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That’s 
progress!



Today’s plan

■Why is writing so hard?
■5 tricks to great writing
■Your questions



Why is writing so hard?



■ I don’t have enough time.
■ I have a limited word count.
■ I have to keep switching voices.
■ I have to please too many bosses.
■ I don’t know what I’m really trying to say.
■ I don’t know how to get started.

Why we sometimes cry



Five Tricks to Great Writing 
No matter what you’re writing



1. Craft the perfect nut graf
2. Do the pre-work that pays off big
3. Open with a sparkling lede
4. Make every word count
5. Evoke emotion

Tricks of the trade



Great Writing Trick No. 1:
Craft the Perfect Nut Graf

■ It’s the biggest thing missing from most writing.

■ Perfectly crafted, it will elevate any article.



Put another way:

■ The biggest thing missing from amateur and professional 
writing is the nut graf – that short concise paragraph that 
perfectly gives the reader context and succinctly states why 
the article’s words matter.

And the corollary to that is:
■ A writer can know almost nothing about a subject and have 

nothing interesting to say but fool most people all of the 
time by writing a good nut graf. 



What IS a nut graf?



■ It’s a simple declarative sentence that spells out the 
article’s big take-away.

■ It provides context.

■ It tells the reader why he/she should care.
■ It’s the most difficult paragraph to write.

What IS a nut graf?



■ It’s like a walk in the woods without a path: You know you’re 
going somewhere, you’re just not sure where.

■ It’s like a great joke – without the punchline.

Think of it this way:



Good nut graf, example #1: When Playboy Made it Big

From April edition of reason.com (with slight tweak by LA)

Playboy magazine used to be the contraband men of all ages hid in their sock drawers. 
Now it might as well be another pair of socks.

It's hard to get excited by a nudie magazine anymore—especially one without any nudes. 
Since March 2016, Playboy no longer features naked ladies, which is kind of like 
Hershey's still selling almonds without the chocolate.

But props where props are due: It's unlikely we would be as blasé as we are today about 
sex, porn, and even women's lib if it weren't for Hugh Hefner and his crazy 1953 
creation. Playboy smashed all the taboos, putting an indelible mark on the world’s 
popular culture, for better or worse. 

Hef was a frustrated cartoonist at the time… 



Good nut graf, example #2: Blog post from “Whomsoever”

Of the negative or critical e-mails I receive from critics of this magazine and its mission, 
I'd estimate 90% of them advise me to read my Bible. Specifically, I am urged to read at 
least one or all of the six passages we as GLBT Christians know as the "clobber 
passages." These are verses, we're told, where God condemns homosexuality in no 
uncertain terms.

As I inform those letter writers, I have read my Bible, and I've paid close attention to 
those "clobber passages." So have many Bible scholars. We all agree that nowhere in 
the Bible are same-sex committed and loving relationships condemned. It's just not 
there. Instead, the Bible holds much joy, comfort and love for GLBT Christians willing to 
wade into its pages and hear the loving voice of God.

In this section of Whosoever we explore the 6 "clobber passages" … 



Good nut graf, example #3: Cincinnati Enquirer, April 2017

COLUMBUS – At Cincinnati's Walnut Hills High School, Jane Murphy's classmates voted 
her "girl most likely to succeed."

She certainly did, going on to Harvard, becoming a lawyer, county magistrate and vice 
chair of a county political party.

But it was a moment this past December in Cincinnati that really showed the Walnut 
Hills Class of 1985 was spot-on about Jane Murphy Timken. Newly elected President 
Donald Trump told Timken in a private meeting at the Downtown Queen City Club that 
she would be the Republican's right-hand person in bellwether Ohio.

It set the wheels in motion for Timken to quickly go from a behind-the-scenes county 
party leader to one of America's most powerful women in GOP politics. A month later, 
she led Trump's charge to wrest control of the Ohio Republican Party away from Gov. 
John Kasich – making Timken arguably the most powerful person in a state where the 
GOP is dominant.

So who is Jane Timken? … 



All three examples could have been written without the nut grafs. 

The articles would have logically proceeded.

But:

■ The reader wouldn’t know where the articles were going.
■ The reader wouldn’t know why he/she should care.
■ The reader would be clueless about the writer’s main point.
■ The reader may well decide to quit reading and move on.



Having trouble writing a nut graf?

■ Talk to an expert and ask his smart take-away.
■ Talk to someone unfamiliar with the story. Explain the article 

and what you want readers to know most. That’s it! You’ve got 
it!

■ Still having trouble? You may need more research.



It’s also 
sometimes 
called the 
‘Money Graf’



Why it’s also called the ‘Money Graf’

■ It’s the most valuable part of any article
■ It sells your story to readers
■ It sells your story to an editor



Great Writing Trick No. 2:
Do the Pre-work that Pays Off Big

■ Google your topic to:
– Rate the competition 
– Learn context for your story
– Discover interesting new facts



Great Writing Trick No. 2:
Do the Pre-work that Pays Off Big

■ Google your topic

■ Read comments on social media posts to:
– Tell you all sides of an issue
– Point you to new voices and resources



Great Writing Trick No. 2:
Do the Pre-work that Pays Off Big

■ Google your topic

■ Read comments on social media posts

■ Make one more phone call



Great Writing Trick No. 3:
Open With a Sparkling Lede

You don’t want this to happen…



Great Writing Trick No. 3:
Open With a Sparkling Lede

■ Jump into the action

“Code Blue! Code Blue!” Those were the last words I heard 
in my delirium before I went under — and when I woke up, I 
found myself in a hospital bed, tethered to machines with 
tubes sprouting from my arms. I’d had a heart attack while 
I was getting ready to leave for work that morning.

Writetodone.com



Great Writing Trick No. 3:
Open With a Sparkling Lede

■ Jump into the action

■ Share something personal

I was recently diagnosed with testicular cancer. Yes, the 
dreaded ‘C’ word. It’s probably not what you are thinking. I 
don’t look at this health issue as an anchor. I look at this 
as an opportunity for growth.

“How Cancer Changed my Blog” by Karl Staib



Great Writing Trick No. 3:
Open With a Sparkling Lede

■ Jump into the action

■ Share something personal

I did two things on my 75th birthday. I visited my wife’s 
grave. Then I joined the army.

Old Man’s War, by John Scalzi



Great Writing Trick No. 3:
Open With a Sparkling Lede

■ Jump into the action

■ Share something personal

■ Open with a thrilling anecdote



In the last days of November 1950, 12,000 men of the First Marine Division, along with a few 
thousand Army soldiers, found themselves trapped high in the mountains of North Korea near 
a reservoir called Chosin.

Their leaders had been caught off guard by the sudden entrance of the People’s Republic of 
China into the 5-month-old Korean War.

The Americans were surrounded. Outnumbered. And at the risk of annihilation.

The two-week battle that followed is among the most momentous in U.S. history. It helped set 
the course of American foreign policy in the Cold War and beyond. And it remains one of the 
most renowned in Marine Corps annals.

“I think all battles are terrible, but this one might well have been the very worst in American 
history.” ….

The Battle of Chosin, American Experience, PBS 



Great Writing Trick No. 3:
Open With a Sparkling Lede

■ Jump into the action

■ Share something personal

■ Open with a thrilling anecdote

■ Use a startling statistic

Four of every five drivers on the road right now are using 
their cell phones.



Great Writing Trick No. 3:
Open With a Sparkling Lede

■ Jump into the action

■ Share something personal

■ Open with a thrilling anecdote

■ Use a startling statistic

Cats kill an average 1 billion birds in America every day.



Great Writing Trick No. 3:
Open With a Sparkling Lede

■ Jump into the action

■ Share something personal

■ Open with a thrilling anecdote

■ Use a startling statistic

Chances are 2-to-1 that your neighbor will attend church 
with you if you ask.



Great Writing Trick No. 3:
Open With a Sparkling Lede

■ Jump into the action
■ Share something personal

■ Open with a thrilling anecdote
■ Use a startling statistic

■ Ask a provocative question

What do people say about you when you’re not 
around?



Great Writing Trick No. 3:
Open With a Sparkling Lede

■ Jump into the action
■ Share something personal
■ Open with a thrilling anecdote
■ Use a startling statistic

■ Ask a provocative question

What are the things you love most about your church?



Great Writing Trick No. 4:

Make Every Word Count

■ Cut your lede to the essence

– What must the church of the future do to attract 
young people to Christ? 
Not what’s been tried in the past.



Great Writing Trick No. 4:
Make Every Word Count

■ Cut your lede to the essence

■ Write short sentences throughout
– One thought per sentence
– Avoid the parentheticals
– Keep punctuation to a minimum
– Active voice!
– Conversational English



Great Writing Trick No. 4:
Make Every Word Count

■ Cut your lede to the essence

■ Write short sentences throughout

■ Keep paragraphs to 1-3 sentences



Great Writing Trick No. 4:
Make Every Word Count

■ Cut your lede to the essence

■ Write short sentences throughout

■ Keep paragraphs to 1-3 sentences

■ Pare the entire story 



Great Writing Trick No. 4:
Make Every Word Count

■ Cut your lede to the essence

■ Write short sentences throughout

■ Keep paragraphs to 1-3 sentences

■ Pare the entire story

■ Excise weak, meaningless words



Excise weak, meaningless words

Unbelievable
Mindblowing
Many 
Interesting 

Amazing
Pretty
Nice 
Kind

Facility
Solution
Very
That



Great Writing Trick No. 4:
Make Every Word Count

■ Cut your lede to the essence

■ Write short sentences throughout

■ Keep paragraphs to 1-3 sentences

■ Pare the entire story

■ Excise weak, meaningless words

■ Cut the cliches



Beware the ‘new’ cliches

■ The 30,000-
foot view
■ Move the 

needle 
■ Elephant in the 

room

■ It is what it is    
■ Game-changer
■ Deep dive
■ Value added
■ Wheelhouse

■ Low-hanging 
fruit
■ Think outside 

the box
■ At the end of 

the day



Use verbs with action

■ Yank
■ Creep
■ Squander
■ Clobber

■ Inspire 
■ Cheat
■ Roust
■ Slap

■ Unravel
■ Startle
■ Sparkle
■ Impale 



Sight

Dazzling
Glittery
Gloomy
Foggy
Gigantic

Gritty
Creepy
Slimy
Fluffy
Sticky

Feel

Crashing
Thumping
Piercing
Tingling
Squeaky

Sound

Use sensory words



Taste & Smell
Zesty
Tantalizing
Sweet
Stinky
Stale

Vibrate
Soar
Stagger
Bump
Swerve

Motion



Stephen King “It’s what you hear in your head, but it’s 
never right the first time. So you have to 
rewrite it and revise it. My rule of thumb 
is that a short story of 3,000 words 
should be rewritten down to 2,500. It’s 
not always true, but mostly it is. You 
need to take out the stuff that’s just 
sitting there and doing nothing. No 
slackers allowed! All meat, no filler!”

The Atlantic



Great Writing Trick No. 5:
Evoke Emotion

aka: Make the Reader Feel



Great Writing Trick No. 5:
Evoke Emotion

■ Put the reader first. Always.

aka: Make the Reader Feel



Great Writing Trick No. 5:
Evoke Emotion

■ Put the reader first. Always.

■ Exploit the telling detail

aka: Make the Reader Feel



Great Writing Trick No. 5:
Evoke Emotion

■ Put the reader first. Always.

■ Exploit the telling detail

■ Choose vivid words

aka: Make the Reader Feel



“Code Blue! Code Blue!” Those were the last words I heard 
in my delirium before I went under — and when I woke 
up, I found myself in a hospital bed, tethered to machines 
with tubes sprouting from my arms. I’d had a heart attack 
while I was getting ready to leave for work that morning.



In the last days of November 1950, 12,000 men of the First Marine 
Division, along with a few thousand Army soldiers, found 
themselves trapped high in in the mountains of North Korea 
near a reservoir called Chosin.

Their leaders had been caught off guard by the sudden 
entrance of the People’s Republic of China into the 5-month-old 
Korean War.

The Americans were surrounded. Outnumbered. And at the 
risk of annihilation.

The two-week battle that followed is among the most 
momentous in U.S. history. It helped set the course of 
American foreign policy in the Cold War and beyond. And it remains 
one of the most renowned in Marine Corps annals.



“Bird by Bird” by Anne Lamott
Thirty years ago my older brother, who was 10 
years old at the time, was trying to get a report 
on birds written that he’d had three months to 
write.
It was due the next day.
We were out at our family cabin in Bolinas, and 
he was at the kitchen table close to tears, 
surrounded by binder paper and pencils and 
unopened books on birds, immobilized by the 
hugeness of the task ahead.
Then my father sat down beside him, put his 
arm around my brother’s shoulder, and said, 
‘Bird by bird, buddy. Just take it bird by bird.’



Q&A 



Thank you!
Lee Ann Hamilton

hamilton@cinci.rr.com


