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There is a saying among authors: “We learn to write by reading what others wrote.” It is almost 

impossible to attend a class on writing or read a book on writing without hearing or reading a similar 

statement. This is because it is true. When someone reads, the inner writer has an unconscious habit of 

analysing the author. They compare they writing to their own and establish for themselves whether or not 

they deem it good writing or bad. I myself have done this while reading On Writing Well: The Classic 

Guide to Writing Nonfiction by William Zinsser. Although this essay is supposed to focus on a book that 

discusses the pedagogy of creative writing or the craft of creative writing, the reason I’ve selected it is 

because that out of four designated sections, only one discusses nonfiction not pertaining to creative 

writing specifically. Otherwise, the other three sections could be applied to any form, genre, or style of 

writing.  

Although Zinsser does not directly state his opinion on creative writing, pedagogy, or creativity itself, 

his style of writing does. In his chapters on simplicity and clutter, he acknowledges that authors need to 

understand that if they are to have others read their writing, they need to make it easy for them to read. 

After all, “[i]t won’t do to say that the reader is too dumb or too lazy to keep pace with the train of 

thought. If the reader is lost, it’s usually because the writer hasn’t been careful enough” (Zinsser 2006, p. 

8). However, writing in itself is for the author, they are their own audience and by writing for oneself and 

what they are passionate about, they will captivate others (Zinsser 2006, p. 24-31). At first glace these 

statements seem contradictory and as though they have little to do with Zinsser’s opinion on creative 

writing, pedagogy, or creativity itself. Yet when we look closer, what Zinsser is saying is that writing is 

of the self, from the self, for the self.  The main goal is to write for ourselves, but we can’t ignore that the 

over arching goal is to address a wider readership and it is the author’s job to ensure that it isn’t just 

themselves who can read their work and understand it. Writing, like creativity, is a multi-layered craft and 

it is important to acknowledge each layer, otherwise the craft is not complete. 

The book doesn’t directly address the topic of teaching either, however—as stated before—Zinsser’s 

style does. It is clear from his own approach that he believes just as the student is being vulnerable, if a 

teacher wishes to successfully engage their student, they too need to demonstrate vulnerability. He does 

so in his introduction, but a clearer example would be that of his second chapter on simplicity where he 

provides the reader—a.k.a the student—with a copy of the edits undergone for two pages of the final 

version of the First Edition of On Writing Well (Zinsser 2006, p. 10-11). In his writing there is an 

understanding that many authors view themselves as the exception, both good and bad. They often do not 

understand that if an editor requests a major change, it is normal and not a direct reflection of their writing 

skills. The first version is not the best version, neither is the third or tenth, this is why they are called 

drafts. Zinsser also understands that writers are sensitive creatures, they are timid folk and often very self-

deprecating and as such require much validation, encouragement, and reminders that they need to trust 

their initial instincts along with the process. As such he validates them through comments like: “Don’t 

worry about whether the reader will ‘get it’ if you indulge a sudden impulse for humour…(It can always 

be taken out, but only you can put it in.)” (Zinsser 2006, p. 24). 

or 

“Now it often happens that you’ll make these prior decisions and then 

discover that they weren’t the right ones. The material begins to lead you in an 

unexpected direction, where you are more comfortable writing in a different 

tone” (Zinsser 2006, p. 53). 

His teaching approach also follows that of Wendy Bishop’s Transactional Model; discussed in 

chapter three of her guide, Released into Language (Bishop 1990). As per Bishop’s description of the 

model, the ultimate goal is to have students develop a sense of being a writer and allow them to 

experience “a full writer’s process, including but not limited to invention, drafting, revision, performance, 

editing, and production” (Bishop 1990, p. 41). Zinsser reflects on the students needs for a writer’s identity 

in chapters one, four, and five, along with the entirety of the fourth section, labelled Attitudes. In chapter 

one, he describes an event in which him and another author attended a school panel and offered personal 

experiences to students (Zinsser 2006, p. 3-5). His experience as a writer and that of the other author were 

polar opposites and he ends the chapter in explaining that: 



“[W]e gave them a broader glimpse of the writing process [compared to] if only 

one of us had talked. For there isn’t any ‘right’ way to do such personal work. 

There are all kinds of writers and all kinds of methods and any method that helps 

you to say what you want the say is the right method for you” (Zinsser 2006, p. 

5). 

In chapter 21, Zinsser discusses what inspired him to become a writer and how it has affected his 

career (Zinsser 2006, p. 241-243). The sole purpose of these three pages of flashbacks is to demonstrate to 

the student Zinsser’s own personal sense of being a writer and what sort of things they should look out for 

in their personal life. 

As for showing the student the writer’s process, we have already discussed part of his examples of 

revision and editing—one clear example is that of his revisions at the end of chapter two (Zinsser 2006, p. 

10-11). When it comes to invention and drafting, Zinsser provides ample examples of this throughout the 

book. However, he approaches his examples in a way that students must determine the meanings for 

themselves. Each one is detailed enough that the student has a general direction to follow, yet the 

examples are broad enough that he isn’t leading the student down one explicit path. One example would 

be his comment on indulging a humorous comment as mentioned before (Zinsser 2006, p. 24). Another 

would be his thoughts on leads in chapter nine:  

“Readers want to know—very soon—what’s in it for them… [T]he lead must 

do some real work. It must provide hard details that tell the reader why the piece 

was written and why he ought to read it. But don’t dwell on the reason. Coax the 

reader a little more; keep him inquisitive” (Zinsser 2006, p. 55). 

With how cleaver Zinsser approaches his writing, what someone might deem a weakness, in actuality 

turns out to be a strategic move on his part if analyzed. In his third chapter on clutter, 90% of pages 13 

and 14 could be removed without losing the meaning of the chapter as, at first glance, they themselves 

seem to be clutter (Zinsser 2006, p. 13-14). However, after review, it becomes clear Zinsser is giving the 

student an example. He is enacting the very behaviour he states to avoid, giving the student the exact 

feeling readers will experience with works that contain such clutter. 

This chapter also provides a very good activity to implement in a classroom setting, one which 

Zinsser actively uses with his students: the use of brackets to identify clutter (Zinsser 2006, p. 15-16). 

Initially, Zinsser began marking these brackets on papers submitted by students and would offer the mark 

ups as feedback (Zinsser 2006, p.15-16). Any “component in a piece of writing that wasn’t doing useful 

work” received brackets (Zinsser 2006, p. 15). At times it would be just a word or two but other times it 

was an entire sentence or even a paragraph (Zinsser 2006, p. 15). Regardless, instead of marking up the 

piece, Zinsser felt that the bracket method was less of a “violation” to the students “sacred prose” and was 

essentially allowing the students to decide whether or not they felt he was correct in stating “I think this 

can be deleted and the meaning won’t be affected” (Zinsser 2006, p. 16). 

In general, this book is not directed to those who think their writing doesn’t requires much 

improvement, or even for those looking for prompts. This is a book on how to analyse one’s own writing 

from both an objective and personal standpoint but at different instances. The outline of topic, 

explanation, examples of good and/or bad implementation, explanation of examples, tools to view bad 

implementation, and tools to fix bad implementation; is one that suits the critical thinker, the analyser, 

and the individual looking to consistently improve. 

As a whole, On Writing Well is just as the New York Times descries it: “[A] bible for a generation of 

writers looking for clues to clean, compelling prose.” (Zinsser 2006, rear cover). It offers advise and tools 

for writers to self analyse and edit writing in order to achieve a more clear, concise, and concrete work. 

Although each chapter is a compliment of the next, readers can ultimately select the topic they believe 

they need to most improvement on and use it as a stand-alone lesson. In addition, as Zinsser revises and 

re-publishes the book every few years to keep up with current writing trends, vocabulary, and dos and 

don’ts, his craft advise is always relevant to todays literary society (Zinsser 2006, ix-xiii). 
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