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LESSON 3 Analog Methods Pro & Con   

 

ANALOG OR DIGITAL? 
 
By now, I hope you have all come up with at least some categories you will need for your 
specific WIP. Knowing what you have to organize is the first step to selecting an organizing tool. 
In the next few lessons, we will be examining and comparing analog and digital organizational 
methods. Some of these will be familiar. Some will be new.  
 
At this point, keep your mind open. Do not make a decision on which system(s) you are leaning 
toward yet. 

Instead, think about each one – the pros and the cons. Ask yourself these questions: 

• Which of your categories/materials fit that system best? 

• Which ones fits your budget? 

• Which ones fits your time frame? 

• Which ones fit or enhance your writing of the WIP? 

So let’s begin: 

WHY USE ANALOG IN THE DIGITAL AGE? 

I think most of us start out with analog (that means non-digital) ways of organizing our story 

data. For one thing, these methods are quick and easy to get going with what you already have 

around the house. For another they are relatively cheap. The last is that they do not succumb to 

computer failure. If you can avoid flood and fire, you may end up like me with shelves and 

shelves of loose leaf binders and boxes and boxes, and I’ll say it again, boxes of files and index 

cards.  

Yes, analog methods include things such as: 

• File folders 

• Index cards 

• Journals/bound notebooks 

• 3 ring binders  

• Story panels 

File Folders 
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File folders are the most common way for organizing 

printed materials – print outs of articles, handwritten 

notes, hand-drawn maps, house plans, and so on. They can 

even hold thicker materials such as samples of cloth and 

plant pressings. It is easy to grab a new folder every time 

you get a new piece of data. The problem is they take up a 

tremendous amount of space.  

Index cards 

I am old enough to pre-date computers. When I was first taught how to write research papers, I 

was shown how to use index cards using a coding system. On each card, we were to record only 

one fact. We then labeled the card with the topic and subcategory and source. Once the cards 

were sorted, the research paper basically wrote itself. 

Index cards have two advantages. They take up less space than file folders, and they can be 

sorted and then spread out, or pinned near where you are writing.  

When I wrote my 1st Civil War novel, I used index cards to keep 

track of battles and local events. On one set of cards, I wrote the 

date and a brief overview of the battle my character fought in. On 

a second set of cards, I recorded the date and a description of a 

local event of the period for the farming community where my 

heroine lived. I then sorted the cards by date so the battles and 

local history intersected. It made writing the alternating scenes of 

the soldier at war, and the woman waiting at home a piece of 

cake. 

There are major problems with index cards, however. The main 

one being that they are very small (even the 6 by 8) and despite 

all my efforts to glue stuff on them, not functional for anything 

other than brief handwritten notes. I still love them though. 

 

Journals and Bound Notebooks 

Burgess Taylor’s leather-bound journal was just to die for, wasn’t it? Authors have been keeping 

journals for just about forever. There’s something about having everything you need in one nice 
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compact book that is so very appealing. And journals and small notebooks are perfect for doing 

that.  

The pages can be divided into sections using sticky notes or tabs, and data recorded as needed. 

You can keep the book next to your computer so the minute you have to jot down an eye color 

or car model, it is right there. They are bigger than index cards so your notes can be more 

extensive, and yes, I have successfully glued and stapled maps and stuff into my journals. 

Messy, but then Burgess’s had some things hanging of hers too, I noticed. And when you’re 

done, you can line up the journals for each book you write in a nice neat row. What’s not to 

love? 

Uh, well - lots of things. The major one is how do you know how may pages to devote to each 

topic. Will one page be enough for each character? Will some need more? Some less? What 

happens when you discover a topic you left out?  

If most of your books are very similar, it is possible that you will eventually have a feel for how 

to allot the pages. You can also take a tip from bullet journaling and create an index at the back. 

Then if you do have to put something in a different location, you will be able to find it again. 

Maybe. 

Other problems with a journal are that, like index cards, they need to be mostly handwritten. If 

you find a great website you have to handwrite the url, for example. With fixed pages, it also 

doesn’t allow for sorting or manipulating the materials in any way. 

Loose Leaf Binders 

A binder would seem to solve those problems. 

Sections are flexible and pages can be moved around. 

All kinds of printed matter can be hole-punched and 

slipped inside. Tabs and dividers can be added as 

needed. A table of contents and an index provide 

organization. Sleeves allow bulky materials to be 

stored. Very large binders are available so even a 

long novel series can be accommodated. Sounds like 

a win-win. And for many people it is. Binders are 

probably the most popular analog system. Here is an example by a fantasy writer: 

J. B. Blain’s organizational system 
http://www.rjblain.com/2013/01/creating-a-story-bible-the-basics/ 
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However, as some of you have already noted, binders have their drawbacks. For one thing, they 
are big and bulky. If I put my binder next to my computer, it takes up all my working space. If I 
put it somewhere else, I am constantly getting up and down to consult it. And when the book is 
written, they hog space on your bookshelves forever because who could throw them out? 
 
Story Panels 

The last analog system is a bit different and serves a different purpose than the other methods 

we have just looked at. A story panel is a visual representation of your book(s). It is usually a 

corkboard, a large sheet of foam panel, or a wall, on which you paste or pin visuals representing 

all the elements of your story – photos of character’s faces, family trees, clippings of clothes 

they wear, images of their homes and communities, maps, drawings, physical objects – a piece 

of jewelry, a ribbon, a cuff link, intermixed with single words or short phrases and colorful 

shapes that reflect mood, theme, and important story elements.  

As the book is written, the story panel is added to as needed. Materials can be arranged in a 

linear way forming a story time line. Yarn can be pinned or taped to link together related 

objects. Ideally, the panel is located just above your computer so you can look up and be 

inspired.  

Story panels are fun to make and definitely help you delve into your story’s theme and mood. If 

you are a strongly visual person, they are probably essential.  

Because our vision is marvelously fast, to remember a character’s eye color all you have to do is 

glance at the photo you selected for that person’s face. The describe a setting, you look at the 

interior photo you have displayed. 

The drawback is you usually can’t keep the panel up forever. You need to make a new one for 

every book or series. So where do you store it, when you’re done? Then again, a panel or even 

a wall may not be large enough to hold all the photos and artifacts you need, especially as you 

add more and more books to a series. 

To solve this problem, I have turned to file folders. I open them up and use the whole interior 

surface to glue on my pics and items. Since they are small, I use one folder per setting, and one 

folder per main character. As I write, I pin the relevant file folders to the wall above my 

computer. When I am done, I can fold them up and add them to one of my burgeoning filing 

cabinets.  

SUMMARY 

1. Analog methods are those not involving a computer i.e. handwritten. 
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2. Main advantage to analog systems is that you are not tied to a computer. 

3. Disadvantage is that they usually take up a lot of space. 

4. Some of the methods allow sorting. Others do not. 

5. Depending on the system, they may be less efficient for retrieving data. 

Note: The pdf of this lesson contains photographs of these various systems. 

Assignment 3: Have you used any of these methods? Share one. What did you like or not like 

about it. If you have never tried any of them – which one looks interesting to you? 
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