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Introduction: Moving Up to Writing 7

Introduction: Moving Up to Writing

What is this—writing as an extreme sport?
 No, not exactly—but, yes. Breathe, Stretch, Write is a book of ideas and inspi-
ration, a resource book for teachers of writing and anyone who wants to deepen 
and explore their own writing practice by integrating breath, body movement, 
and fun in their creative-writing journey. Still, you don’t have to be an Olympic 
athlete, nor will you be asked to stand on your head—unless you want to—and 
there is no Sanskrit requirement. This is not a how-to-do-yoga book, even though 
it provides some basic yoga postures as inspiration and as points of departure.
 This book is an invitation to approach the creative-writing process intention-
ally through the body, a whole-being approach to inspire the inner writer in every 
one of us. Writing is a process of discovery and, by bringing our whole being to 
the work, we can make writing a safe, exciting, joyfully challenging experience 
for even the most reluctant writer. This book is based on personal, experiential 
truths:

• Working with breath and body grounds and focuses the mind.
• Writing is a physical exercise as well as a mentally challenging and 

intellectually demanding activity.

 Maybe writing is metaphysical, but physical? Isn’t that a stretch? Not if you 
think about the physicality of writing for a moment. Whether you are using a 
pen and paper or a computer, you are sitting still, holding your neck and head a 
certain way, using your arm, hand, wrist, fingers.
 I asked Elie Cossa (a veteran fitness instructor and personal trainer at City 
Fitness in Washington, DC) to explain to me what happens in my body when I 
write. Here’s what she wrote back to me:

The muscles used would differ a bit depending on the position when 
writing or typing. I am going to describe it as if someone is at a desk doing 
so, but will do some parenthetical notes on someone lying back with a 
notebook or something like that. I am going to write from the core of the 
body moving down the arm, for the sake of organization.

1. Longhand
As one would be leaning forward slightly with arms resting on a table, 
there is use of abdominal and back stabilization muscles. The erector 

This book happened because of 
teachers and writers who urged me 
to share some of what I’ve learned 
as a writer using a body-centred 
approach. Many of the exercises 
are ones I’ve offered in professional 
development workshops and W.I.S.E. 
Words writing courses over the past 
20 years.
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8 Breathe, Stretch, Write

spinae, trapezius, latissimus dorsi, and rhomboids would support the 
back of the body. The transverse abdominus, rectus abdominus, and 
internal/external obliques would support the front of the torso. Though 
the shoulders and arms should fall relatively relaxed as the arms rest on 
the desk, the serratus anterior and pectoral muscles will engage slightly, 
particularly as the person begins to write, to assist in applying pressure.
 (If one were seated holding a notebook, there would be more pulling 
from the supporting arm and most likely a slight lean to one side. The 
posture support muscles would be pulled on the one side and smushed on 
the other, causing a variation in use. The arm holding the notebook would 
use the biceps and gripping muscles in the hand. One would also use the 
muscles in the neck a lot more in a seated or lying position, so the levator 
scapulae and trapezius would kick in more.)
 The rotator cuff helps to move or rotate the arm from the shoulder joint. 
The anterior deltoids, pectorals, posterior deltoids, biceps, and triceps help 
slide the arm forward and backward. In most situations the rotation and 
sliding happen simultaneously as the hand moves up and down the paper. 
(If seated or lying, one would do the same movement, but from the hand 
holding the notebook instead of the one doing the writing.)
 The pronation muscles of the forearm—the ones that turn the palm 
inward—are the pronator quadratus and pronator teres muscles. The 
brachioradialis is a helper to get the arm into a pronated position too.
 The same muscles mentioned for grip strength would hold the 
writing implement, but finger bending is primarily the flexor digitorum 
superficialis and flexor digitorum profundus. Flexion of the wrist, bending 
the wrist toward the palm, occurs using the flexor carpi radialis, flexor 
carpi ulnaris, and palmaris longus. Extension of the wrist in the opposite 
direction uses the extensor carpi radialis longus, extensor carpi radialis 
brevis, and extensor carpi ulnaris.

2. Typing
The same posture muscles, of course, would apply. People tend to use the 
neck and shoulders a little more at the computer because of the height of 
the desk and the keyboard and mouse position. The head position also 
differs because the person is looking up or ahead as opposed to down; 
again, more neck and shoulder use.
 The only differences when it comes to the arms are the following:

• More pronation at the forearms because the hands turn all the way 
over to type

• Less range of motion regarding flexion and extension of the wrists, as 
the hands tend to stay in a more fixed position. But, because there is 
downward pressure as you type, you are still using those muscles and 
tension in the top of the wrists as the muscles help support and hold, 
but in a more isometric way instead of in a moving way.

• More use of the flexion of the fingers, again because you need a 
different kind of strength and dexterity to push the keys down

• The only use of the gripping muscles would be when using the mouse.

Whew! No wonder those of us who write for long stretches complain of back 
aches, and shoulder, wrist, and neck problems! So, if writing does make all these 
very physical demands on the body—not just the mind—what if we worked 
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Introduction: Moving Up to Writing 9

with our body in the actual writing process? Look at it another way. Picture your 
thoughts in your head and your feelings in your heart meeting at the shoulder 
and having a conversation: what do you think? what do you feel? what shall we 
write about? Once the decision is made, imagine the idea traveling down the arm, 
out of the hand and pen onto the paper. A long journey. Sometimes for one word! 
Literally, an out-of-body experience.
 Think what we are requiring of our bodies every time we sit down to write, 
every time we rewrite. Like any extreme sport, writing is not for the faint of heart 
or weak in body. Why not keep fit for the voyage? Why not Breathe, Stretch, and 
Write?
 A few years ago, the physicality of writing was brought home to me in an 
unusual way. I had been working really hard on a manuscript and not working 
nearly as hard as I usually did at the gym. I started suffering extreme pain and 
cramping in my feet and toes. I went to the doctor, who questioned me on my 
shoes and sneakers and such. “Same as always,” I said. Still the pain and cramp-
ing persisted. I wondered if some sort of arthritic condition was beginning. One 
morning as I was sitting at my desk, focusing on writing a very intense scene, 
my husband walked in the room and said, “Look how you’re sitting!” Then he 
pointed downward. I was barefoot with my legs wrapped around my chair, which 
was bad enough—but worse, I had my big toe and the one next to it in a death 
grip around the leg of that chair. “That’s it!” my husband said. “That’s why your 
feet hurt after a day of writing.”
 If anyone had ever told me I could get toe and foot injuries from writing, I 
would never have believed them! So now, I wear my sneakers when I write. If You 
Could Wear My Sneakers, you’d know that writer’s cramps are real.

Breathe, Stretch, Write for All 
Breathing with intention increases blood flow, improves circulation, and sends 
oxygen to the brain. When breathing, we revitalize our energy and wake up our 
nervous systems. When we engage our bodies in intentional stretching, we dwell 
in our bodies and free our minds. We create space—not only in our diaphragms 
and chests, but in our busy minds. Refreshed, bodies humming with new energy 
after breathing and stretching, we can begin or return to the page.
 Establishing the habit of writing, of writing freely and frequently, of viewing 
oneself as a writer, leads to confidence and joy in writing. Over time, this yields 
positive results in longer pieces, in pieces intended for others and/or evaluated 
in assignments or examinations. The integration of breathing, moving or stretch-
ing, and writing cultivates mindfulness, clarity, focus, and self-awareness.
 This is all fine and good, my writer- and creative-self says, but my teacher-
self says, “Yes, but we still need goals.” The goal is to inspire, guide, coach, coax, 
relax, and release authentic voices and visions onto the page. The voice and vision 
of each writer is as individual as a fingerprint. Loud, quiet, messy, juicy, pas-
sionate, sober, playful, earnest—real writing emerges when the environment is 
safe. Breath unites the body and mind. Writing through the body yields amazing 
results in writing. Fun is a goal! And the physical and mental health benefits are 
just as important as the skill of learning to write effectively.
 As a writing teacher for almost 20 years, I’ve heard people say, “But I can’t 
write,” or “I hate writing,” or “I am afraid.” Or, the one that made me saddest, “I 
don’t have any imagination.” Where along the way did those people begin to feel this 
way about themselves? I wonder. My first challenge in any class always seems to be 

The prompts and exercises in this 
book are designed to spark the writer 
within. The writing generated may 
or may not be revised to become 
finished pieces. This is writing as 
an exciting, fun exploration, using 
the breath and body so authentic 
voices and visions of each writer will 
emerge.© H
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10 Breathe, Stretch, Write

addressing and conquering that fear and insecurity in participants and showing 
them that, yes indeed, they do have imagination. I see those same people write 
heart-stopping lines after some guidance.
 In writing classes, I approach the writing process simply: by working and play-
ing with the four elements I call my W.I.S.E. Words workshop. It is mainly the 
S in the W.I.S.E.—i.e., Senses seeing, hearing, touching, tasting, smelling—that 
leads people to find their authentic and original voices. Working with the senses 
is mentally writing through body. For example, which feels colder, snow or snow 
down the back? Connecting with the sense of touch makes a reader almost feel 
that snow. Any time a sensory detail is used, a reader is placed that much more 
fully in a scene or captivated that much more intensely by an image. I’ve seen 
even the most reticent writer liberated by understanding through their bodies 
and senses. The body often knows in ways our minds cannot grasp.
 What is W.I.S.E.? All the writing exercises I’ve used in workshops over the 
years are organized around the four major elements of writing or the W.I.S.E. 
Words workshop approach. W.I.S.E. is an acronym to remember the four major 
tools in any writer’s toolbox:

 Words
 Imagination
 Senses
 Experience

Precluding those with disabilities, we all have our five senses; we all have imagi-
nation, words, and experience. We are all wise. Learning to listen deeply, to trust 
one’s inner wisdom, is part of the journey of writing. Learning to listen to one’s 
body is also a matter of intention and practice.
 W.I.S.E. Words and Breathe, Stretch, Write are not formulas, but a being-in-
the-moment approach that facilitates one kind of writing experience. Students 
gain confidence in themselves as writers and produce unique, fresh pieces when 
writing is done in the spirit of exploration, instead of just for an assignment or 
grade. This approach is also a gentle way to stress

• use of concrete and specific language over general
• that showing and telling are both important
• how metaphors are both powerful and individual
• that we are all original
• that we have tools, strategies, boundaries
• that keeping the pen moving will lead you somewhere
• that play does not mean “silly”
• that we are writers when we write 

 An experience in Canada’s North inspired me to take the writing-through-the-
body idea a step further. I was teaching in the Arctic in an innovative land-based 
literacy program called Somebody’s Daughter. By day the participants were sew-
ing to reclaim the traditions of their elders. At night we gathered in the tent, and 
it was my job to midwife their stories, both oral and written. By the second day, 
we were all complaining of sore muscles and backs. We started stretching. When 
we did a version of the pose that in yoga is called Warrior One, we called it the 
Inukshuk. When we leaned over, we called the pose the Leaning Inukshuk. There 
was a lot of laughter. That was the night we really started opening up to each 

W.I.S.E. tools in the writer’s toolbox:
Wisdom
Imagination
Senses
Experience

When I worked up north, where 
participants in the literacy camp 
sewed by day and wrote at night, 
I changed W.I.S.E. to I S.E.W.! 
Sometimes you have to be flexible in 
more ways than one.© H
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Introduction: Moving Up to Writing 11

other. From that point, the writing was more honest, more imaginative, and more 
sensory.
 When I returned Washington, DC, I enrolled in a core-strength training pro-
gram and yoga-teacher training course, so the next year I’d have more to offer 
when we stretched and wrote. I never intended to become a certified personal 
trainer or teacher of yoga, but I wanted to learn as much as I could and see how 
it might all connect. I certainly wanted to learn more before integrating my ideas 
fully in writing workshops. I experimented over the following few years in every 
writing class I gave.
 The results were exciting. Breathing, Stretching, and then Writing seemed to 
free the most inhibited writer. Writing can be exciting and fun—and, yes, anyone 
can do it.
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28 Breathe, Stretch, Write

5. Try Angles

This classic pose symbolizes—and takes—strength. But it is also about feeling 
balanced and then changing the balance by changing the orientation of the body. 
Often when we write we have sense of what we are doing, and then inspiration 
comes and we are thrown off balance, off our original course. It is much easier 
to go with the flow of the unexpected idea or inspiration if we know that under-
neath we have ground from which to explore. Go ahead. Tip over. Then give 
some tips of your own on what works for you when you write.

Breathe
1. Always breathe in and out through your nose.
2. Place your hand close to, but not on, your belly near your navel. Inhale. As 

you do, gently push your belly toward your hand.
3. Exhale. Pull your belly in. Imagine your navel touching your spine.
4. Do this three times.
5. Return to normal breathing.

Stretch
1. Stand with feet wide apart.
2. Bring arms out straight to the sides, parallel to the floor.
3. Point your right foot to the side at a 90˚ angle; point your left foot slightly 

to the right.
4. Shift hips very slightly and, following through the arm first, bend your 

body to the right, bringing your right hand as close as possible to the 
outside of the right foot.

5. Bring your left arm up so that it is in a straight line with the right arm.
6. Look up at your left hand.
7. Hold as long as it’s comfortable.
8. Come up slowly.
9. Repeat on the other side.© H
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The Standing Exercises 29

Write
1. PASS TH E PEN
Use this exercise as a warm-up.

• Hold up a pen; ask what it is. It’s a pen, right?
• Hold it sideways and pretend to brush your teeth with it. Now what is it? 

Toothbrush.
• Pretend you’re sewing with the pen. Now what is it?
• Pass it around the circle: everyone has to use the pen as something else. 

Everyone can guess.
• Don’t worry if everyone can’t come up with an idea; just pass on the pen, 

and if a person thinks of one it can come back.
• Go once around the circle and maybe more, as long as folks have ideas or 

until you are ready to move on.

Writing is not only seeing something as it is but seeing what it can become. Your 
body as a triangle. A tree branch as a witch’s claw-like hand scratching the sky. 
Writing is the act of transformation.
2 . TR I A LOGU E
For five minutes, work on a dialogue piece between three people entitled “The 
Triangle.”
Decide on your tone ahead of time: funny, intense, antagonistic, relaxed. Con-
sider these questions:

• Who are your characters? Name them, give them ages and occupations.
• Where does the trialogue take place?

Fitchness Tip
• Pass the pen is an old drama game. 

We use our imaginations: a pen is 
not a toothbrush, but you guessed 
it because you imagined and have 
experienced what it is—you know 
what brushing teeth looks like 
because you’ve done it .
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