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[how-to]

With a Little Help From My Friends
The Gifts of a Writing Buddy
By Laura Deutsch

Y OU’VE WRITTEN YOUR ESSAY FOR ENGLISH CLASS, and you
think it’s pretty good. But you wonder whether a certain

sentence is convoluted and whether the ending makes sense.
You obsess about it for a couple of days and nibble your fin-
gernails. Then you realize–you don’t have to figure it out on
your own. Writing buddy to the rescue!

Writing can often be a solitary and lonely act. Not so with a
writing buddy at your side. Someone who reads and com-
ments on your writing, a writing buddy can be a constant
source of support in your creative process.

The buddy system works for every kind of writing, from
school reports to fiction. It is such a valuable tool that profes-
sional writers use it frequently. For instance, suspense author
Amelia Atwater-Rhodes sends her first drafts to her friends
and writing buddies Ollie and Kyle. “They always get my
world, even when I don’t,” she says.

The writing-buddy technique is a two-way street. Its value
goes far beyond getting feedback. As author and writing
teacher Natalie Goldberg observes, reading someone else’s
writing “awakens stories inside you.” A good writing relation-
ship can inspire you to move to the next level with your writ-
ing. And you might just make a great friend along the way.

Here are some rules of the road to help you get started.
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Map Out a Plan
Choose a buddy who writes at
the same level as you or bet-
ter–someone whose feedback
you respect. Writing buddies
should be peers–your classmates or
friends. Don’t just go for talent and brains. Choose
someone you like, because if the relationship works out
well, you may be spending a lot of time writing and talk-
ing to each other.

Ask for What You Need
The beauty of this writing tool is that you get to ask for
the kind of feedback you want. If you’ve done some
freewriting, you might want your buddy to do no more
than listen as you read it aloud–Goldberg calls this
“deep listening.” There’s great value for a writer in sim-
ply being heard.

For a more organized piece of writing, you’ll want
more specific feedback. Atwater-Rhodes suggests you
ask your writing buddy questions like, “What do
you think about my character Lily?”
She does this, and it works well for her.

Start With Praise
It’s a privilege to be asked to 
comment on someone’s writing, and
at the heart of the relationship is mutu-
al respect and encouragement.

Always start giving your feedback with a compliment; this
will relax your buddy and make him or her more receptive to
your suggestions. Let your buddy know when you enjoy some-
thing. Use simple words. Describe your reactions: “Good.”
“Nice description.” “I’m laughing.” Underline phrases you like,
and point out sections that you’d like to hear more about. Note
an original image, a strong verb, or snappy dialogue. Comment
throughout the piece, and write overall comments at the end.

Give Thoughtful Feedback
As for criticism, you want your comments to be honest, but
not brutal. Essayist Anne Lamott observes, “You don’t always 

have to chop with the sword of truth. You can point with it
too.” The goal is not to rip your buddy to shreds, even if you
think your suggestions are for his or her own good.

If there’s a problem with your buddy’s writing, frame your
comment as a question or an “I” statement. Instead of “This
makes no sense,” you might say, “I’m not sure what you
mean here.” State your observation factually, and follow it up
with a simple suggestion—for example, “This might work bet-
ter if you broke it up into two sentences.”

Now back to that English assignment. Grab your buddy
and get started! .
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“There are probably a number of ways to tell your story right, and someone else may be able to tell
you whether or not you’ve found one of these ways.” —Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird 
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