
 
 

Thinking Small to Write Big 
 

Jane Anne Staw 
 
Learn to sustain the kind of writing practice that leads to large ideas as well as longer 
work. By thinking small, both for the amount of time you devote to writing as well as your 
writing goals, you will, paradoxically, give yourself the space to write big—about your 
ideas, your spiritual beliefs, your life. Setting appropriate goals, sustaining a writing 
practice, focusing on what is in front of you, and learning to look and write deeper are 
among the subjects we will consider. By the end of the workshop, having received 
critiques and suggestions from the instructor, you will have completed a draft of a story, 
essay, chapter, or poem, and along the way, you will have discovered your most natural 
voice.  
 

 
Week One: In the Beginning 
 
With my help, participants will choose a small topic to write about for the next six weeks. 
The topic should be something ordinary that the student engages in every day.  For 
example, brushing teeth, putting on makeup, making tea or coffee, making the bed, 
praying, exercising, meditating, walking the dog. (I once wrote about walking around the 
same track every day for a year.) Participants will pick a daily writing time and place, 
preferably the same time each day, and mark the time in their weekly schedule. This first 
week participants will write for 15 minutes on their chosen topic Monday through Friday. 
At the end of the week, students will send me what they’ve written, and I will make 
suggestions for how to focus on the same topic for the next week of writing. 
 

 
Week Two: Establishing a Writing Practice 
 
Participants will continue writing on the same topic for 15 minutes a day during their 
scheduled writing time. This week participants will send me their daily writing so I can 
both see what they are writing and make observations for them about their writing. We 
will also discuss the writing practice they are in the process of establishing: the place they 
are writing and whether that place is working for them; what it feels like to have this daily 
commitment to writing; how the amount of time—currently 15 minutes—feels to them; and 



what type of writing—fiction, nonfiction, poetry—they have been drawn to during their 
daily practice. 
 

 
Week Three: Plumbing the Depths 
 
Participants will extend their writing practice to 30 minutes each day, again at the same 
time and in the same place—if they’ve found a place that works well for them. If they 
haven’t found a place that supports their writing, they will continue to explore possibilities. 
This week, in addition to their daily writing on their personal topic, I will give the 
participants individual assignments based on the writing I have reviewed from the 
previous week. The assignments will involve writing into certain moments (plumbing the 
depths) in the text they have so far created, mining what lies below the surface. 
 
 

Week Four: Widening the Gyre or Going on Tangents 
 
This week, in addition to their daily writing, I will again give the participants individual 
assignments.  This time the assignments will involve reeling in and developing ideas, 
moments, or stories that might be travelling alongside the text they have created. By this 
time, participants may well have discovered the genre—fiction, nonfiction or poetry—they 
are most naturally drawn to. 
 

 
Week Five: Zeroing In and Settling Down 
 
This week participants will select a segment of the writing they have done for the 
workshop and begin developing that segment into a longer piece, spending their 30-
minute writing time on choosing where to widen the gyre or plumb the depths. We will 
also discuss their evolving writing practice and how their relationship with their writing 
might (or might not yet) be shifting. At the end of the week, students will send me what 
they’ve written so far, and I will read and offer them feedback on where they might write 
deeper or wider.  
 
 

Week Six: The Rewards 
 
This last week of the workshop, participants will complete a draft of their story, essay, 
poem, or chapter, then turn it in to me.  I will read and offer feedback on the piece and 
offer suggestions for their continued writing practice. 

 


