
 

 
If you’re thinking of starting a writing group, 
give in to the temptation! The benefits you’ll 
reap are greater than the time you give to it, 
from meeting new people to developing your 
capacity for creative thinking in ways you 
won’t expect but will recognize over time. 
Believe me, I know – I’ve been a member of 
various writers’ groups for more than thirty 
years and learned from every one of them.  
 
All you need to lead such a group is an 
enthusiasm for writing and a willingness to 
provide some bare-bones structure. You don’t 
have to be a published author, college-educated 
journalist, or have any credentials to start or 
run a writing group. The most work you’ll do 
as its founder or leader is to get the group 
started and keep it on a general track. 
 
The group can be anything it wants or needs to 
be, but its members should agree on its primary 
focus. Over time, this can shift, but to start with, 
the group should decide whether the sessions 
should center on free writing (a creative group) 
or on critique, or if the group will fluctuate 
between the two. Knowing the distinction will 
help you and the group decide which identity it 
dons, and that determines how the sessions 
unfold. It also helps members understand their 
individual roles within the group.  
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STARTING A WRITING GROUP 

CREATIVE GROUP 
OR CRITIQUE 

GROUP? 
 

Creative groups meet to 

participate in free-writing 

exercises; free thinking is 

encouraged. Over time,  creative 

groups can help you trust your off-

the-cuff writing, a necessary 

attitude for the best drafts.   

There’s only one reason to 

convene a critique group: 

because participants want 

honest yet constructive 

feedback on their work so they 

can improve their writing, 

refining their editorial skills in 

the process. 

 



PART I: CREATIVE WRITING GROUPS 

  
STRUCTURE 

 

We met weekly for an hour to ninety 

minutes, depending on the number of people. 

Using a prompt and a timer, we wrote for ten 

minutes about whatever popped into our heads, 

in any format – be it fiction, poetry, essay, 

maybe a scrap of memory. Sometimes we wrote 

that we couldn’t write but not very often. After 

ten minutes we had the option of reading what 

we wrote. If we had five people or a dozen, the 

range of what got written never ceased to 

amaze us. We inspired each other, lifted each 

other up, and left feeling better than when we’d 

arrived. There’s much to be said about any 

group that can do that for an individual. 

Some members found this weekly bout 

of mental freedom was enough of a creative 

outlet for them. Others found kernels of larger 

stories or scenes for other projects in those 

exercises. Most of all, we were shown, week 

after week, how easy it is to set ourselves free 

on paper, to release an energetic creativity from 

deep inside and watch it fly like a butterfly 

newly released from its cocoon. 

 

 

CREATIVE GROUP RULES 
 

The rules are simple: no editing and no criticism  are allowed; what’s shared in the group stays in 

the group. Not allowing members to chatter about what others in the group share during a session sets 

everyone free to write anything without worrying about gossip or judgment. 

Using prompts and a timer, you’re set loose to follow whatever path the creative side of your 

brains takes you, often to unexpected ends. Over time,  you learn to trust your off-the-cuff writing, a 

necessary attitude for the best drafts.  Refraining from editing requires you to let go of the need to make 

a draft perfect. Barring criticism – of your own or others’ writing – encourages experimentation.  



 

Holidays and trending topics can be 

fruitful. One group I was in chose to write a 

holiday letter (real or not, writer’s choice); 

when bullying was a hot topic, we wrote about 

that.  

Involve everyone – we all have ideas. 

Make it a habit to ask if anyone has a prompt 

they’d like to share. You never know what 

might fall into your regular rotation.  

Despite the good-natured give-and-take 

in those sessions, they offer real value: a chance 

to let loose the pen and see what happens. I can 

tell you from personal experience about their 

benefits: after many years of self-analysis and 

critique, I was nearly frozen before I started any 

new writing project – would anybody like it? 

Was I picking the right words? Creative, free-

writing groups gave me the crutches and cast I 

needed to get my creative juices back on track 

so I could write what I wanted, how I wanted it. 

You truly are only limited by your 

imagination – and the more possibilities you 

see, the more open up to you! Starting a writing 

group is fun and easy. The important thing is to 

be open to the group’s suggestions, keep it 

loose, and make sure everyone follows the rules 

(even you!).    

 

THREE PROMPTS TO GET YOU STARTED  

Alice Zyetz had been leading a creative group for many years when I joined i t. These are prompts 

Alice used regularly ; we continued to use them after she passed away.  

Single word: Each year, Alice created a long, numbered list of words, mostly nouns 

and verbs, simple words like “coffee,” “Chevrolet,” “bath,” “energy,” “fluffy.” She asked 

someone to pick a number at random without looking at the list of words. Sometimes we 

groaned, sometimes we couldn’t put pens to paper (or fingers to keyboard) fast enough. 

Sentence prompts: Alice also created a numbered list of sentences from books or from 

her imagination: “When she walked into the room, she couldn’t believe what she saw.” Or 

“We'd just settled down to dinner when we heard a loud explosion.” She asked someone to 

pick a number from 1-X and everyone wrote, using the sentence as the opening sentence or – 

sometimes – as a pivotal sentence at a later point. 

Random words: This prompt was so popular that when someone had to leave the 

group early, they’d ask if we could do this before they left so they could participate. 

Everyone thinks up a random word and writes it down (if the group is small,  like six or 

fewer, then everyone thinks up two words). When everyone is ready, each person reads 

their word or words while the rest of the group jots them down, adding them to their own. 

The goal is to use all the words in some way during the ten minute writing period. As an 

extra challenge, some members chose to use the words in order. 



BONUS MATERIAL: MORE PROMPTS 
 

Once you start looking, you’ll see prompts for your writing group scattered around you, everywhere 

you go. Here are just a few I have used in writing groups and in workshops around the country:  

Store receipts: Start picking up those discarded receipts lying at the bottom of your shopping cart 

or still stuck in the self-checkout machines. They contain all kinds of interesting tidbits. I collected them 

from coffee shops, hardware stores, department stores, restaurants, and grocery stores, then stuffed 

them into an envelope. When I had the right number of receipts to hand out randomly to the members 

of the group, the same rules applied: ten minutes to write whatever you wanted about that receipt. One 

woman wrote an amazing piece about a customer at the check-out feeling the pressures of trying to fish 

out the last bit of money to pay for what she was purchasing while the cashier was also silently 

struggling with her own financial situation. It was poignant and memorable.  

Fortune cookies: As with the store receipts, I collected these little slips of fortune until I had 

enough for everyone in the group, then had everyone draw one randomly. Ten minutes later, we had 

stories, memories, and even a riff on whether those numbers are truly lucky or not.  

Sermons and sayings: Many churches post the Sunday sermon topic on signs, and if you jot those 

down and save them, they might generate something unexpected. Here are two from my travels to get 

you started: “Peter’s Denial” and “Aww…Come on now: It’s Really Not Hot as Hell.” 

Classified ads: I love picking up freebie papers in the little towns we travel through. If you 

haven’t browsed through them, especially their classified ads, you’re missing a lot. In one good paper, 

you could find enough intriguing items to feed your entire writers group. Here are a couple from a 

paper I picked up from someplace out west: “Rear view window Dodge 87-92 $100” and “Reward $100 

Lost Nissan car keys with white rubber fob lost between Chevron and Speedway car wash.” 

Hmmmm….. Lots of stories in either one of those! 

Police blotter: I grew up in a small Ohio town where the weekly newspaper published the police 

blotter, and it was always the most-read section in the paper (and not just in our house). Thankfully, 

many towns still publish them. As with the classifieds, you might find enough fodder-worthy items for 

your group in one edition of the paper. Or you could carefully select a few and divide the group up to 

share them. We did this exercise with ten minutes and decided it really needed fifteen – so ripe were 

the possibilities people had in their hands! Here’s an example (yes, this was really in the paper like this, 

except I changed the name of the street): “A man called the police station from a Third Avenue East 

address Sunday to ask how much trouble he will be in for destroying his boyfriend’s property after he 

found out the boyfriend was cheating on him.” If your town doesn’t print the police blotter, a good 

Google search should serve up what you need.  

 

 



PART II: CRITIQUE GROUPS 

Writing for fun in is one thing… but if 

we want to be published, we need something 

more than creative exercises. We can’t publish 

our drafts (even the most prolific, best-selling 

authors revise), which means we have to get 

critical at some point if we want the world 

beyond our writing group to read – and enjoy – 

what we’ve scribbled. 

A critique group can do that, but it has 

to operate very differently from the creative 

group. Because of that, it’s not a good idea to 

mix the two types of groups unless you have a 

format for your meetings that clearly separates 

them: let’s do some fun writing, then we’ll get 

down to business. Or: let’s critique first, then 

finish with a creative writing exercise that’s just 

for giggles. Otherwise you risk critiquing a 

piece of writing only meant for fun, or being 

too kind to something needing a firmer hand.  

There’s only one reason to convene a 

critique group: because writers want honest yet 

constructive feedback on their work. Writers 

who only want praise should be told they 

would do better to show their work to spouses 

and friends, rather than attend a critique group.  

Often writers want to publish but know 

they need more eyes and minds on their 

manuscripts before the article, essay, poem, 

story, novel, memoir or other piece of writing 

will be ready for readers. Some writers might 

want the group to help them improve their 

skills, and publication isn’t a goal for them.  

It’s important in the first meeting to find 

out what the individual members want from 

the group so everyone can respond 

appropriately. As new members come into the 

group, find out from them what their goal is.  

Do beware of the risk of the “blind 

leading the blind.” If members in the group are 

hoping to share insights into publishing but no 

one has been down that road before, consider 

inviting published authors or editors to the 

group as guests to fill any gaps. Be wary of 

researching it yourself online -- a lot of 

misinformation soars through cyberspace.  

The best writing groups are those 

formed among friends, with others added 

through referral or personal invitation. Such 

private groups can meet in members’ homes. If 

you advertise your group publicly, you should 

arrange to meet in a public space – a local 

bookstore or library, among books, can be 

especially inspirational.  

If you prefer to convene a specific 

category (fiction or nonfiction) or genre (science 

fiction or romance, for example), let potential 

members know that so they can decide if the fit 

will be a good one. You’re not doing a poet any 

good, for example, if the rest of the group is 

writing novels and screenplays.  

TIP 

Don’t be upset if someone wants to critique 

without offering their own writing for response – 

you might have the gift of an excellent editor in 

your midst! 



STRUCTURE 
 

Most critique groups have a system of 

determining who will “offer up” a manuscript for 

feedback and how it will be delivered. This varies, 

depending on the group – decide what will work 

best for yours. Regardless of the method, the 

writer should tell the group what they need: 

feedback on the general flow of the story or the 

organization of the article? Do they want a 

complete critique – everything from organization 

and general flow to sentence structure and 

punctuation? Is the writer submitting a draft or 

something more polished? If it’s a draft, then those 

giving feedback need to understand the 

manuscript won’t be error-free, and finding those 

boo-boos might not be the point of the feedback.  

I can’t stress how important it is to 

establish how your group will handle this, and 

how essential it is that the group abide by the 

process you decide to follow. Nothing will make 

your group deteriorate faster than ignoring what 

your fellow members want from you just because 

you think they need something else.  

Some groups e-mail manuscripts to each 

other (or post them online via a closed forum) at 

some point prior to the in-person meeting, and it’s 

everyone’s responsibility to have the manuscript 

read and comments prepared before the group 

meets to make things most efficient. In my 

experience, this is the best option. If every member 

prints a copy of the manuscript, makes notes on 

the copy, and delivers those copies to the writer 

during the in-person session, the writer has the 

benefit of referring to those notes later, as well as 

getting immediate comments during the in-person 

session. It’s more work, to be sure, but it’s also 

most beneficial for the writer – and that’s what the 

group is all about, right? 

In some groups, writers come with a copy 

of their work and read it to the group; members 

then comment and respond. I’m not a fan of this 

method because this isn’t a “listen and respond” 

group, it’s a writing group. How can you provide 

any real help without seeing the actual manuscript? 

The only exception I can think of for reading a 

manuscript for feedback is poetry: reading can 

give the poet and listeners a feel for the rhythm of 

the language. Even then, the poet should provide 

a printed copy so everyone can see the poem on 

paper.  

And, please, if you have a good reason for 

reading a manuscript for feedback without providing a 

printed copy, I’d love to hear it – especially with 

evidence of how it helped the writer. 

Consider including a reading aspect to 

your group. Every successful writer will tell you 

reading is as essential as writing to them. If the 

group is for novelists, reading the same novel and 

examining how the author achieved various 

effects can provide insight you’ll get no other way. 

PLEASE SHARE! 
If you benefit from this information, share it with fellow writers - just remember to credit Ellen Behrens 

at ellenbooks.com and include this link: http://www.ellenbooks.com. Let me know how your writing 

group is going, offer suggestions for this or future articles, or e-mail me with any questions at 

ellenbehr[at]aol.com. For more writing tips, visit my blog at http://ellenbooks.wordpress.com.  

Thank you! 



 

  

CRITIQUE GROUP RULES FOR GIVING FEEDBACK 

 Start with the positive. Every piece of writing has at least one thing you appreciated – a scene that 

captivated you, a description that made something come alive for you, a character or piece of dialogue 

that made you laugh, an idea in an article you would have never thought of – so focus on that to start 

with. Over time, help your fellow group members see what they consistently do well and you’ll 

bolster their confidence in that area.  

 Be honest, but be kind. You don’t have to be brutal when you tell someone the truth. If you don’t 

deliver your feedback with compassion for the writer’s struggle to get it right, then you’ll only alienate 

that writer – and possibly lose a group member.  

 Try to separate the writer from his/her writing. Be as objective as you can – someone you can’t bear to 

sit next to might deliver an awesome story, while someone you hang out with might have the worst 

story you’ve ever read. You can only deliver honest feedback if you can be objective. 

 Keep your comments focused on the problem, not solutions: “Near the end of the story, when John 

suddenly drew a gun, I was surprised because I didn’t know he had a gun and nothing about him 

suggested he would know how to use one.” Don’t say, “You should tell us John has a gun and target 

practices – right here on page three is the perfect place to do that.”  

 Offer suggestions ONLY if the writer wants them. Usually it’s best if the writer decides what to do to 

iron out any flaws because it’s their work, not yours. If you’re burning to tell the writer what to do, 

then ASK FIRST if they’d like suggestions on what to do, and don’t be offended if the writer says, “No 

thanks, I know what I need to do.”  

 Be specific. If you never felt rooted in a story, let the writer know the setting wasn’t clear to you, or the 

sensory detail didn’t bring the setting to life for you.  

 Encourage the writer. Even if the group – and writer – have determined this piece needs to go in the 

recycle bin, find something to bring the discussion back into positive territory. If you see something 

that can be salvaged in the piece, speak up. “Have you thought about taking this point in your article 

and developing it independently?” or “This character, though, has real possibilities. Have you thought 

about dropping him/her into another story?” 

 Remember: everyone is learning, including you. Even the most experienced writers will tell you 

they’re still learning the craft. Grant everyone the patience you’d want from them.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This isn’t an exhaustive list – many more 

variations of such groups exist, and other rules 

have been adopted among them. Your group will 

likely shift and adjust, dropping some rules and 

taking on others as needed.  

Agree on the group’s purpose, its basic 

rules, then abide by them, and the group will bring 

you satisfaction and fulfillment – and friendship!  

 

CRITIQUE GROUP RULES WHEN RECEIVING FEEDBACK 
 

 Tell the group the status of the manuscript: draft or nearly done?  

 Tell the group what you need from them. Do you want them to see if it’s coherent? Well-paced? If 

the punctuation is correct? If you prefer to get their general reaction without revealing where you 

think it’s weak, that’s okay. But if it’s a draft and you don’t need them to correct all of your 

commas yet, tell them that so they won’t waste their time on something you don’t yet need.  

 Don’t get defensive. It’s natural to jump to the defense of something close to you when you feel it’s 

under attack, but if you try to fend off every comment, you won’t benefit from the feedback you’re 

getting. Take deep breaths. Let the other members of the group talk. Hear them out. They just 

might be onto something. 

 Ask questions. If you’re truly unclear about something someone said, probe for more detail from 

them. If they’ve made a broad statement (“This scene just didn’t work for me,” for example), ask 

for specifics: “What about the scene was weak – was the setting unclear? Or maybe the dialogue 

didn’t seem realistic? Could you be a bit more specific?”  

 Thank the group. You’ve given feedback, so you know how much time it takes for someone to 

thoughtfully read and comment on a piece of writing. Let them know how much you appreciate 

their taking the time and providing their input.  

Ellen Behrens is the author of four published 

books. Her latest novel, Pea Body, features full-

time RVers who solve mysteries. Her short works 

have appeared in numerous periodicals and a few 

anthologies, and her nonfiction articles have also 

been widely published. She is a former fiction 

editor for Mid-American Review and the 

recipient of an Ohio Arts Council Individual 

Artist Grant. She blogs about writing at 

ellenbooks.wordpress.com and can be contacted 

via e-mail at ellenbehr[at]aol.com 

 


