What’s your story?
Find your voice.
Tell it.
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Dear Friends,
Can you do me a favor? Take a moment right now and breathe. Let
your lungs fill up with air and slowly release it. Now do it again… and
one more time. We’re here… and still standing. As I take this moment,
I recognize we are in a different place from our last newsletter until
now. We’ve moved through a contentious election season, we’ve
watched calls for racial justice take steps into action, and we’ve started
the process of vaccination. And, even as the pandemic has stretched
longer than expected, I hope it’s given us the time to reflect, reassess,
and reconnect to each other in more meaningful ways. The pandemic
has taken its toll, but I believe it’s also instilled in us a deeper sense of
resiliency as we take steps forward with renewed hope.
It’s that hope that I’ve seen increase in the last few months as we’ve worked with new and returning
communities, providing an opportunity for writing and telling their stories. We’ve continued our Zoom
online workshops working with veterans, immigrant youth, and frontline nurses. And, for the first time, we
heard the personal experiences of Covid-19 long haulers, an emerging group with its own unique challenges
in this new landscape. In every single group, there have been times of reflection, breathing, and reminders
that they are still standing despite the odds; that there is still and always hope. A long hauler participant
said, “this workshop has given me a sense of achievement and personal value after Long Covid reduced me
to mere existence… [this] has been affirming and validating.” We also hosted our first ever Virtual Spring
Gala to great success and had the opportunity to rebroadcast it so many more people could hear these
incredible stories and about the work that we do.
And for all of this, I thank you. Through it all, your unwavering support has given us the confidence to do
this work and continue to share the gift of writing with so many. If you continue to be inspired by this work,
as I am, I hope you will consider making an additional gift as we close out our fiscal year.This fight isn’t over,
but your partnership and trust in us through your giving helps immensely to share the power of writing with
those that need it the most. Ever onward.
Sincerely,
Jenna Jackson
Executive Director
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Program Updates
We had a full season of workshops, both maintaining longstanding partnerships and working with new
populations. All of our workshops continued online via Zoom, which has enabled us to expand our reach,
working both locally with NYC residents and with participants across the nation, and from as far away as
Sweden, England and Canada! The community and camaraderie remain strong as we’ve shared space and
the tools of writing with so many.
In March we continued our partnership with Wounded Warrior Project, bringing workshops to both their
veteran and family support members. We held another round of workshops in April and May with United We
Dream and connected again with the New York Professional Nurses Union for workshops with front-line
nurses of the Covid-19 pandemic. New this year is our partnership with Body Politic and its support group for
Covid-19 long haulers and our upcoming workshops with Blue Star Families.
Please read onward for more info about this work. We look forward to continuing to spread the power and
joy of writing with people near and far!

Wounded Warrior Project
We were thrilled to continue our longstanding partnership with Wounded Warrior
Project. In March, we had a cycle of workshops with an exceptional group of
Wounded Warriors from all over the country. Participants worked with mentors to
dig into the craft of writing. Participant Tom Smoot said, "I have listened to others
who have similar challenges. I gained confidence and learned more about how to tell stories that people will
listen to. I learned a great deal about how to develop characters and create voices...I loved it entirely.”

United We Dream
This spring, we partnered with United We Dream for the third time. This year's
partnership took a slightly form in that participants were all working to generate
pieces to be included in United We Dream's first-ever zine! The zine will be
centered on themes of self-love, immigrant pride, and joy and will be published
later this summer. Participant Stefani Davila said, "I was able to think deeply about
the message that I wanted to transmit with my poems. The workshop helped me to
free myself and just write and write until the perfect piece came up.”
We look forward to the Zine and to continuing our partnership with United We Dream next year!
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New York Professional Nurses Union
We had a second round of workshops with the New York Professional Nurses Union. In
these workshops, we worked with a group of front-line nurses on the Covid-19 crisis
from Lenox Hill Hospital. During these workshops, nurses were guided by our
extraordinary mentors. One nurse, in particular, was so committed to writing, she
came straight out of surgery to attend!
Participant Christine Wilson said, "I found a story I want to invest in, and my mentors gave me really good
tools to do that. Their feedback and guidance were invaluable. They had such amazing prompts to get the
juices flowing, and they also created a space where there weren't rules about what we should write or how
closely to the prompts we had to follow. So it allowed me to explore writing topics I hadn't thought about
before. It was amazing, supportive, and fun, and I feel so inspired to continue writing.”

Body Politic - Covid-19 Long Haulers
Also, this Spring, we began a new partnership with Body Politic and their
support network for Covid-19 Long Haulers. Covid-19 Long Haulers are those
who contracted Covid-19, but have not fully recovered from symptoms for
weeks or even months after initial diagnosis. The response was so strong that
registration filled up for these workshops within a day.
To help meet the needs of this population, we had three two-hour workshops on three consecutive
Saturdays in May. Mentors worked with participants to explore storytelling in all its forms. One participant
said, "This was the best thing that has happened to me in the past year of Long Covid. It has really lifted my
spirits. I didn't know how much I needed this until the first session started. I signed up hoping it would be
good for me, but internally worried it would end up being a chore. It ended up being the one and only
thing I have enjoyed in the 14 months, and I looked forward to the sessions. I will miss these Saturday
mornings. Thank you. “
Blue Star Families
Next up for us is a new partnership with Blue Star Families, an organization that
supports active-duty military. These workshops are for young people age 14-18
in active duty military families. Stay tuned for news on this exciting new
partnership!

This program is supported, in part, by public funds from the New York City Department of Cultural Affairs, in
partnership with the City Council and by the National Endowment for the Arts
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IN THIS TOGETHER: 2021 GALA

Our 2021 Virtual Benefit Gala was quite a success. It featured Brooke Adams, Ato Blankson-Wood,
Rachel Brosnahan, Juliana Canfield, Kemiyondo Coutinho, Melissa Fumero, Kathryn Hahn, Sunita
Mani, Andrea Martin, Denis O’Hare, Matthew Rhys, Tony Shalhoub, Haaz Sleiman, Lois Smith, and
Meryl Streep all performing pieces written by participants in our workshops.
Since our Gala was virtual this year, we were able to have an online rebroadcast. On April 19,
people logged in from all over the world to watch performances of the incredibly moving pieces
written by our participants. On YouTube alone, the rebroadcast garnered over 1400 views! Perhaps
the best part of our Gala rebroadcast was that participants were able to share their work with their
loved ones worldwide.

“Listening to the other writers’ work made me realize that it doesn’t matter how difficult or
devastating our experiences are, the chances are that somebody else is going through a similar
thing and we are not alone. By sharing our stories with others, by writing them down, we are
inspiring each other and sharing our hope that all will work out
at the end."
Lenka Varekova,
New York Professional Nurses Union Workshop
"Thank You for the Shower,"
performed at 2021 Gala
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An Interview with Omid Iranikhah, Winner of the 2021 Michael Collyer Fellowship in Screenwriting
What inspires you?
More than anything, curiosity inspires me. I’m often inspired by human behaviors that
confuse me to the point where I literally lose sleep thinking about them. For example,
the burning question that inspired the horror-drama script I’m currently working on was,
“Why would someone stay in, or be drawn back into, an abusive relationship despite
being intelligent enough to understand that it’s abusive?”
When did you know that screenwriting was something you wanted to
seriously pursue?
I’ve known for as long as I can remember that I wanted to be involved in film in some way. I started out as
an actor from a young age, and then kind of stumbled into screenwriting at eleven only to fall in love with it.
Although I still would very much like to pursue acting, I see screenwriting as the best way for me to break in
for now - given that the ongoing pandemic hasn’t exactly been the ideal scenario for building an acting
career. The end goal for me, however, is producing and directing my own screenplays. Call it biting off more
than I can chew, but what can I say? I’m ambitious
What do you think makes a good story and why?
I find myself drawn to the kinds of stories that reveal uncomfortable truths about the human condition,
whether they be dysfunctional relationship dynamics or broken social and/or political institutions. A good
story should reach deep into our souls; make us realize something about either ourselves or the world
around us that we’d always felt but could not put into words.
What are the easiest and most difficult parts of screenwriting for you?
Once I get a grasp on who my characters are, dialogue is pretty easy for me. The most difficult part of
screenwriting for me is just having to constantly reassure myself that I’m capable of it.
What is your writing process like?
I write every day, even if it’s a single action line or an idea for a scene. I’ve gone back and forth on outlining
over the years. Nowadays, if I’m writing a more plot-driven script, I work off a rigid outline. If it’s a more
free-flowing character piece, I write a very vague outline consisting of a few bullet points and story ideas.
My first drafts usually turn out incredibly long and are filled with extended flashbacks that I never intend to
include in the final script. These help me get a better understanding of the characters’ inner lives in order to
make them feel like real people.
What do you like to accomplish during the course of the fellowship?
On top of completing this new screenplay under the mentorship of a professional writer and further honing
my craft as a storyteller, I hope to use this fellowship as a stepping stone to jump start my film making
career.
What types of scripts do you hope to write in your career?
I’ve experimented enough in my 12 or so years of screenwriting to feel comfortable writing in a variety of
genres. However, I’d say my two primary genres are dark family dramas and horror/thrillers (most of the
time, I blend the two). As far as the scripts that I hope to direct go, I would like to stick with stories that
feature Iranian and/or Iranian-American characters front and center.
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In loving memory of Craig muMs Grant, writer, poet, mentor, and friend

We take this time to remember fellow writer, mentor, poet, and friend Craig muMs Grant. He mentored
with us for many years and groups, including recently with immigrant youth through United We Dream and
our veteran and family caregivers’ populations. He also traveled with us to Landstuhl, Germany for our
workshop with military front-line medical staff. His warmth and smile were infectious, and he was incredible
in providing guidance for emerging writers. He will be deeply missed.

Writers Guild Initiative programs are made possible by your generous contribution. Your donation enables
us to provide transformative writing workshops to underserved populations with powerful stories to tell.
Please consider supporting us online at
writersguildinitiative.org/donate-to-the-wgi
Or, via check to our address below.
We thank you for your support!
Our mailing address is:
Writers Guild Initiative, 250 Hudson Street, 7th Floor, NYC 10013
Writers Guild Initiative
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