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12 Strateqgies to Elevate Your CNF

Leanne Shirtliffe
leanneshirtliffe.com
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pains (literally) of motherhood. She is our new Erma Bombec

—Elizabeth Boyle, New York Times bestselling author

DON'T LICK
TH  MINIVAN

and Other Things I Never Thought
I'd Say to My Kids
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® Revise AFTER you finish SFD
e Always make a copy of your
@ original draft

@ e Play

® Revise one thing at a time
(as much as possible)
Regarding my advice (or
anyone else’s): take what

Re-VISION
Philosophy works/resonates; leave the

rest




Highlight Scene vs. Commentary
(hon-scene stuff)

®

. Scene = the now, the action, the sensory details,
the showing, the one-time-one-place, the little
stories

Commentary = the later, the before, the exposition,
the reflection, the ideas, the telling, the so-what

... Lee Gutkind calls this "the Yellow Test"
—

. highlight all the scenes in any CNF piece/book in yellow; 50-
g 70% of any CNF should be yellow
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Write an elevator pitch
What is it about?

e.g. This is the story of _who
wants _but _. And so _

a Write your story's essential question
e.g. How do you sum up a father's

® life and a daughter's grief in six

photos?

Then: Reread your CNF with that question/statement at the

forefront. What doesn't serve it?



91 Reverse Outline

Reverse outline
other people's work.
teal the structure!

In the margins of your CNF, record ONE
of the following:

® scene Vvs. non-scene

¢ the time (present/past/future)

e the action
[ Try to ascertain your structure]

Then: Look for patterns. If there is no pattern, would a pattern help?
s there too much of a pattern?
Try: Make a pattern THEN break a pattern

Try: Taking more leaps. (Poetry can be great at this); must be earned.
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Did you
choose
the best
structure
or form?




Is every sentence true?
Is every sentence fair?

Writer = how do | portray myself?
am | okay if others read it?

Others = how do | portray others?
am | okay if they read this portrayal?



Beginnings
Does your CNF open at the right place?

Try starting in the central action.
Try writing 5 different beginnings.

Endings
Did you end at the right place?

Try lopping off the final paragraph
Try writing 3 different endings.

Try: Use a word or image from your opening in your ending, but
change its usage.



Vary Sentence Openings

Common types of sentence starters: Read aloud
e Subject (should have most of these!) the first three words
Clausal (because, although, once, etc.) of each sentence.

®

® Prepositional (at, after, in, etc.)
e Adverb (-ly, tomorrow, today)
®

-Ing

Put "to be'" openers on trial: "There are,” "It is,” etc.



Vary Sentence Length

Reread your CNF,
estimating the
length of each
sentence.

This sentence has five words. Here are five more words.
Five-word sentences are fine. But several together become
monotonous. Listen to what is happening. The writing is
getting boring. The sound of it drones. It's like a stuck record.
The ear demands some variety.

Now listen. | vary the sentence length, and | create music.
Music. The writing sings. It has a pleasant rhythm, a lilt, a
harmony. | use short sentences. And | use sentences of
medium length. And sometimes when | am certain the reader
is rested, | will engage him with a sentence of considerable
length, a sentence that burns with energy and builds with all
the impetus of a crescendo, the roll of the drums, the crash of
the cymbals—sounds that say listen to this, it is important.

So write with a combination of short, medium, and long
sentences. Create a sound that pleases the reader's ear. Don't
just write words. Write music.

-Gary Provost



Freshen your language.

Make your words
. sing at the word

and sentence
level.




I wanted to write someone about women'’s smiles, but it felt too cliche.

Smile = first choice, worse choice. Then I thought about different kinds of smiles Refres h | ngﬂw ﬂ

Metaphor

or things that smile.

" a " . . . ] - ' _;;::';’( > ,‘0"."." 2 /‘
First Choice Second Choice | Third Choice | Fourth choice | Fifth Choice gy P
Smile Grin smirk Flash your Cheshire cat

chompers

BEFORE: The women don’t smile the same.

Ask yourself what is the most interesting version of this. I think it is Cheshire Cat
because this is not something I often hear. The Cheshire Cat is mysterious and
appears and disappears. Also has a level of confidence that drives Alice crazy.
This line was about the women who were empowering themselves so Chesire Cat
felt perfect.

AFTER: The women don’t Chesire Cat the same.



- why my dad didn't want
to be cremated

Well if | can't own

a 6 x 3 piece of land,

then | don't want it.
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And Still They Rise

for my son

He is sick with worry about

it all, about raging wildfires

and acne, about math grades

and gay bashing, about his wandering
eye and rising seas, about what

he will do with his (supposedly)

one wild and precious life.

I am sick with worry about

him, so [ offer platitudes like

they’re trays of cookies. “Your
generation 1s better, will change things.”
When he says, “No it’s too late,” I know
there is nothing pristine left

about growing up. Along with old-growth
and hope, we’ve taken childhood, too.







Expand an
image into
a motif;
or, layer
Images.

LEANNE SHIRTLIFFE

X CENTER COURT
for my daughter

—

She is no cheerleader, no sideline sitter, no
watcher of boys’ games. She is center court,

poised for tip-off, hair in an eyes-wide ponytail,
the kind that made her cry the year she took dance
because she was made to be who she wasn't,

to want what she didn't.

She is center court.

On the sideline, bleachers bow with new-leated oaks,
trunks painted school green. Bare-chested boy-men
and crop-topped birches rustle leaves as these Xs

fight to block shots and box out,

for loose balls and open lanes.

No lesson
except center court conviction.

Crossover, fake, Euro-
step,
left-hand, backboard in

— and one.

Take the foul
to stop the gimme.
Hands on knees for timeout breaths—
opposition’s possession.
Plant feet, cross arms into breast armour,
take the hit to draw the charge.
It's bonus, so she steps
to the line,

nods to the flag-waving branches,
sinks two.

She wades through woe
using her body.

She is center court.
es
she

15

supreme court.



Read it aloud.

Read it to something:
a pet, a plant, a stuffy...




SUBSTITUTE
Overused words (Use a Word Frequency Counter—then "Control F”

Weak verbs with strong verbs

Weak adjectives with strong adjectives.

Common nouns with proper nouns (the tree / the Oak)
Dead words (things, nice, good, kind, stuff, a lot)
Overused phrases (clichés) and unoriginal comparisons
Misspelled words with correctly-spelled words

o o o 0 0 0 O

TAKE OUT
o Unnecessary repetition (e.g. "I")
o Unimportant or irrelevant information

ADD

Specific details

New information

Punctuation

Figurative Language

Expanded Ideas

Line breaks / Stanza Breaks / Paragraphs
Very short sentence

A “turn” or a "so-what”

Vary your sentence openers (start with "ly”, start with preposition, etc)
An interesting title

Transitional words, phrases, or sentences

To revise, use the acronym STAR.
S - Substitute
T - Take things out
A - Add
R - Rearrange

o 0 0 0 0 0 00 000

REARRANGE
o Switch Iindividual words around
o Switch phrases
o Switch stanzas
o Line breaks




Poetry

“Unbo

und

50 Poemé
to Open
YourwWorld

Padraig
O Tuama

THESE

PRECIOUS I A@A
| AM
| AM

PATCHETT

leanneshirtliffe.com.




