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Bonnie Neubauer is the author of The 
Write-Brain Workbook and Take Ten for 
Writers, as well as the creator of Story Spin-
ner, a handheld writer’s wheel. She loves liv-
ing in the land of edutainment, where learn-
ing is always fun and play is educational. 
That’s why her creative writing exercises 
feel like word games rather than school  
assignments. Bonnie enjoys presenting her 
fun and funny writing workshops to folks 
of all ages—because it’s never too late or 
too early to pick up a pen and fly with it. 
When she’s not dreaming up writing exer-
cises, Bonnie can be found in her home of-
fice brainstorming ideas for board games, 
or at the kitchen table inflicting the proto-
types of these games on her ever-patient, 
good-humored, and loving husband, Gil. 
For more free writing exercises to keep up 
your writing momentum, visit Bonnie’s Web 
site at www.BonnieNeubauer.com. 

Photo by Jayne Toohey
www.2EPhoto.com

Dedicated to Booger, my office 
mate; Coolio, my lunch mate; and 
most of all, Gil, my soul mate.
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Introduction
Fiction or Nonfiction,

	 but never FRICTION

This is a Newton’s Cradle. Sometimes it’s 
called Newton’s Balls, a name I prefer, but 
for the sake of professionalism, I’ll stick with 
cradle. It’s typically used to demonstrate 
physics principles, but I am going to em-
ploy it to explain how you can keep writer’s 
block at bay. 

Do you remember the word inertia from science class? If not (I didn’t, either): 
Inertia is the tendency of an object at rest to stay at rest, and an object in 
motion to stay in motion, unless acted on by an outside force. The Newton’s 
Cradle in the picture is currently in motion. As a writer, if you are not putting 
pen to paper, you are at rest. 

When you put pen in hand, or pull back one of the end balls of the cradle, they 
are no longer at rest. Letting go of this first ball is akin to putting your first word 
on paper. After you release the ball, it swings until it bangs into the second 
ball, the second ball then taps the third, and so on. When the last ball is hit, it 
swings out, away from the Newton’s Cradle. 

The energy that flows through the balls is known as momentum. With the last  
ball’s return swing, momentum travels through all the balls again, resulting in the 
first ball swinging out. This back-and-forth flow of energy continues on and on. 
In writing terms, as long as you keep the pen moving, word by word, sentence 
by sentence, paragraph by paragraph, you will maintain momentum. 



�

According to the definition of inertia, once the pen starts writing, it will continue 
to write … unless YOU stop it. Stopping is another word from science class: fric-
tion. Friction is the evil of all motion, a force that resists the relative motion. 

As a writer, your goal is FICTION or NONFICTION, but definitely not FRICTION. 
Friction is your inner critic or judge, perfection paralysis, comparisons to others, 
fear of the blank page, feeling overwhelmed, self-doubt, not knowing the next 
step, and fear of rejection. In its worst-case scenario, friction is writer’s block. 

If you should encounter writer’s block, the best cure is to pick up the pen 
and do writing exercises like the ones in this book. The exercises in Take Ten 
for Writers have been specifically designed to stop the friction by eliminating 
judgments and expectations and to start the flow of energy by giving you fun 
and unexpected ways to create fiction or nonfiction. Think of it as Neubauer’s 
Cradle—and let the momentum begin. 

	 —Bonnie Neubauer
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Take Ten for Writers has more than a thousand exercises designed to help you 
build momentum and keep writer’s block at bay. Each exercise is two pages 
long; on the flip page, you will always find a list of variables, enabling you to re-
turn to the exercise at least ten times, making it different every time you return. 
There are five quick parts to each exercise in Take Ten for Writers: 

First page:

Part 1. The set-up
Part 2. Pick a number, write it down, then flip the page

Second page:

Part 3. Find the variable that corresponds to your number 
Part 4. Timed-writing instructions
Part 5. TAKE TEN Take-Away

Part 1 gives you a set-up or basic scenario for the exercise. Here are a couple 
examples: 

YOU JUST TURNED FOUR HUNDRED YEARS OLD—HENCE THE ALL-CAP 
TYPE, AND THE FIREMEN AT YOUR PARTY. AN EIGHTEEN-YEAR-OLD 
NEIGHBOR ASKS YOU TO TELL YOUR FAVORITE STORY FROM WHEN YOU 
WERE HER AGE. YOU TELL HER THE TALE ABOUT “THE BEAR” SO YOU 
CAN SCARE HER A BIT.

W.A. Spooner was an English clergyman noted for accidentally transposing 
sounds within words and phrases. An example of a Spoonerism is when you 
say crooks and nannies when you intended to say nooks and crannies. Your 

	 How To Do the exercises
	 in take ten for writers
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challenge in this exercise is to use a pair of Spoonerisms as bookends for a 
timed writing by starting your writing with one, and then ending it with the 
other. In the above example, you would start with The nooks and crannies … 
and then write to fill the time, concluding your piece with the words … the 
crooks and nannies. 

Part 2 instructs you to pick a number, write it in the book, and then flip the page. 
By writing down the number, you’ll be able to track which of the variables (there 
are always a minimum of ten) in the exercise you’ve done, so you don’t repeat 
your selection next time you return to the exercise. Here is an example: 

Pick a number between 1 and 10 and write it here: 
Flip the page to find your number. This is the starting phrase for 	
your story.

Part 3, on the flip page, is where you will find the number you wrote down as 
well as the required information for your writing that corresponds to it. Record 
the information from your variable on your writing paper for easy reference. 
Here are a couple examples of variables: 

Find your number here. This is a list of words you must use in your recipe, 
How to Write Every Day.

❶ sauté, quarter, cup, roll, sprinkle, dollop, whisk

❷ stir, mix, chop, drain, boil, tablespoon, dissolve

❸ mold, serving, cover, chill, shred, sift, dip, melt

❹ beat, fry, sizzle, peel, cut, fry, batter, brown

❺ simmer, steam, slice, pound, melt, toss, heat

❻ grease, roast, fold, rub, cook, bake, tender, shake

❼ pour, ounce, cut, moisten, press, stock, pan, pot

❽ spoon, blend, season, grind, peel, mince, press
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❾ coat, freeze, marinate, flour, temperature, cool, candy

❿ cover, soak, brown, puree, bubbling, mash, spread

Find your number here. This is what the Greetings From side of the 	
postcard says.

❶ Greetings From the Office

❷ Greetings From a Traffic Jam

❸ Greetings From the All-Night Pharmacy

❹ Greetings From the Holding Cell at the Local Jail

❺ Greetings From the Car Repair Shop

❻ Greetings From a Stuck Elevator

❼ Greetings From the Sofa

❽ Greetings From the Dressing Room

❾ Greetings From the Shoulder of the Road

❿ Greetings From the School Cafeteria

Part 4 is where you will always find your timed-writing instructions. The exer-
cises are designed for a minimum of ten minutes, but can easily be done for 
as long as you like. It’s up to you to set the goal. If you have extra time, write 
longer. If you prefer page counts, set a goal of two or three pages. Do whatever 
works for you so that you write the entire time. Here’s what the timed-writing 
instructions look like: 

Now take ten minutes and write

Part 5 is a bonus for after you are done writing the main exercise. It’s called 
TAKE TEN Take-Away and gives you tips, suggestions, questions, or ideas to 
help keep up your momentum as well as move you forward in your writing 
practice and process. Here are a couple examples of TAKE TEN Take-Aways: 
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Take ten take away  

When you intentionally solicit feedback on what you’ve written, remember to 
be very clear and specific about what you want comments on. In your request, 
ask if a particular section works, if a chapter seems unnecessary, or how to 
reword a sentence that doesn’t flow. The more specific your request, the more 
beneficial the feedback will be. This will also prevent you from being critiqued. 
If you are ever invited to read someone else’s writing, it’s always nice to offer 
two positives for every negative, even if you were told that critiquing is what 
the person wanted.

Take ten take away  

If I had to sum up my creative process in ten words, it would look like this: (1) 
Experience; (2) Explore; (3) Spark; (4) Hone; (5) Evaluate; (6) Draft; (7) Revise; 
(8) Send; (9) Promote; (10) Repeat. What about you? Can you summarize your 
process in ten words? Now that I visually see the steps, it’s clear that there’s 
a pattern to where I usually get stuck: number seven and number ten. What’s 
your “stuck” pattern? One way to move more quickly to the next step is to 
answer these questions: What’s at risk if I stay stuck in this stage? What’s at 
risk if I were to move forward?
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Some Rules to keep in mind 
while you take ten

These are the same rules I use in all my workshops. They always come with a 
disclaimer that they are here for you if you like rules, or they are here for you if 
you prefer to rebel against rules.

KEEP WRITING: This is the number-one way to keep up your momentum. So 
don’t stop; keep moving forward. If you hit a block and don’t know what to 
write next, write the last word over and over until something new starts flowing. 
Usually, it’s the word “and.” Write “and, and, and, and, and, and, and, and” and 
soon you will be writing “and I am sick of writing the word and, and I am also 
sick of … ” and you’re off and writing again. 

DON’T EDIT: Editing is left-brain work, and it is also FRICTION, which will stop 
your momentum in its tracks. Don’t worry about spelling or grammar; there’s 
plenty of time for that later. Don’t go back and cross out or change words. If 
you can’t think of a particular word, draw a line and keep writing. At the end 
of the writing session, the line will remind you that you wanted to search for a 
word. Just make sure you can read your own handwriting. 

LET YOURSELF GO: Don’t worry about the end result. Give yourself permission 
to write junk. Don’t hold back or filter yourself. You don’t have to show this to 
anyone, so go on an adventure. 

BE SPECIFIC: Use all your senses to describe things. Use your sense of smell to 
describe a computer, your sense of taste to describe a taxi cab. The best way 
for a reader to recall what you’ve written is to be specific. My favorite example: 
not “toy,” but “plastic Batman figure missing an arm.” If you find that when you 
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focus on “being specific,” your inner editor enters and stops your momentum, 
immediately disregard this rule. 

WHEN YOU ARE DONE WRITING, FEEL A SENSE OF PRIDE: The goal of 
timed writings is to fill the time or the page. When you do this, allow yourself 
to feel proud; it’s a major accomplishment. Take it in, savor it, and use the 
momentum to write again as soon as possible. Do not let yourself negate your 
work or compare it to anyone else’s. These are momentum-killers and major 
steps on the path to writer’s block. Of all the rules, this is definitely the most 
important one. 

Now it’s time to Take Ten and WRITE …
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