of the craft
of writing. Of course there is the
wait, which is probably the worst
part of the entire ordeal. A reply
from an editor can take months,
and all of that preparation and
anxiety comes to an end with an
email that says, “Thanks, but no
thanks.” And then the analysis of
what went wrong begins. Similar
to an alcoholic or an addict struggling with the need to use, the
submission cycle begins again.
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CWC Branch briefs: Opportunity to retool, reframe open mic

Site search on as open
mic goes on sabbatical

Barnes & Noble Birdcage, longtime home to the monthly CWC
Open Mic, can no longer host us
due to company changes and
operational priorities.
A special thank-you goes out to
long-time facilitator Julie Bauer!
She faithfully turned out Friday after Friday to oversee the readings.
While we are conflicted about
the end of an era with B & N, we
are happy to look at new possibilities that may arise after rethinking
our purpose and assessing the
benefits to members and community alike. Stay tuned!

Add your book to a
beautiful display!

Members will remember the
beautiful posters and display
boards featuring members’ books
that were created by former member Phawnda Moore in 2014. She
is willing to update the display by
adding members’ books that have
come out since.
To be included, please follow the
instructions below from Phawnda:
Specifications for sending your
book cover image to Phawnda for
CWC poster:
If you have the design that was
used for printing the book, just

“

“SAVE AS” with your name in JPG
or JPEG format. (The JPG format
allows me to resize it for the
poster.)
Example: “John Doe Cover.JPG”
For more than one book, save
as “John Doe Cover1.JPG”, “John
Doe Cover2.JPG”, etc. Each cover
would have a number after the
word “cover.”
Size: at least 4”x6”, 250 dpi, at
least 500 pixels in one direction
minimum. “If this is Greek to you,
then send what you have and I’ll
try to work with it, up to 10 MB,”
she says.
If for any reason, you want to remove a book, please give Phawnda the title.
Phawnda’s email: phawnda@
gmail.com or phone: (916) 6300505 8 a.m. to 8 p.m.
The deadline: September 15.

Three year plan to be
developed with input

In response the member requests for a vision for the club,
the board is developing a threeyear plan.
The plan will be based on members’ needs and responses to the
member survey. The plan will give
our club a road map. Where do we
want to go to meet our personal
goals?
A plan will help us as a club

know where we’re headed. We can
track progress together. We can
look at each other and ask, “Is the
club meeting our needs?” As always, member input is appreciated.

Here’s the schedule for
Sept. 17 luncheon

Our monthly membership meetings resume Saturday, Sept. 17,
11 a.m. to 1 p.m. (See the notice
about the speaker, Brenda Knight
on page 5.)
A long tradition in our community, these meetings bring attendees
together to catch up on projects,
hear the latest announcements,
and get a dose of inspiration from
a speaker.
The food will be ready at 11
a.m., and the program will start
promptly at 11:30.
For members who want to come
early at 10:15 a.m., there will be
a short 20-minute presentation
on how to advertise your book on
Facebook.
The location is at Cattlemens
restaurant, 12409 Folsom Blvd,
Rancho Cordova, CA 95742
Registration opens at 10:30
a.m. Costs are members: $15,
guests: $20.
A drawing will be held for one
free “entrance” into the meeting.
Branch business cards will be
handed out.

We are all apprentices in a craft where no one
ever becomes a master.
						— Ernest Hemingway

