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GIVING AND RECEIVING FEEDBACK THE SMART WAY 
by nanci lee woody, author 
TEARS AND TROMBONES 

 

It’s never pleasant hearing that your writing is not sitting well with a reader after 

you’ve spent countless hours - maybe even days, weeks, possibly years - on the piece.  

You feel it’s ready.  And then a publisher or an agent or a member of your writing group 

says, “This part of your story isn’t believable.” Or, “Have you checked your facts?  I 

think the Bay Bridge opened in 1936.”  Or, the worst, “What is it you’re trying to say 

here?” 

 After I had spent seven years researching, interviewing, writing and re-writing 

every word of my novel, Tears and Trombones, I thought it was perfect and sent it off to 

a publishing house, ready to be done with it. 

 However, it turned out I wasn’t done.  And it wasn’t perfect.  The publisher sent it 

back with a terse letter.  “This just doesn’t grab me.  It needs more narrative.  I suggest 

you read these novels to get some insight into . . . blah blah blah.” 

 After I had time to think about it, and admit that maybe she was right (my novel 

did resemble a stage play), I read her suggested titles.  I didn’t enjoy the books she chose, 

but I got the idea.  It wasn’t my nature to go on and on about what kind of house my 

characters lived in, how they wore their hair, what they ate, what kind of dog followed 

them around.  So, upon reflection, I thought, what does the dog look like?  I hoped I had 

it in me to alter my dialogue-heavy tendencies.  I spent another twelve months going 

through every page of the book and adding narrative wherever it would enhance the 

story. 



 2 

 When I sent the novel to the same publisher the following year, I got not a letter, 

but a phone call.  “OK.  Let’s go with it!”  I signed my contract and finally, I was 

finished.  Well, as it turned out, not quite.  My perfectionist nature (criticism from 

myself) forced me to go over every word in the book again, and not just once.  Even after 

publication, I made changes for the next reprints. 

 What I’ve painfully learned is, when a writer asks for feedback, she or he must be 

open to receive it.  It will not all be positive, which is a good thing. Without honest 

feedback, how can you improve your work? 

The worst response from a writer is a defensive one.  Thank your critics for their  

insight.  When you’ve had a chance to reflect on the criticism, you may or may not find 

the suggestions relevant.  Some ignorable criticisms I have received include, “There’s 

enough sadness in the world. Can’t you make your story happier?” or “I got so mad at 

your protagonist, I wanted to throw the book across the room.” 

 You get the idea. 

 Such criticisms actually make me feel good.  I want my readers to have strong 

emotions.  If they don’t, I think I’ve failed.  One of the greatest reviews I ever got is, “I 

locked myself in the toilet so I wouldn’t be bothered.  I couldn’t put the book down.” 

 I spent a few thousand dollars once to attend a four-day workshop in San 

Francisco with nine other writers and a well-known editor.  He was brutal in his criticism, 

had no problem letting his teary-eyed attendees know they weren’t Jennifer Egan, Joyce 

Carol Oates or Tobias Wolff, all of whom had attended his previous workshops.  I felt 

like a fool for having paid so much money to be treated like an unaccomplished novice, 

to have my writing flaws laid out on the table in front of all present.   
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 Yet.  Yet.  When I got over my anger with Mr. Editor, I remembered his pointed 

question about one of my main characters.  “You don’t like this guy at all, do you?”  He 

hit on something I had missed.  I wrote the perfect caricature of a drunken, cruel father.  

The next few months I spent going over every father scene in the book, but this time, 

focusing on different things.  I softened my unlikeable father in places and added new 

chapters to make him multi-dimensional. 

 Mr. Expensive Editor didn’t like my love scenes, either.  As he so crudely put it, 

“they wouldn’t make any reader hard or wet.”  I’m quite sure you wouldn’t have any 

problem finding a better way to convey that sentiment.  I did work over all the romantic 

encounters, though, and I’m proud to say that now . . . 

 So, while my costly San Francisco workshop was painful at times, my novel was 

better after it than before.  Still, I think the most constructive feedback is given with 

positive comments first, followed by a carefully worded, thoughtful, non-hurtful critique.  

Imagine yourself on the receiving end. 

 Giving criticism requires thought and compassion.  Receiving it requires little of 

you other than a thick skin.  Here’s what I’ve learned.   

1)   Consider carefully the source.  Not every reader wants you to succeed. 

2)   Do not defend your writing or make excuses. 

3)  Listen carefully with an open mind. 

4)  Solicit feedback from people who are familiar with your genre. 

5) Make changes where you think the critic’s suggestions will improve your 

work.  Ignore the others. 

6) Pay close attention to comments about historical inaccuracy. 
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7) If you are criticized for grammar or spelling errors, you haven’t done your 

job. 

And finally, remember that nobody knows what needs to be said better than you.  

Also remember that sometimes, we as writers are so familiar with our story that we fail to 

see the holes in it.  Be thankful when someone else sees them before you send it off for 

publication. 

 

  

  

   

  

  
 
 


