
Once upon a time, long, long ago, there was a writers 
group (not affiliated with FWA) we’ll call Excellence. 

Excellence was long established and met in gracious 
surroundings. Readers passed the mic as other members 
sipped their Maxwell House, ready to critique.

Some members of Excellence were traditionally published. 
Many had advanced degrees. There was even a literary agent 
in the mix. It was a good group, with a single flaw, but a 
good group, as I said, and the meetings were wonderful …

… except to those members who bolted after a stinging, ad 
hominem comment.

… except to those who eventually drifted away, discouraged. 

What went wrong is something that can happen with any 
group. The members focused so hard on the craft of writing 
that they failed to cultivate the art of the critique. Make 
no mistake: critiquing is an art that involves far more than 
having a room full of smart people reciting “rules” of writing 
and passing judgment.

How to get and give the most from a critique—that was the 
topic we posed to several experienced FWA writers group 
leaders. Do their suggestions hold the key to Excellence’s 
near-demise? Check out what each has to say and see for 
yourself.

Collective Wisdom: Best Advice from Writers Groups

How to Get/Give the 
Most from a Critique   
      
        by Chris Coward

Alison: Check your ego
“The best way to give and receive critiques is to remove 
your ego. It’s also the most difficult thing to do. Critiques 
are not about being right or wrong or how well someone 
is liked—that’s ego. Instead, great critiques are about the 
craft of writing—about fluency and content. When offering 
a critique, review the work thoroughly and avoid personal 
attacks. When accepting a critique, remind yourself that 
sometimes someone else’s ideas are valuable. And whatever 
you do, check your ego at the door.”

—Alison Nissen, Leader, 
Lakeland Writers, established 10+ years ago

Dona: Don’t defend
“You can’t just say, ‘I don’t like it.’ You have to know what’s 
wrong with it. We make a great effort not to change a 
writer’s style or voice. Suggestions are welcome, but in the 
end, each writer is responsible for what he or she chooses 
to keep or change. I have been in groups where the writer 
wants to defend their work. Somehow we have gone beyond 
that. No one wastes their time defending it. They agree or 
they don’t. They don’t need to even comment on what they 
will end up doing. We suggest.”

—Dona Lee, Leader, 
Manatee County Group Leader, established 2006
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Bria: Show restraint
“When critiquing, don’t focus on every little thing that might 
be wrong with a piece. If the author hasn’t asked for specific 
suggestions (such as tension, voice, characterization), then 
you decide what needs the most work. Let that be the focus 
of your critique, and leave the rest for the time being. Use 
constructive criticism in tandem with positive feedback. All 
authors need positive reinforcement.”

—Bria Burton, Leader, 
SPwrites, St. Pete Writers Group, established 2008

Jamie: Open your mind
“For me, it’s simple. Giving the best critique possible 
means being honest, yet kind, in your critiques. No one 
gets anything out of ‘yes man’ comments or ‘this is stupid’ 
comments. You need to be open-minded and realize that 
the comments are what will help you make your piece the 
best it can be.”

—Jamie White, Co-Leader, 
Gulfstream Writers, established 2012

Cheri: It’s the writing, not the writer
“We have found that a writing group needs to be founded 
on a combination of mutual appreciation, respect, and trust. 
Partners can’t be afraid to be honest, and they have to be 
able to trust that critiques are made for the sole purpose of 
making the work better. If you keep the work as your focus, 
and not let egos overwhelm the process, you have found 
writing platinum.” 

—Cheri Roman, Co-Leader, 
Serivilous Panerians, established 2012

So back to where we were. What happened to Excellence? 
I hear the group is alive and well. Clearly they mastered 
the art of giving and receiving a critique—checking egos 
at the door, refraining from defending their work, showing 
restraint, opening their minds, and focusing on the writing. 

A happy ending indeed to a story begun once upon a time. 
Long, long ago. A tale for us all.

As of this writing, FWA has 66 writers groups throughout 
Florida and 1 in Nevada. See floridawriters.net for 
information about a group near you.

Chris Coward is the co-leader of 
FWA’s Oxford Writers critique group, 
chairperson for the 2016 Royal Palm 
Literary Awards competition, a member 
of the FWA Board of Directors, and past 
FWA president. She has ghostwritten for 
presidential appointees and CEOs, headed 
corporate marketing departments, edited national 
magazines, and taught college English. She has an MA in English 
(concentration in professional writing and editing) from George 
Mason University and a BA in philosophy from the College of 
William and Mary. Stone Perfect, her debut novel about two nerds, 
a girl, and a sexy sociopath who square off in a perpendicular 
universe, is a 2012 first-place RPLA winner, science fiction.
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Writers do not live one life, they 
live two. There is the living and 
then there is the writing. There is 
the second tasting, the delayed 
reaction. 

ANAÏS NIN


