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If You Don't Get
What You Want

Tips for getting the feedback vou need

ROSANMNE BANE

ol-lt best writing 15 almost always

our rewniting. As we search for ways (o
see the writing anew, we often invibe
other people to tell us what they see in
the work—to give us critique or feedback
we can use when revising. We don't al-
ways et whal we wani,

Fulia Cameromn, author of The Antist's
Way, highlights the value of feedback.
“Poinded criticism,™ she writes, “if accu-
rate, often gives the artist an inner sense
of relief: 'Ah-hnh! so that's what's wrong
with it.’ Useful criticism ultimately
leaves us with one more puzzle piece for
our work."

The key words are “useful crticism,”
Finding appropriate fesdback can be dif-
ficult. For 10 years I've worked with
writers and other anists as their creativity
coach, so I'm no longer surprised (nl-
though my clients sometimes are) at how
powerful and long-lasting the effects of
criticism can be. The unrecognized
dnmage of inappropriate feedback is a
coimimion suarce of writer's block and
abandonsd projects,

The writers' quandary 15, how can we
ask for and receive the feedback we nesd
1o make a piece of writing the best it can
be without exposing ourselves to poten-
tially damaging coithciam?

The first step is to recognize that dif-
ferent levels of feedback are appropriste
for different stages in the writing pro-

ceas. The second step 18 0 select our
respondents carefully and tell them wis
levels of feedback we want. Finally, we
learm o maintain our boundaries o ihat
others respect them as well,

Know What You Need

Different kinds of feedback are ap-
propriate at different steges in the writing
process. For example, when a piece of
writing is “hot,” when it's fresh from the
word processor, we don't really want it
criticized. Like a lonf of bread just out of
the oven, it will lose its shape and flavor
if it's poked ot too soon. AL this stage, we
wint nnd need applause; its oo soon for
eviluation,

Similarly, when a writer is exploring
a new style or voice, useful fesdback
highlights what is working well. You
need o know about missing words or
misplaced commas when you're about to
submmit & piece 10 an editor or contest
judge, but not when you're still develop-
ing the plot.

Only you know whai level of feed-
back vou can use at any given fime,
Many of us are 50 accustomed 1o taking
whatever feedback we can get that we
haven't learned to consider what we want
or even what we peed. Yoo have the
right, and the respensibality, to choose
from these seven lovels of feedback,
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If You Don't Get What You Want

vou can at least learn how to ask for, and get, what you need

CONTWLIEDR FROM COYER

| The First Level

Bespondenis shoubd always begin by
offering congratulntions for bringing the
piece to the curment state of completion.
Let's not forget how much work writing
is, and let's not be skimpy in our praise,
Ome of the thnlls af writing &5 finding an
appreciative andience, Kodos are always
in order.

W Second Level

Mexl, respondenis identify what they
mist noticed and appresisted, Because
respondents wse whal therapists call =T
langwage" (1 was siruck by the sensory
details,” or “T really liked the descripton
bere,” for exasmiple), there is oo judgmest
implied about the writing.

B Third Level

T highlight the strongest elements,
reapondents identify what they thoughi
wis particulardy effective. Readers ans
encouraped both o repeat athers’ re-
spoawes 1o give greater emphacsis and o
disagree to revenl divergent opinions,

B Fourih Level

Respondents ask questions. Sincers
questions abowt a charscter’s background
or mpirvation may help te writer de-
velop the charncter. Thinly dispuised
critigism such as “Do you intend o lave
your characters dialegie sound stlied ™
15 obviously out of bounds, “Why did the
character do that™ couald be a sincere
question or disguised criticism, depend-
ing on the intention and the tope of
wiice.

B Fifih Lavel

Respondents indicate the areas they
think need refipement. *1 think you need
to improve the dinkegoe, especially in the
third scene” i legitinate af s level of
feedback. Again, the use of *1 language™
miakes it clear that these ane opinkns, nal
statements of fct. *Your dialogue is
arileed," is siill out of bounds,

suggestions for rewriting, Thess are mist
helpdul when phirazed as “What if 7™
questions. “What if you show the thind

seene lirslT

B Seventh Level

Respondents ane asked to read care-
fully and make line edits using stamdard
procfreaders” morks.

We all have been trained o
notice errors, not what's right,
and to criticize rather than praise.
LS i i it =

[L is imporiant o nobe that the seven
levels are cumulntive Inyers, not either-or
chaices. All feedback should begin with
the first level, then continue through the
second bevel and 5o on o the level
requesied,

if, for exnmple, you're ready 10 bear
feedhack aboul whene your readers think
the writing nesds refinement (fifth level],
respandents first offer congratulations,
izl you what they noticed and appreci-
ated, highlight whnt they thought was
effective, and ask questions befoce de-
tailing where they think the writing needs
work. And since you hove not asked for
the: sixth or seventh level of feedback,
they should med offer rewrites or provide
line edics.

Ask for What You Wani

Spmetimes we ged so canght ap in the
desire for & responss, we forgel i screen
the sources of feedback. Choose people
whose opinions you respect. Be careful
around blocked writers: blocks are often
the resull of severe inner critics, ond
somee of that caustic inmer dialogue may
leak anto you and your witing. If you
motEce workshop participants “scoring
prints” by criticizing other writers, don't

spondenis, give them a copy of the seven
levels of feedback and tell them what
levels you wanl, Ask them if they're
willing and alde 1o give that kind of
response. I you'ne in o writing workshop,
ask the mstrector if she or be i willing 1o
use this moded or has another method for
miking sure studenis receive appropriate
feedback.

Esep in mind that 1t may be difficult
o give the feedback yoo requestad. We
all have been trained o notice erroes, not
what's right, and to criticize rather than
praise. (hers bave the right o decline
yorier regyiest, bul they don't have the
right 1o give responses you've said you're
niit ready bo hear,

IF somenne refuses to give feedback
the way you've requested or insists on
giving feedbock you don't want, remind
yourgelf that this speaks volumes about
thiit person and nothing aboat yoar
writing.

Get What You Need

Gently, but firmly, maintain your
boundaries. If necessary, remind respor-
denty thad you asked for certadn kinds of
feedbnck and they ngreed o stay in thoss
fimits, You can say, T appreciats your
interest and your willingneas to respond
to my writing, ond the feedback that will
be most helpfol for me right now is

Ui oot ressidy fios
now. Thanks.™

Homoring another writer's boandanies
is vitnl and, 2t the sume time, difficulr,
partbcularly if you've been in a group
where the guidelines about giving feed-
back have been loose or nonesistent. The
most exciting writing conversations ofien
ooour af bevel six, Owr imaginations get
sparked, amd we start wondering how
we'd tackle the chalbenpe.

Telling someone else how o write
gives na all the satisfaction of solving the
challenge without any of the: hard work,
50 0f courss we wani 1 do that, But

demamds we dao this silently
opan yoursel! for anack. acmrery !
L EMLTmminvimdmmuh Ohnce youPve dentifiod patential ic: unless and until we are asked to share our
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idleas in level six or seven feedback.

As o Facilitndor of writing clnsses, T
gently and continually remind studenes o
remain within the feedback levels re-
quested, 1 also find [ nesd to gently and
continually monklor my own urges fo
share “significant” insights. The trath 15,
thoss insights are miech mose significant
when the writer gains them om his or her
owmn. When a writer is iruly swck far
idess on how to fix something, he or she
will ask. Lntil then, the writer hios the
right to his or her own “ab-hahs ™

Enow How o Aefuse

There 15 a comman [ronsense) notion
thot “seriows”™ writers take whateves
feedback is dished owt, listen to it all the
way through, and then sort it out later. To
be polite, that podion s organic malerial
o for fertilizing roses. It does not
further the creative process of humans,

Daa't be shamed nio belseving that
“seriows” writers take creative sbuge Se-
rious writers recognize and réspect their
own creative process, They recognize
thiat levels five, six, and seven ane not
appropriate at the beginning of the pro-
cess and that they retum to the beginning
of the process every time they stur a new
writing task, repardless of bow long
they've been writing.

Serious writers know what levels of
feedback they're ready for, ask for what
they want, and then make sure they gei
what they need,

IF your attempts b maintain your
boundaries are repeatedly disreganded,
don't just sit there and take it Leave. [
tell my stuclents to call me if this happens
tor thern, even if it's years since they've
taken a clnss with me. If this happens,
you need o talk with someone who sup-
ports you, Ask ihas person o give vou
exactly the feedback you ask for,

Mlways thank your respondents, even
if they violate your boundaries, In fact,
when someone is being imrusive or
hyper-critical, saying "Thank you™ in a
neutral tone can be an effective stopper,

Gat 1t In Writing

Ask your respondents to write (heir
comments, and yoo showld ke woley &0
yous can evaluate the feadback lnter.
Stephen King's rule of thumb s, Give
your writing to 10 people. I you get 10
different responses, you con safiely

digregarnd themn all, However, if six or
seven people make similar observations,
pay aftentson. Toks action. Rewriting 1s a
big part of the writing process,

If we're homest with curselves, we
harve b0 ndmit that the feedbsck we really
wiand 15 10 bo 20 minutes of detniled
praise for all that is working right,
followed by, “This iz perfect. Don'
change o thing,”

Like the womng advises ux, we don'l
always pet what we wanl, Bul when we
iry, when we follow through oo the
warthwhile lesdback, we con get what
wia meed. And what we nesd s usually &

STRATEGIES FOR WRITERS F;

combination of praise for the writing as it
i5 andd motivaticn and dirsction for the
revision, W

Rosanre Bare, MLA,, iv o freeloace
wrider, edidor, and creaitviny comch. Thiv
rticle benefited from the feedback af her
stiwdens and ber writing buddy Jane
Cifrerer. Bane's agent (5 seaking o puh-
lisher for her book-in-process, Dancing
in the Dragon's Den: Rekindling the
Creative Fire of Your Shadow, For a free
coyty of Ropamne Bane's creativity news-
Tenter, linagination InkLinks, or fo falk
wish fer, call &F2-722-1 148,

DEALING WITH DAMAGING CRITICISM FROM YOUR PAST

fee] about what they said?

experbences from your past!

mare fully,

let it oot

viices silence yours.

Steg LAckrowledge the harm done, As with any injury, accurate dingnosis b
vital. When we're injured around our creativily, we sometimes po into o states of
shock. While being mumb can get us through the tragma, lates 1 interferes with
recogaizing exactly bow we were wounded so we can begin to heal.

Pursue any memories, clear o vague, that you have abowt being harmully
critiqued. Follow the clues: Is there a story you were excited about, then suddenly
lost interest in? A piece you've wanbed to do for a long time but pever ssem 1o get
around t0F Types of writing youw think yoo cant do?

Siep LTell the story, Becord as much as vou ean slsout the harmiful incideni
How did you feel about your writing before the feadback episode? When and
where did it happenT Who was there? What did ench person say? How did you

Cio o littde deeper. What was each person’s probable mwdive for her ar hes
response’ [Nd anything that happened then trigger embarrassing or painful

Tell this story to o trusted friend who con belp you explare these questions

slep 3. Take positive action ih your own behalf. Star by expressing the old
emotions now. Get mad and beat up a pillow. Or grieve and cry. Stomp your feet,
pout, complain, Whstever it was you felt and didn't know how to express than,

Then take symbolic action in your own behalf: Write a letier of protest,
contradict what you were told, put all the harmful comments you rememiber on a
pisce of paper and bisrn i1, or theow darls at @ pictune of whoever karmed you.

Eead what other writers have o say abowt critics (there ane some juicy bits in
Weiters on Writimg, by Jon Winokur)., Bemind yourself that even the authors you
most respect received unfavorable comments. The paint is not o let those critical

Step 4.51op telling the story. Mo wound heals if we keep picking at it You'll
krow when ieiling the stary stops being about acknowledging vour pain and
when il sturts being about gathering self-pity and making excuses 10 avosd
writing. Thar's when it's fime to move on. Ultimately, the best healing (ac
revenge, if you wish) B 10 fetiom 10 your wnting,
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