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LESSON 1: Overview of the NaNoWriMo Challenge 
 

NaNoWriMo is the annual National Novel Writing Month challenge that happens every 

November 1-30. There is also Camp NaNoWriMo in July, which is the same month-long 

challenge, but with a little summer camp spin it.  

 

The goal is in NaNoWriMo (sometimes more commonly referred to as NaNo), is to write every 

day, write at least 1667 words a day for 30 days, and by the end of the month have at least 

50,000 words of a new book done.  

 

Many writers have "won" this challenge, but it's called a challenge for a reason. It's not easy to 

consistently write 1600 words a day, and if you go into it unprepared, you're likely to lose steam 

after about a week.  

 

So, to start off your NaNoWriMo adventure with the best chance for success, you should to do a 

little prep work first to get some information about the story you want to write.  

 

Don't worry, Pantsers! Those of you who prefer to write by the seat of your pants without a plan, 

this can work for you, too. There is no hardcore outlining involved in this preparation. Instead, 

what the lessons in this workshop will help you create is a foundation and a bare bones 

framework for your story that will give you guidance during the NaNoWriMo challenge, but 

won't feel rigid like an outline. Most importantly, it won't stifle you with so many details that you 

get sick of your story before you even start it. I think of it as a cross between plotting and 

pantsering--plantsering? It's the best of both worlds.  

 

Why do you need a plan? 
 

If you start NaNoWriMo with just an idea and nothing else, you set yourself up to have to work 

that much harder during the challenge to get the information you need to keep going, such as 

story goal, character motivation and plot turning points, and just general scene ideas.  

 

What in the world am I going to write about today? has plagued many a NaNo participant.  

 

Why make things harder than it has to be? If you can do a little pre-planning and flesh out your 

story idea a little more during the few weeks leading up to NaNo, so that you're not bogged down 

with research while you're trying to write, wouldn't that be better?   

 

And don't worry, this isn't cheating. Prep work is not writing the story. It's gathering the 

information you need to write to the story, discovering details about your characters you don't 

know yet and things like that. Things that help you know what to write about when you sit down 

to meet your daily word count. 
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What do you need to write a story? 
 

Well, let's talk about what a story is. By definition, a story is:  

 

...a character who wants something coming up against obstacles that stand in the way, 

with the threat of disaster if he/she fails. While fighting those obstacles, the character 

learns truths about him/herself that makes obtaining the "something" possible when it 

was impossible before.  

 

So, at the heart of every story is a character that wants something. To start NaNoWriMo on a 

solid footing, you should have a character in mind and something that character wants, which we 

refer to as a goal. (More on this in Lessons 3 and 4).  

 

But a story about someone who wants something and gets it right away is not only short, but 

boring as well. :-) So, you also need to have some obstacles in mind. This creates conflict.  

 

Every writing book out there will tell you that conflict is the key to a good story. If everything in 

a story is easy and goes smoothly, no one will want to read that. It's the challenges that gets 

readers excited! :-)  

 

They're anxious to know what will happen next, so surprise them! They want to know if the 

character will succeed or fail, so keep them guessing by leaving some doubt and having a very 

real chance of failure.  

 

When characters struggle to get what they want, when they don't give up in the face of adversity, 

when they risk everything they have to get that one thing, then you know it must be very 

worthwhile. And worth reading about. 

 

So, in the following lessons, we're going to talk about these different elements and ways to 

brainstorm some information for your story that will help you craft different scenes to meet your 

word count goals during NaNoWriMo.  

 

The NaNoWriMo Website 
 

If you haven't done the NaNo challenge before, here's how it works. The NaNo challenge starts 

at a website set up to help you track your progress, meet other writers, and stay inspired and 

motivated. There are regional discussion groups you can join, a "buddy" system where you can 

friend other writers you know, and writerly gear you can purchase if you want to really go all out. 

This challenge attracts thousands of writers every year who gather to support one another, so you 

definitely do not have to go it alone. 

 

http://nanowrimo.org 

 

First thing you need to do is create an account. Very easy process. Username/password just like 

any other online system. To help other NaNo writers find you for friending, it's common to use 

http://nanowrimo.org/
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your author name or a name that your writer friends recognize (like you'd do on Facebook or 

Twitter). If you don't want to use your real name, that's okay, too. Plenty of nicknames out there 

as well. 

 

After you register, the "My NaNoWriMo" menu gives you options to add an Author Bio, find 

Writing Buddies, and Track your writing progress in the challenge. You can set a new writing 

goal on the Home page. This can be used outside of the challenge, too, but to set a goal for the 

challenge, just check off the box for “Associate with a NaNo Event” and it will automatically 

flag your project as one for the next NaNo event. 

 

I won’t go into specific details about the website since specific menu names and commands may 

change over time, but if you ever feel stuck, there is a button for Help Center at the top of the 

page that will give you all the instructions for using the site. 

 

When you set up your goal for the November challenge, you don't need to get too specific about 

your project if you don't want to. Or even have a title in mind yet. Many writers simply put "An 

unnamed Contemporary Romance" or such. I personally don’t like to give away too many details 

about my works in progress, so I keep everything very general.  

 

The only thing you need to track your progress is some text in the title field, even if it's vague. 

You can leave the genre field empty as well, but it may help you bond with some NaNo buddies 

or connect with other writers in that genre if you include it. Who knows, you may find a new 

critique partner through NaNo.  :-)  

 

The most important thing about filling in this form and putting something in the title field is that 

it shows your commitment to the challenge. It's the first step. You have a story idea in mind 

and you're going to do this.  

 

You CAN do this! Remember to tell yourself that every day, especially when it gets hard (and 

there will be days when it does seem hard), but push through. Keep your eye on the goal and 

don't give up. 

 

Once NaNoWriMo starts, a daily word counter tool becomes available on your dashboard. I 

highly recommend that you also track your word count on your own computer. Not just total 

word count, but daily. Keep a spreadsheet with dates and amounts so you have a visual of how 

you're progressing. Watching those numbers rise can be very motivating. I use Excel to track my 

daily writing progress, not just for NaNo, but all year round.  

 

Once the NaNo challenge starts, a bar chart also appears on your dashboard that shows your 

progress over the course of the month and shows how close you are to keeping up with the 1667 

words/day that will bring you to 50,000 by the end.  

 

IMPORTANT: Don't get discouraged if you fall short of that median line. Instead, view any 

little rise on your graph as proof that you are making progress on your story. There will be days 

that you don't make the 1667 (and maybe days that you exceed it!), but keep in mind that any 

additional words you add on any given day is a step forward. And that's a good thing! If you 
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end up with 30,000 words at the end of NaNo instead of 50,000, that isn't failure. You have 

30,000 more words than you did on Nov 1. Celebrate that! :-) 

 

So, the general idea with NaNo is that you write, you record your daily totals on the NaNo 

website, you cheer on your fellow writer friends, and we all watch the magic happen as the bars 

on our charts slowly rise until... It's finally Dec 1 and we can take a break! :-) And give ourselves 

all a much deserved pat on the back for having undertaken this challenge and made it to the end. 

 

The NaNo organizers offer some cool prizes for those who reach the 50,000 word goal--a nifty 

badge and software coupons for things like Scrivener etc.--but to qualify, you need to validate 

your word count. In years past this involved copy/pasting your NaNo document into a validation 

form to claim your winner status. It may be the same this year or there may be a new process, but 

there will be directions on the website to instruct you. Don't worry, the website doesn't save your 

work, so no one is going to steal it. It's just counting the words and then tossing it away. The 

validation form usually opens on the 20th of the month and remains open through the last day. 

So if you reach 50,000 words early, you can validate before the last day.  

 

Homework 
 

Today's exercise is a simple one.  

 

Visit the NaNoWriMo website and set up an account (if you don't have one already) or log in 

to your existing account.  

 

Add your novel project goal to your profile by giving it a name (even if it's just a generic one) 

and select the genre if you want.  

 

(Optional) Add an author bio for yourself.  

 

If you want to add an avatar to your account, it’s part of your Author Profile as well. The 

image appears within a small circle so a square image of 100x100 pixels works best. If you need 

to adjust an image quickly, this site can help: http://picresize.com/ 

 

Post to the loop and let me know how you did at the NaNo website. If you'd like to buddy up 

with any of writers from this class, share your NaNo username so we can find you in the Buddy 

list. My NaNo name is cmmc16. 

 

http://picresize.com/

