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Book Lab  

Week 2: The Process 

Please watch the following videos before completing your Week Two exercise: 
 
Video #3: Dancing With the Big B 
Video #4: Cultivating a Writing Practice 
 

Digging In   

Book writing is a challenging process. I’ve never met a writer who says it’s easy. But it’s 
also a worthwhile process.  

Those prior three lines are a direct repeat from last week’s handout, because it’s a 
concept that bears repeating. In the Group 1 live recording, I used the metaphor of not 
wishing away any part of a baby’s development, even though at times it’s head-against-
the-wall hard. 

Your book is your baby. Every process of its development—the hard and the beautiful—is 
worthwhile. (And when you really into your process, you start to see the beautiful in the 
hard.)  

So keep breathing, because here’s the thing: 

Every single moment in which you’re present with the work, you’re becoming a better 
writer. 

Whether you could only manage 15 minutes today, whether you just erased 75% of what 
you wrote yesterday, or whether you just discovered that you need to start your story in an 
entirely different place, you are doing it! You are being a bona fide writer. And you are 
learning and improving as a result of all of it. 

That said, it’s not always a party. Here are some ways to make the process more 
enjoyable: 

• As much as possible, have fun. Find out what refills your creative tank and build that in 
to your writing schedule. 
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• Lean on other writers. Turn to supportive writers for pep talks and hurrahs, and of 
course, when it’s appropriate, constructive feedback. Having at least one writer friend 
(or a trusty writers’ group) lends support to a process that can sometimes feel lonely. 
(But beware the writers who tear down your work with glee. You’re looking for care-
filled, constructive criticism.) 

• Stop and pinch yourself. You’re actually doing it—you’re writing your book! Yeehaw. 

• Take breaks. Sometimes we keep pushing and pushing and what would truly be helpful 
in that moment (or even for the next few days) is switching gears. That also gives your 
creativity a chance to run around and make new associations. 

 

All of that said, let’s dive in! 

 

Exercise #3: Organizing Your Ideas 

During the Live Group 1 call, I spent a good bit of time talking about how to organize your 
ideas. Let’s get to work, shall we? 

Lots of Little Bits 

If you’re the writer who has 18 journals full of notes, stacks of index cards, or ideas 
scribbled everywhere from Post-Its to the backs of receipts (or a long running list in a 
massive Word doc), here’s a way you can get it all organized into something that looks like 
the start of a book: 

1. Take a clean sheet of paper (or several, or one big piece, or a white board) or open a 
fresh doc. 

2. Comb through your notes and start looking for groups to appear. What notes/pieces 
naturally seem to go together? If you’re struggling to do this, pull out a few books and 
look at the tables of contents to get your brain going in that direction. 
 

3. Characterize the groups. What’s their theme or organizing idea? List them out on your 
clean paper or doc.  

 
4. Now, fill in the pieces under each main topic.  
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The Big Idea 

Maybe you’re starting with a high-level concept in terms of what your book is about, and 
you have to do the opposite—fill in the content. 

1. Take your clean doc or your big piece of paper and write your big idea(s) at the top. 
What’s your book about? 

2. Think about if you were going to do a TED Talk on your book topic and the audience is 
your ideal reader. What are the key concepts you’d have to present to ensure people 
understand your overall concept? List them out. At what level is your ideal reader able 
to grasp these ideas? 

3. Now, what are the concepts people need to understand to get those concepts? List 
those sub-ideas out under each main concept. Now your table of contents is taking 
shape! 

Life Stories 

If you’re writing a memoir, you’re not going to write about your entire life in vivid detail. 
(We love you, but no one’s that interesting all the time.)  

1. Go back to your theme. What’s a theme (or you might think of it as a story arc) from 
your life that you want to focus on in this book? It can be more than one, but there’s 
probably a single over-arching theme that’s the primary focus. Maybe it’s the story of 
your relationship with your mother and how exploring your shared legacy helped you 
learn to see her differently, along with what you learned about yourself in the process. 

2. Think back through your life. What are some of the key elements of your journey? Jot 
down these moments and some of the specific memories associated with them. 

3. Now pull back and look at your collection of moments. How do you want to tell this 
story? What links these moments? Do you want to start in the middle, at the beginning, 
or perhaps at the end and look back on how you got where you are? (And maybe leave 
us guessing about exactly where you are so it’s somewhat of a blurry picture that won’t 
be complete until we catch up with you in time.) 

 

EXAMPLE 

For my book LGBTQ (a survival guide for LGBTQ teens), when I wrote the first edition 16 
years ago, I knew one thing: There wasn’t a book that gave LGBTQ kids basic information 
and support using accessible language. I decided I’d try to write one.  
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At the time, I was doing some part-time work with a local outreach organization. So my 
starting point was a combination of the big idea, and lots of little bits.  

I began by jotting down every major issue I knew most LGBTQ faced at some point. I used 
some of my own seminal life experiences to inform my notes. Then, under each heading, I 
wrote everything I knew I wanted to include, from facts, to stats, to special points I knew I 
wanted to make, to books and other resources I knew related to those areas. 

Then I wrote an outline, making the headings the chapters, and working and re-working 
the facts and ideas under each until I had my sub-heads, along with some sidebars. The 
sub-heads and sidebars changed a bit as I wrote, but they provided a great orienting 
structure for me to know where I was going from day-to-day throughout the writing 
process. Even though I took some detours, I was able to stay on track. 

Here’s what the current table of contents looks like; it’s from the third edition. I’ve 
broken out the subheads for two chapters so you can see what those look like:  

 

• LGBTQ 101 

• Transgender and Nonbinary Teens 

• Homophobia and Transphobia 

o The Roots of Homophobia and Transphobia 

o Homophobia and Transphobia in Society and at School 

o Responding to Homophobia and Transphobia 

o When Homophobia and Transphobia = Ongoing Harassment 

o The Good News 

• Coming Out 

• Life at School 

o Life at School for LGBTQ Teens: The Big Picture 

o Feeling Invisible…Or Too Visible 

o Exercising Your Rights as an LGBTQ Students 

o Talking to Teachers and Administrators 

o GSAs and Other Queer-Friendly Activities 

o Deciding If You Need to Change Schools 

• LGBTQ Friends 

• Dating and Relationships 
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• Sex and Sexuality 

• Staying Healthy 

• Religion and Culture 

• Work, College, and Beyond 

• Glossary 

• Resources 

 

In A Million Miles in a Thousand Years, Donald Miller organizes his (excellent) memoir 
around the idea of what makes a great story. The book is divided into five parts, each of 
which includes between five and nine chapters: 

• Part One: Exposition 

• Part Two: A Character 

• Part Three: A Character Who Wants Something 

• Part Four: A Character Who Wants Something and Overcomes Conflict 

• Part Five: A Character Who Wants Something and Overcomes Conflict to Get It 

 

Now it’s your turn!  


