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Fitting all the pieces together: the elements that go into a great story 
 
Just about everyone has a story inside of them, but who is brave enough, determined and, 

possibly, stubborn enough to actually write it down? Quite a few start, but very quickly realize that 
there’s a lot more to writing a novel than it seems, and give up after a chapter or two. We all read 
novels and enjoy them, getting caught up in the fun of the characters, the world or the plot. But when 
you actually sit down to write your own book… well, that’s when a potential author discovers whether 
they’ve got what it takes to actually make it through to the end.  

 
There are a good number of factors that go into writing a book – you’ve got the few I’ve 

mentioned already, characters, the world or setting, and the plot. But you’ve also got to consider point 
of view, dialogue, and how you’re going to engage your reader in the story. And then there are those 
nitty-gritty details like how are you going to begin writing your story? Are you just going to sit down at 
your computer and stare at a blank page for a while until the words come to you? Or do you plan your 
story first – plot out what’s going to happen and when?  

 
Personally, I’m a plotter. I write out detailed outlines, make graphs of my plot and my 

characters. I fill out a whole series of worksheets so that I know exactly what’s going to be happening 
to whom and when. And I know exactly who it is who is going to star in my story – my protagonist(s) 
and antagonist(s). I know all about them – where they come from, what they want, and where they’re 
going. I know how my story is going to begin, what’s going to happen in the middle and how it’s all 
going to be wrapped up by the end. A number of writing experts have said, that even if you’re a “write 
by the seat of your pants” kind of writer, you should at least have a very general outline of your story 
before you begin, just so that you don’t end up with a rambling mess which will then be 
overwhelmingly difficult to sort out later.  

 
Is planning beforehand the right way to write? Well, it is for me. But that doesn’t mean that it’s 

right for you. Everyone has their own style, their own method, and yes, their own madness. The key is 
that there is no one right way to write a novel, and that’s actually the beauty and artistry of it. But even 
if you don’t plan a thing (aside from the basic idea of your story), you still need to know something of 
your characters, you still need to decide on where the story is going to be set and you still need to 
worry about those pesky details.  

 
So, how do you know how to put this all together? Easy! You take this course! In Chapter 

One, I go over all of it – everything from creating characters to editing your masterpiece. It’s a survey 
course, so I don’t get into a great deal of detail on any one topic, but I give you more than enough to 
get started so that you don’t embark on this adventure completely blind. I’ll talk about characters; goal, 
motivation and conflict; story structure; the hero’s journey; setting and world building; point of view; 
dialogue; show and tell; and finally, editing. 

 
The wonderful thing about taking an on-line course is that you can take it at your own pace. 

Don't have time to read through my long lecture today? Put it off until tomorrow or next week. It's up 
to you. Whenever you read through these lectures, if you have questions, you can always email me. 
There is just one catch to taking the course later, however, I won't be accepting homework 
submissions except during the period of the course.  

 
Wait... homework?? Um... yeah, there's homework. It is not mandatory homework. You are an 

adult and can decide if you want to or have the time to do the homework. If you do it, you'll get a 
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chance to put into action what I've taught and I'll comment on what you do. If you don't do it, that's 
fine too.  

 
Another word about worksheets. I love them. I have a lot of them. When this course is 

finished, you'll have all that I have. :-) They are in the files section of this group. I'm labeling them all 
as clearly as possible, but if you have any questions about any, don't hesitate to ask. 

 
So, are you ready? Then let's get started. Tell me who you are. What you've written so far. 

What you hope to write. 
 
I'll start. I'm Merry Banerji. I write as Meredith Bond. I've been writing since I moved to live 

with my husband in rural Massachusetts and found that I couldn't get a job despite my new minted 
Masters Degree in Secondary Education (I was hoping to be a high school teacher). So, I started 
writing what I loved to read -- Georgette Heyer-like Regency romances. I published (quite a few years 
later) The Merry Men Quartet with Zebra Regency (Kensington Publishers), but with the last book of 
my series the company stopped publishing Traditional (shorter and usually sweeter) Regencies. After a 
few years, I started self-publishing the books my editor at Kensington had rejected because she didn't 
know where a bookstore would shelve them--Regency-set paranormal romances (this was in 2005 
before paranormals became popular--yes, I've been writing for that long!). Once I started self-
publishing I never looked back. I continue to write both traditional Regency romance and historically-
set paranormal romance. I currently have 13 books published and hope to have #14 out in March. I 
also format books for indie-authors and have loads of fun exploring other areas of creativity in that 
field.   

 
Now, tell me about you! 
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Oh, and here's our syllabus: 
 

Chapter One:   
 

Getting Started Writing Your Novel  
 

 Conflict... Tension... Wiggles and Arcs... See it, touch it, smell it, experience it: write it... Larger than life characters... Heroes heroic 

and strong  
 

January 25  Introductions  
 

January 26  Characters   
 

January 27  GMC: Goal, Motivation and Conflict   
 

January 28  Wiggles and Arcs: story structure  
 

January 29  The Hero’s Journey   
 

There are no wrong answers, we're all just making it up as we go along.  
 

February 1   World Building  
 

February 2   Point of View  
 

February 3   Dialogue  
 

February 4    Show and Tell  
 

February 5    Editing & Getting Started  
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Goal, Motivation and Conflict 

 
We've created our characters for our story. We know what sort of person they are. We know 

their quirks and foibles. But what is it that they want? Do they need to want something? Well, yes, they 
do. Every major character in your story needs to have a goal. In fact, they don't need just one goal, but 
two. An external goal and an internal goal. 

 
 Why? Because without a goal, we don't know where the story is going. A goal gives our 

character a road to travel, a path to follow. Reader's love to watch our characters traverse that road. 
They want to see our characters struggle with something and achieve it. And they want the characters 
to grow over the course of the story (I mentioned, in my last lecture that characters need to grow, this 
is where we can easily see it happening -- they've got a goal (to become a more caring person, for 
example) and they achieve it (they start a soup kitchen). The character has grown, gone through some 
trials and come out a better person.  

 
But there's more to having goals than just having something to go after. For a goal to really 

mean something, there needs to be a sense of urgency associated with the goal. If over a lifetime, our 
protagonist wants to become a better person, that's nice, but that horizon is little long for a novel. If, 
however, he needs to become a better person to win the love and admiration of a woman who is 
threatening to leave him if he doesn't do something to improve himself, then we've got a sense of 
urgency. She's ready to start cleaning out her closets, so you know he's going to get cracking on that 
goal to make her stay. And one more point about goals -- don't be shy about letting your reader know 
what your character's goals are. Make it obvious.   

 
So, let's look at the two different types of goals we've got: External goals are goals that are 

external (pretty obvious, huh?). They are outside of the hero. They are something that can be touched, 
held, or seen. They're physical. They could be wealth; to find a murderer; to find a woman to marry; or 
to get somewhere (home, as in the Wizard of Oz). For example, in Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s 
Stone, Harry needs to find the stone. It’s something physical and tangible. We watch throughout the 
story as he tries to discover what the stone is, it’s importance and, finally, at the end, how to get it. An 
internal goal is a universal need that all humans have – love, friendship, respect, revenge. This is what 
we’ll be watching as our hero grows, this is how he develops into a better person. To some authors, 
this is the essential heart of the story – our hero working hard to achieve this basic, and yet so elusive, 
human need. So, let’s go back to Harry – Harry’s internal goal in the first book of the series is to have 
friends and to find out who he really is and who his parents were. These are intangible things which he 
needs to become a complete, well-developed, happy person.  

 
Now, it’s not enough to just have a goal. Our readers will want to know why our hero has this 

goal – we need to know their motivation. Without that, your reader may not really believe that your 
hero wants his goals. And if they don’t believe that the goal is important to the hero, they won’t 
believe that seeing the hero achieve his goal is important to them – they won’t read the story.  

 
Proper motivation will not only make the reader care about the hero and his goals, it will 

provide fodder for that all-important sympathy we want to create for our heroes. If the reader 
understands why the hero needs to achieve his goals, they’ll root for him, they’ll feel connected. And a 
funny thing about fiction is that if something is well-motivated, nearly anything can be believable. If 
you can explain why something is, your reader will be able to suspend belief and accept what you say. 
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But it’s because of that that you really can’t get away with coincidence. In real life if something 
amazing happens at just the right time, we say that it was a coincidence and just accept it. In fiction, if 
something amazing happens at just the right time, your reader is going to scoff and shut the book. 
Coincidence is just not accepted in fiction. It’s too easy. And going along with that same idea – don’t 
make your characters TSTL (too stupid to live). If the heroine is walking home at night, alone, don’t 
have her deliberately go down the dark, scary alley where she can get attacked. When she is attacked, 
it’s entirely likely that instead of feeling bad for her, your reader will just shut the book and say “well, 
she deserved that, didn’t she?” TSTL!  

 
The final part of our jigsaw puzzle here is conflict. Once we know what our hero wants, and 

why he wants it, we’ve got to make it difficult for him to get it. Why? Because it is conflict which 
makes for a riveting story. It is conflict which drives our hero to work harder (and therefore grow). It 
is conflict which makes achieving that goal so much sweeter. If everything is easy for the hero, life and 
your book, will be boring. Our characters thrive in conflict. It shows us (and him) what sort of person 
he is, what he can deal with and what he can overcome.  

 
But that conflict can’t be just anything. It’s got to make sense and be well defined. Undefined 

conflict will confuse things and slow down the pace of your story. Unrelenting conflict becomes 
overwhelming for your reader. So, be sure to give your hero a break from all of the conflict–give them 
some down time as well. It’ll make reading those exciting, conflict scenes so much more exciting in 
comparison. Also, be sure to make overcoming the conflict you create for your character feasible. 
Your character needs to overcome the conflict in the end – if it’s simply too much and cannot be 
accomplished, there’s little point to it. And, finally, be sure your hero really cares about overcoming 
the conflict he is being faced with, because if he doesn’t care, your reader won’t either.  

 
Debra Dixon, author of the fantastic book, Goal Motivation and Conflict, says it best when she 

tells us that books are about making decisions and then acting on those decisions. But they can’t be 
easy decisions, they have to be between something bad and something worse – or in her words, 
“between sucky and suckier”.  And usually, suckier wins out leading to great conflict.  

 
To summarize your character’s goal, motivation and conflict – and set it well in your mind – 

try completing the following sentence: 
 
(Character Name) needs to (goal) because (motivation), but (conflict).  
 
I then like to add: "therefore (description of what the character is going to do to achieve their 

goal).  
 
Homework: In the files section of the Yahoo group is a worksheet called Character 

Examination Worksheet. Fill this out for either the characters you created yesterday or for those who 
are in your current Work In Progress (WIP).  

 
I think the worksheet is pretty self-explanatory. Just so that you know, for the boxes in the 

middle, try to think of one word that fits your character--an adjective, a noun, something ironic about 
them, and then a verb to describe what they do throughout the book. For example, Dorothy from the 
Wizard of Oz: Adjective-Innocent; Noun-Teenager; Irony-Brave; Verb-Searching. So, she's an 
innocent teenager who, ironically is also extremely brave and spends the whole book searching for 
something (herself, home, etc).  
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As always, if you have any questions, I'm very happy to answer them! 
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Have you ever read a book where the characters were boring, but the plot was really 
interesting and you just ate the book up? How about a book where the characters were fantastic 
and the plot or the writing of the book just eh? Which makes for a more enjoyable read?  
 
Nine out of ten people would go for a book where the characters were fantastic and the plot not 
so great. Why? Because we’re people. We like to read about other people. When we read we like 
to lose ourselves in the world of the book and become someone else for a short time. You can’t 
do that if the characters in the story are cardboard cut-outs.  
 
Readers want a story where they can identify (in some way) with the protagonist, can fantasize 
about being in their place, and have the fun of watching them overcome incredible odds to win 
out in the end, or at least learn something to become a better person. This is why romance is the 
most popular genre--readers are guaranteed a happy ending where the two protagonists, who we 
like, if not love, end up in a committed relationship and develop into better people along the way. 
Even modern mysteries have a strong protagonist the reader can cheer for, and never do you 
hear of a mystery where the case is not solved in the end.  
 
It’s all in characters. Characters, in my opinion, are the most important part of a novel, and that is 
why I start out teaching about characters in this course.  So what, exactly is a hero (and I am 
deliberately saying hero here, and not protagonist: the protagonist is the person around whom a 
story revolves; the protagonist need not be the hero, although 99.999…% of the time they are). 
 
The Hero 
 
According the Christopher Vogler (about whom you will be hearing a lot more when we go over 
the hero’s journey) a hero is someone who is willing to sacrifice his own needs on behalf of 
others. The word comes from the Greek “to protect and to serve”.  
 
The characteristics of a hero include: 
 

 Strong 

  

 Likeable 

  

 Brave 

  

 We want to be like them 

  

 We want to be their best friend or lover 

  

 Larger than life/charismatic 

  

 Have a sense of humor and can laugh at themselves 
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 Sympathetic 

  

 Have “fuzzy socks” (this is a phrase made up by some middle school students I once 
taught: fuzzy socks are something which make you feel warm, cozy and happy inside – 
imagine pulling on a pair of fuzzy socks on a cold winter night) 

  

 Multi-faceted (like Shrek, who points out that he is like an onion with many layers – so too 
do good heroes have many layers to their personalities) 

  
There are six general types of heroes: 
 

1. The Wounded Hero: someone who is angry or who has been badly hurt. As this person 
grows through the book, his wounds will heal and he’ll come to accept or forgive those 
who hurt him. 

2.  
3. The Heroic Hero: this hero starts out fabulous, but has some deep flaw which she will 

need to acknowledge and/or overcome by the end of the book. 
4.  
5. The Ordinary Hero: He’s just like you and me, an ordinary person who suddenly finds 

himself in an extraordinary situation. He must rise above the ordinary in order to conquer 
this challenge.  

6.  
7. The Dark Hero: This hero may look very much like the villain to begin with, but she’s got a 

heart and eventually feels remorse for what she’s done. There’s some very good 
explanation and by the end of the book, we’ll understand her reasonings and she will, 
mostly likely, be set on the straight and narrow.  

8.  
9. The Tragic Hero: they are, as you might expect, overcome by their flaws, and eventually 

defeated by them. This hero is not destined for a happy ending. 
10.  
11. The Catalyst Hero: This type of hero doesn’t, himself, change very much, if at all, during 

the story, but he inspires others around him to change. A great example of this is Axel 
Foley in Beverly Hills Cop.  

12.  
 
 

It is vital that your reader like your hero, and even more than that, they must feel sympathy for 
him. As an author, you must create that feeling of sympathy for your hero within the first few 
pages of your book. To do so, your hero should have at least two of the following: 
 

1. Misfortune 
2.  
3. Be in jeopardy/threat of loss 
4.  
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5. Be likeable 
6.  
7. Be funny 
8.  
9. Be powerful (either financially, politically or magically) 
10.  

Are heroes always wonderful people? No, they’re not. Everyone gets cranky and snaps at others 
at times. Everyone has problems which they must overcome. Everyone has flaws. To be flawed is 
to be human, so above all, your hero must be human (even if she is a vampire, werewolf or 
bunny). So, when creating your hero, don’t forget to give them flaws, otherwise, they will be flat, 
uninteresting, un-real-to-life people – cardboard cut-outs.  A big part of any story is the hero 
learning, growing, developing and overcoming at least one of their flaws (usually the biggest). 
 
Finally, remember, an interesting protagonist is an active protagonist. He doesn’t sit back and let 
life happen to him. He takes charge and does something about the circumstances in which he 
finds himself.  
 
The Antagonist 
 
So, now that we’ve thoroughly discussed what a hero is, what is an antagonist? Is an antagonist a 
horrible person? Evil? Ugly? Cruel? Could be.  
 
Or she could be the sweet, little old lady who lives next door.  
 
An antagonist is someone whose goal is in direct conflict to that of the protagonist. They must 
have their own goal, which doesn’t need to be to stop the protagonist, it just needs to be in 
conflict with it, so that only one person can attain their goal. So, that little old lady next door 
could be your hero’s antagonist if your hero wants to chop down a tree that sits right on the 
property line between his property and that of the lady next door. The hero’s goal is to get more 
sunshine onto his garden (which the tree is blocking) and the next door neighbor buried her pet 
parakeet under that tree and feels sentimentally attached to and doesn’t want to see it taken 
down. The sweet, old lady is the antagonist in this situation.  
 
Society can also be an antagonist (if your story is set during Medieval times and your protagonist 
is a girl who wants to become a knight). It could be the weather or the ocean or a desert. It is 
anything which stops your protagonist from achieving his goal.  
 
So, what are the characteristics of an antagonist? 
 

 Mean? 

  

 Thoughtless? 

  

 Cruel? 
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Sometimes. But an antagonist can also be wonderful, kind and a good friend. And remember, 
even if your anatagonist is mean, horrible and nasty, they still must, somewhere inside of 
them have “fuzzy socks”. Just like our hero, who could sometimes be mean and horrible, so 
too, does our antagonist need to be kind and gentle at times. Remember, even the meanest, 
most horrible villain was loved by someone at some point in their lives.  
 

What kind of person? 
 
When creating your characters, it's a good thing to think about what kind of person they are. Are 
they: 
 

 quick-witted 

  

 intelligent 

  

 rigid 

  

 conservative 

  

 liberal 

  

 angry 

  

 happy 

  
And how do they show what kind of person they are? Do they compulsively clean up or straight 
things. Are they a slob? Do they always have to be right or do they recognize that someone is 
wrong or disagrees with them in their own private thoughts, but not say anything out loud? 
 
 What sort of clothes do they wear? This could be a strong indication of what sort of person they 
are. If they only wear designer clothing in the latest fashions from the best shops we'll get an idea 
that this is someone who cares about how they look and has the money to be up on all the latest 
trends. Conversely, if they wear ragged, ripped jeans and t-shirts, they might be just as wealthy, 
but don't give a damn about what they wear and how they are perceived by others.   
 
You'll also need to be aware of how they react in different situations. For example, what do they 
do in a crisis? Do they run head-long into the problem? Or do they pause to think first? Or do they 
run in the other direction (not very heroic, but maybe they have a reason for doing so).  
 
Most importantly, you need to make sure that you don't make a liar of yourself. If you tell the 
reader that your character is a sweet, gentle person and then show her in getting into a bar fight 
screaming out obscenities with very little provocation, your reader is going to stop believing 
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anything you tell them.  On the other hand, if you show a build up to the fight where the woman 
is pushed and provoked until she finally explodes and then immediately apologizes for her words 
and action, you'll be okay because you've explained her actions and showed her to be the 
character you described. It is exceedingly important that your characters be consistent--not just 
with how you describe them, but throughout the whole book. Yes, they need to grow and change, 
but deep down they're going to remain the same sort of person--if they're sweet and gentle, they 
might learn a lesson and not be so naïve, but they won't turn into a leather-wearing, cursing, 
instigator of fights (at least I would hope not). If they start out aggressive, they can become less-
so, but they might still retain some of that hard edge, even though softened by love and lessons 
learned.  
 
Also think about the situation a character is in before you put words into his mouth. A teenager 
isn’t going to use the same sort of language with his friends in school as he will at home in front 
of his parents. In school, it’s entirely likely that he will curse and speak with much more bravado 
than he possibly feels. At home, he is meek and polite to his parents and would never use the 
same sort of language he would in front of his friends. We all have different faces we put on in 
different situations – don’t forget about these when putting your characters into different 
situations.  
 
What's in a name? 
 
A lot of writers have a really hard time naming their characters. This is really understandable 
because a name can tell you so much about a person, or even shape what sort of person they are 
(I have fun watching American football and looking at the names of the players--all too 
frequently, the largest linemen have the most odd names making me imagine that they started 
out having defend themselves on the playground).  
 
A person's name can tell us a lot about them. Does a female character take her husband's last 
name when she marries? Did she keep her own? Hyphenate her name? Or did both members of 
the couple take on a new hyphenated name? 
 
What about first names? Maybe a character's parents had an odd sense of humor--Christopher 
Christopher. Or gave them an unusual name like David Beckham's children: Brooklyn, Romeo, 
Cruz and Harper Seven. Are they a jr, III, IV?  
 
You also need to think about where a person comes from and when. You don't want to give a 
historical character a name that didn't exist in the time of the book, or with the spelling that is 
used to today, so you probably wouldn't have a female character named Sydney or a Mackenzie 
in your Regency romance.  
 
Spend some time on Behindthename.com to research just the right name for your character. 
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Stereotypes and Archetypes 
 
We all have preconceived notions about people. We make them on the spot the minute we see 
someone. Sometimes we immediately reject them, or chastise ourselves for making them in the 
first place. Sometimes we don't. Sometimes a stereotype is found to be justified, but just as often 
they're not. The things is, we all carry around this baggage depending on who we are, how we 
were raised and where we're from. Don't worry about this. In fact, you can use it to your 
advantage by playing with stereotypes when creating your characters. Think about common 
stereotypes and decide if you want your character to conform to them or to debunk them.  
 
Now, while a stereotype is an oversimplification of a type of person, an archetype is a type of 
person after which others model themselves. They are the original, the perfect example of a type 
of person: superman, dracula, and so on. A stereotype is a caricature, the archetype is the 
original. 
 
There are lots of different archetypes (I'll attach a couple lists of them). Just remember as you're 
reading through the lists, you characters don't need to conform to just one archetype. They could 
be a blend of a couple of them.  
 
Getting to know your characters 
 
As you can imagine, it's really important to know what sort of people your characters are, where 
they come from, and what's important to them. In order to write honestly from the point of view 
of your protagonist (or antagonist), you need to really be able to get into their head.  
 
I like to use "Method Writing". It's similar to Method Acting as described by the great teacher 
Constantine Stanislavski. He taught that to bring characters to life you need to dig deep into your 
own life and tap into experiences you have had that are similar or have brought about similar 
experiences to those of the character within the play (or in this case, book).  
 
For example, I may have never been a magical person learning how to use my magic, but I have 
learned how to use different abilities which I possess (learning to write, learning to draw, etc) and 
have experienced the frustration of trying something and have it not work right at first and then, 
later, wonder at it when it does, when I am able to do whatever it is I'm trying to learn how to do. 
I tap into the feelings I felt when I experienced these things to write the frustration and then joy 
when my hero tries (and fails, at first) to learn how to use his magic.  
 
The key is to get into the character's head. Understand where they come from, what baggage 
they're carrying around with them -- anything from childhood abuse to having grown up 
sheltered and now have to deal with problems they'd never thought they'd have to face.  
 
Relaxation exercises help to rid yourself of your own skin and mentally put yourself into that of 
your character. The key is--just like an actor--to become your character. Think like them. Speak 
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like them. Act like them--in your own head. And then transfer all of that on to the page. To do so 
most easily, I'll write in first person and then, if I want the book to be in third person, change the 
pronouns later.  
 
The key is to write honestly and fearlessly and then you'll have fantastic, true-to-life characters.   
 
Homework: Find a face. Troll the internet, the society pages, Entertainment tonight, whatever 
you want, but find a face and create a character from it. Don't tell me who the person truly is, but 
create a new one.  To help you out, use the Character Worksheet in the Worksheet Folder of the 
Files section for this group. Remember, this is just an exercise. You don't ever have to use this 
character ever again--or you can choose to do this for your current work-in-progress. 
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Now that we’ve got our characters all sorted out, let’s turn our attention to the next big thing 

we’ve got to worry about as we sit down to write our novels. The plot. What is a plot? 

If you immediately said, “well, duh, it’s what happens in the book.” Then, yes, you’re right, but 

there’s more to it than that – naturally. Plot is cause and effect. It’s stimulus and response. 

Something happens and your characters respond to that. That causes something else to 

happen, which leads to another response, and so it goes, you’ve got a plot. Here’s a very simple story I 

like to use as an example: 

I had a headache. 

 

That’s it. I had a headache. Is that a plot? No. Of course not. We’ve got our stimulus – a 

conflict, if you will, the headache, but so far no response. So here’s my response. 

I went to the bathroom to find some aspirin. 

 

Sounds good so far? Yeah, boring, but it’s the beginning of a story, the germ of a plot. Let’s 

add in a little more conflict, some tension. 

When I looked in the cabinet for the aspirin, I found the bottle, but it was empty. 

 

Ooooh! Suspense, right? I’ve got a splitting headache, I go to the bathroom and find the bottle 

of aspirin empty. Who took the last pills without buying any more? Why did they do this? Is this part 

of a larger plot to incapacitate me? Why would someone want me out of the way? Is there going to be 

even more, bigger, more horrible things happening to me to ensure that I stay out of the way? 

Hopefully, these are all the thoughts going through my reader's mind. And I repeat, hopefully! 

:-) 

 

Well, I'm very sorry to say that none of the above is true. I live with teenagers. They do this 

sort of thing all the time. 

I grabbed my purse, slipped on my shoes and jacket, and head out to CVS to buy some more aspirin. 

Opening the front door, I found a spaceship just landing on my lawn. 

 

Ok, now we’re really getting somewhere! Which is the perfect time to take a break from this 

incredibly exciting story and talk about story structure. 
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Story structure is “the organization of the component parts of a story and the way those 

components interrelate. It takes all of these component parts (plot, character, dialogue, setting, 

POV, everything) and braids them into an integrated whole where each piece supports every other 

piece.” As you would expect of a structure, there is a pre-determined way all of these parts fit and 

work together. The most basic structure, which you may have learned in high school, is called 

Freytag’s Pyramid. It looks like this: 

 

 
Our story starts with a set-up – an establishment of who the main characters are, what the 

protagonist’s goal is, and possibly the antagonist’s goal as well. You want this set-up to be a short as 

possible so that you can delve right into that rising action – ie, the exciting part. 

So, how does our plot develop? Well, things get worse. Think about my headache for a 

minute. I started with a minor conflict (the headache) and then things proceeded to get worse (no 

aspirin), and then even worse (spaceship landing on my front lawn). Life’s not exactly looking up for 

me here, is it? And it doesn’t seem as if my headache is going to go away anytime soon. 

Things just keep going from bad to worse. This is how we make our stories exciting and 

fun to read (ok, yes, reading about a woman with a headache is not exactly exciting and fun, but bear 

with me, I have introduced a spaceship into my story, haven’t I?) 

I want to point out one more thing here – I (your protagonist) am not passive. As I mentioned 

this in an earlier class – you need your protagonist to be active. Life cannot happen to them, they need 

to take control and be active in making things worse for themselves as they try to make things better. 

To that end, let’s go on with our story. 
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Because I am an active protagonist, I am not going to run back into my house and call the 

police or anything whimpy like that. No, instead I got angry. I spend a lot of time and effort making my lawn 

beautiful and I really don’t appreciate some random spaceship coming along and burning a hole in it! So I marched right 

up to that spaceship and start banging on the side, yelling for all I’m worth for them to get their blasted thing off of my 

lawn. 

We are well into the rising action of my story. I have slipped right through the turning point 

of the set up where I established who I was and what my goal is (I’m a woman with a headache, my 

goal is to get rid of it) and moved into the action (going out to CVS for aspirin only to find the 

spaceship on my lawn). 

Turning points, by the way, are events in the plot where something happens that turns the 

story around in a new direction, raising the stakes and creating a new, more difficult struggle for the 

protagonist and, sometimes by extension, the antagonist. 

In this section of rising action, we are going to encounter all sorts of complications – why? 

Well, they keep the story moving forward. They make the conflict more difficult to resolve and 

impact the direction of the story and the development of the characters. 

There can also be, and usually are reversals. These are important because they make things 

interesting. The reversal can be anything as simple as the hero going from happy to sad, alive to dead, 

or single to married. In my story, I’m going from annoyed and in pain to downright furious and in 

even more pain. 

As we move further up the slope toward our climax, we want to create suspense for the reader 

– will I ever get rid of this headache? What’s going to happen when I bang on the spaceship? Will I 

ever make it to CVS or will I be reduced to a puddle of goo before I can make it to my car? To help 

establish suspense there’s a wonderful tool used by authors called Chekov’s gun. It is, essentially, 

foreshadowing. 

The idea is that the play-write Anton Chekov pointed out that if there is a gun on the wall in 

the scenery of a play in the first act, then at some point during the play that gun will be taken down 

and used. The suspense lies in the fact that we know this will happen. We don’t know who will use it 

and who will be on the wrong end of it. This uncertainty of outcome, I like to refer to as “author as 

evil bastard”. You have to be evil to your characters, and even a bit evil to your reader. You create 
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suspense and keep your reader hanging within it for as long as possible, and you’ve got to be 

horrible to your beloved characters (bad things have to happen to them) otherwise, you won’t have an 

interesting story. 

Ok, I think I’ve kept you suspense long enough – on with my story. 

 

As soon as I banged my fist against the spaceship sitting on my lawn, screaming as loud as I could, calling those 

inside all sorts of nasty names, a door opened with all of the whoosh and steam that Hollywood has made us come to 

expect from such an event. 

A tall, gangly alien in long, dark, flowing robes marched out. 

 

I tried not to gape. I tried to stop my knees from trembling. I tried to hold my bladder, but something might 

have slipped out--I'll admit to nothing. He looked about for a moment, trying to find the source of the noise that must 

have been reverberating throughout his craft. 

Finally, he focused on me. 

 

A few long strides and he stood directly in front of me holding a long tube. Slowly, as I stood there trembling, 

wondering frantically where all my neighbors were on this beautiful spring day, he raised the tube and pointed it directly 

at my face. 

This is the climax of my story. I have reached a point of no return. I have done something 

and I can’t take it back, I’ve gone too far and only now that I’m standing here out on this precipice do 

I realize that I may have made a mistake by embarking on this journey. But it’s too late. I can’t go 

back. I’ve got no choice but to go on. This is common in novels and even something to plan on, as 

you’ll see when I go over other forms of story structure. 

The moment the tube is pointed in my direction I start stammering, apologizing all over myself. My eyes dart 

this way and that. Where are my neighbors are and why they haven’t called the police? 

This is the falling action – it falls fast in my short story. Before I know it, I’ve reached the 

crisis or black moment of my story. 

 

This is where I know that I’m dead. Your hero has gotten herself into such a nasty situation 

that there is no hope for her at all: she is dead, the story is over – except that there are too many pages 

left. This is the point in a mystery where the detective has figured out the mystery and gone to 

confront the murderer without telling anyone where they were going. 
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It is at this point that whatever strengths your hero has been hiding up till now will come to 

the fore – including strengths she didn’t even know she possessed. In short, she gets herself out of 

this really nasty situation--frequently by herself, or, sometimes with the help of allies she has 

developed through the story. 

In my story, I don’t quite get myself out of it, but luck is on my side. 

 
An odd voice began. “So sorry about the lawn,” it said. 

 
I looked up at the alien, but its mouth... well, it didn't have one! And then I realized that the sound was 

coming from the tube! 

“We were just passing buy and thought we’d say ‘hi’," the voice said, rather apologetically. "Didn't mean 

to cause any harm. Friends?" 

This is the oh-so-exciting conclusion to my story. The conclusion to your novel will, 

obviously, be a lot more complicated and wonderful. You’ve got to tie up all the loose ends you’ve 

created throughout the story and make them into a pretty bow. 

Very quickly, Freytag’s Pyramid is the simplest form of story structure, as I mentioned 

before. Others include the "W" or Four Part Structure: 
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And the traditional Three Act Structure (from Alicia Rasley): 
 

 
And finally, Michael Hauge’s Six-Part Structure: 



  Chapter One with Meredith Bond 
  FTHRW March 2016 Workshop  20 

 
 Copyright Meredith Bond 2016 – FOR STUDENT USE ONLY – DO NOT COPY 

 
 

For tonight’s homework: Think about your story and which structure you think it might fit into – 

each story is individual so it’s quite possible that the story you’re writing now will fit nicely into the 

four part structure, while the story you will be writing next year will fit better into a three act 

structure. Play with them. Have fun! 

I've included in the Files Section, a longer description of Michael Hauge's structure, as well as 

worksheets for the "W" structure (the most commonly used) and Hauge's structure. 

Tomorrow we'll look at a different story structure, the Hero's Journey. Until then, if you have any 

questions, don't hesitate to ask! 

Merry 
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The hero's journey concept arose from the work of Joseph Campbell. He was a researcher of stories, 

myths, reading and analyzing thousands from all over the world and throughout history. 

What he found, in his studies, was that all myths have the same basic structure—he called this 

structure the monomyth. 

Basically, all myths ask the same basic questions, questions of humanity: Who am I? Where do I 

come from? What will happen to me after I die? Myths are the stories of life from birth, through 

puberty, to marriage and finally to death. They try to explain all of our life's big turning points. 

Campbell described his concept of the monomyth in the famous book, The Hero With a 

Thousand Faces. Why a thousand faces? Because every story-teller bends the mythic pattern to his 

own purpose. The journey told could be an outward journey to another place, another time, or 

another world. The journey told could be an inward journey of the heart, mind or spirit. The point is 

that the hero grows and changes. He goes from despair to hope, weakness to strength, innocence to 

wisdom. 

For the purpose of this class, because Campbell's journey is very complicated, I like to use a 

simplified version of the hero's journey—the one described by Christopher Vogler in his fantastic 

book, The Writer's Journey. 

Our hero's journey starts out in the ordinary world. This is the set-up of our story. We need to see 

the hero in his ordinary world in order to better understand who he is, where he's going and how he 

grows and changes. This is when the protagonist's character is established. For my examples of the 

hero's journey, I'm going to be referring to two movies -- The Wizard of Oz and Shrek. So, in WOO 

(Wizard of Oz), Dorothy is shown at her home, her aunt and uncle's farm. Shrek is shown in the 

opening credits of the movie in his swamp, bathing in mud and performing his morning ablutions. 

There is a call to adventure where the hero is presented with a problem, challenge or adventure to 

undertake. In a mystery, the call to adventure is when a detective is asked to take on a new case; in a 

romance, it's where the hero and heroine meet. The call to adventure establishes the stakes of the 

game and makes clear the hero's goal—to win the treasure, find the murderer, get the lover, 

whatever it is. What's at stake is often expressed in the form of a story question: Will Dorothy 
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every get back home? Will Shrek get his swamp back from the fairytale creatures? The motivation 

for this goal is made clear and urgency is added. 

Our hero can plainly see that this call to adventure is not a good idea. It's dangerous to him either 

physically or emotionally. He decided that he really doesn't want to go. This is called the refusal of 

the call. It's really fear of the unknown. Dorothy runs away from home, but then runs back again 

only to get caught up in the tornado. Shrek refuses to allow the fairytale creatures to take over his 

swamp, so he sets out for Durac to convince Lord Farquad to move them. 

It will take a mentor to convince our hero to get off his duff and get out there. To help, the 

mentor will give the hero something he’ll need along the road—it could be a physical object (a 

weapon, a book or some sort of magical object) or it could be an idea or knowledge. The 

relationship between the mentor and hero is a very special one, usually mimicking the bond between 

a parent and child, teacher and student or even God and man. But the mentor can’t stay with the 

hero for his entire journey. He can start out the journey with him, and help as he goes, but the 

mentor will have to either leave, disappear or die so that the hero can learn that he’s capable of 

doing this on his own. In WOO, Glinda shows Dorothy the road to Oz and gives her the ruby 

slippers. She then disappears and doesn’t reappear until the end of the movie in order to give 

Dorothy the knowledge of how to get home. Shrek doesn’t really have a mentor. Donkey fulfills the 

roll off and on, but he doesn’t give Shrek a present to help him along the way, unless you count his 

continued presence a gift. 

Once the hero has accepted the fact that he’s going to go on this journey, he crosses a threshold—

this is usually, actually, a physical threshold or door. This is when the story really begins 

—when the spaceship takes off, the ship sails, the romance begins, the clues begin to be learned, etc. 

It marks the turning point between act one and act two. Dorothy sets off on the yellow brick road, 

Shrek goes through the turnstile into Durac. This is where the stakes increase and contrasts become 

more obvious. It’s sometimes possible that there are guardians at the threshold which need to be 

fought in order for the hero to pass through (to do so, the protagonist usually has to use the 

guardians’ own strength against them). 

Once on his way, our hero will meet friends (allies) and foes (enemies) and go through a 

number of tests and he’s got to learn the rules of this new world. This is where our hero will do the 

most growing—as mentioned before, tests allow us (and the hero) to see exactly what he’s made of. 
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You, the author, need to know exactly what weapons your hero has at his disposal—what are his 

decision and coping skills, what strengths does he have (intellectual, physical or magical). Dorothy 

makes friends with the Scarecrow, Tin Man and Lion, enemies with the apple trees, witch and has to 

deal with flying monkeys. She also has to endure all sorts of odd tests (apples being thrown at her, 

poppies which make her sleep, etc). Shrek has allied himself with Donkey, for better or for worse, 

and undergoes tests such as the fight with Farquad’s knights and later the dragon. All of these tests 

move the hero closer to his internal goal as well—many of them will not only test the hero externally 

(fights), but emotionally as well. 

Our hero comes, at last, to the edge of a dangerous place. Sometimes it’s underground, or in a deep 

cave or a dark castle. It’s where the object of his quest is hidden, and it’s usually the headquarters of 

the hero’s greatest enemy. This stage is called the approach to the inmost cave. 

When the hero enters this place, he will cross the second major threshold. He’ll pause here to 

prepare and plan and may need to outwit some more gate guardians. This is, of course, the Wicked 

Witch’s castle in WOO, and the dragon’s castle in Shrek. Remember that long, scary bridge Shrek 

and Donkey have to cross to get to the dragon’s lair? That was the threshold. Stakes are getting 

raised here, motivation is increased. In a romance, this could be where the hero and heroine become 

intimate and deep things are revealed. 

The supreme ordeal is the black moment or climax of the journey. It’s where the hero hits bottom 

in a direct confrontation with his greatest fear. He faces the possibility of death and is brought to 

the brink in a battle with a hostile force. In a romance, the death faced by the hero may simply be 

the temporary death of the relationship. This is the critical moment of the story where the hero 

must die, or appear to die, so that he can be born again. In WOO, this is where Dorothy is captured 

by the Wicked Witch and we’re sure she’s never going to get out. Shrek, of course, battles the 

dragon. The ordeal costs the hero something to get through and he will frequently lose something in 

this battle—trust, a friend, faith. 

But he does get through which leads him to his reward (or seizing the sword). Having survived 

“death”, the hero now takes possession of the treasure he’s come for. It could be a magical object 

(the Holy Grail), some elixir which will heal the wounded land, or knowledge (how to get two 

hostile forces to reconcile or who the murderer is). In a romance, this is where the hero and heroine 

consummate their relationship. Dorothy escapes from the Witch’s castle with the broomstick, Shrek 

escapes with the princess. But the reward often comes with emotional consequences. Also, while the 
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hero has his reward, the villain is still out there, he hasn’t been defeated yet (Dorothy’s not yet home 

and Farquad is still there waiting for Shrek to return with the princess). Rewards can also be 

opportunities. They are a calm before the storm. 

With his reward in hand, our hero will now journey back to his ordinary world (the road back) as 

we move into act three. But that villain who is still out there, will be following—frequently in some 

terrific chase scene. Dorothy returns to see the Wizard, now, with broomstick in hand. 

Shrek isn’t chased by the villain, he is willingly going toward him, falling in love with the princess 

along the way. 

As he is travelling back, the hero needs to think about what he’s returning to—he needs to re-

evaluate his ordinary world and his place in it. If one goal is achieved by this point, they need to 

realize that there is another, bigger goal still to be attained. 

Before the hero can go back to his ordinary world, though, he has to go through a sort of 

resurrection (sometimes figuratively, sometimes literally). This is often a second life-and-death 

moment—death and darkness get in one last, desperate shot before being finally defeated. Dorothy 

almost gets away with the Wizard, but then hops out of the balloon’s basket at the last minute to go 

chasing after Toto. Shrek goes to the church where the princess is about to marry Farquad and has 

to fight for the princess all over again. The conflict must be dealt with in both a physical and 

emotional way. Losing is a distinct possibility and the hero needs to recognize just what that loss 

would mean. 

Finally, the hero is successful, and returns home to his ordinary world with the reward. If the hero 

doesn’t return, the entire journey has been pointless. He’s got to go back with his elixir, treasure, or 

knowledge or else he’s doomed to do it all over again. Dorothy returns to Kansas firm in the 

knowledge that “there’s no place like home”. Shrek returns to his swamp with the princess, love and 

a better understanding of people. The hero now has more to offer the world and returning to the 

ordinary world is them offering it. 

Very quickly, Campbell’s original hero’s journey looks like this (keep in mind as you read this that 

Campbell was a devout Christian, and a lot of his hero’s journey has strong Christian overtones): 

 Call to Adventure 
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 Refusal of the Call 

 Supernatural Aid (the mentor) 

 Crossing the First Threshold 

 Belly of the Whale: the inmost cave—Campbell also called this the “world-wide 

womb”. The whale reference is to Jonah in the biblical story. 

 The Road of Trials 

 Meeting with the Goddess: the personification of perfection and yet a fearsome, 

dangerous female figure: mother, sister or bride 

 Woman as Temptress: a woman or love-interest who tries to lure the hero away from his 

goal 

 Atonement with the Father: the father is an authority figure. As the hero achieves his 

goals, he takes on his own responsibilities and comes to embody the father figure 

himself. 

 Apotheosis: the hero’s becomes omnipotent or god-like in his knowledge 

 The Ultimate Boon: the reward 

 Refusal of Return 

 Magic Flight: the road back 

 Rescue from Without: fighting with the villain and finally vanquishing him 

sometimes with outside help 

 Crossing the Return Threshold 

 Master of Two Worlds: the hero sharing his knowledge or prize with the ordinary 

world 
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You might think that setting is important in a novel because we want to be able to see where 

our characters are, and you’d be right. The very first thing we want to do in the beginning of the 

book—at the beginning of every scene—is to “ground” your reader. That is, to show the reader where 

the characters are and when. It doesn’t have to take a lot of time or words, but just so that our reader 

isn’t hanging out in a black box of nothingness. 

But there’s actually a lot more to setting than just that. Setting can be used to develop larger 

themes, conflict and even the characters. First we’ll look generally at setting in a novel, and then I’ll 

spend a little time going over world building for fantasy and science fiction novels. 

Once your reader is grounded, the first thing that you might expect setting to do is to create 

atmosphere. One of my most favorite examples of this is the famous sentence by Edward Bulwer-

Lytton from his novel, Paul Clifford: 

"It was a dark and stormy night; the rain fell in torrents—except at occasional intervals, when it was checked 

by a violent gust of wind which swept up the streets (for it is in London that our scene lies), rattling along the housetops, 

and fiercely agitating the scanty flame of the lamps that struggled against the darkness." 

That sentence, in one lovely burst of purple prose, sets the scene—time, place and 

atmosphere—for the reader. We know exactly what we’re going to be getting into in this book when 

reading that sentence. This is not going to be a happy tale. It’s not set in the modern day (although it 

was contemporary for Bulwer-Lytton), and we know exactly where we are – London. Nothing is left 

out, only a wonderful anticipatory chill is left with the reader. 

Now, I am certainly not advocating that you write beginning sentences like that (if you do want 

to, there’s a whole contest for hugely long, but grammatically correct, first sentences called the Bulwer-

Lytton Prize). I’m saying that with your setting, you need to create an atmosphere—whether it is a 

gothic atmosphere (like Bulwer-Lytton’s) or that of a warm, sunny day at the beach where your 

characters are relaxing and taking a break from their hectic lives (which very well might be on its way 

to attack them even on their day off). Use the opportunity of the setting to give more than a time and 

place to your reader, give them a feeling. 

Setting may also determine the pacing of your story. If your novel is set in London or New 

York, or some other large bustling city, it’s a pretty good bet that your story will match the pacing of 

the city. Likewise, if it’s set out in the country or suburbs, that slower pace of life might be reflected in 

the slower pace of your story.  On the other hand, there’s nothing more interesting than irony, so 

having a slow paced book in New York and a quick-paced suspense set in the boondocks, could be a 

lot fun. 



  Chapter One with Meredith Bond 
  FTHRW March 2016 Workshop  27 

 
 Copyright Meredith Bond 2016 – FOR STUDENT USE ONLY – DO NOT COPY 

Setting can also create conflict. Remember how I mentioned that conflict could be a desert, an 

ocean or a tornado? That’s also, obviously, a major part of your setting. Even the season in which your 

story is set, or the time of day could provide conflict for your story. (For an interesting example of 

this, attached is the prologue and beginning of The Color of Magic by Terry Pratchett – pay particular 

attention to the footnote in the first chapter for a fantastic description of the world.) 

Setting can also be a character in your story—yes, a character, just like any other person or 

creature. It can grows and change just like a character. It impacts the protagonist or antagonist and can 

contribute to the resolution of the story or the conflicts of the protagonist. A great example of this is 

The Beach House by Mary Alice Monroe. Read the beginning of the first chapter. She does 

something really fantastic: she uses the cinematic trick of the long-shot— a wide view of a geographic 

area—and then narrows it down—coming in closer to a town—and then further down—coming in to 

a street—and closer—to a house—and right on down to our hero (or in this case heroine). 

Another impact that setting has on characters, is to be an excellent medium with which we can 

show how our characters grow. Have you ever gone back to your childhood home, or the 

neighborhood where you grew up? Do things look exactly the same as when you were a child? 

Probably not. 

If you haven’t been there for a long time, everything looks smaller (because you’ve grown) and 

different, even if nothing has changed (because you have). So, too, can we show how a character 

grows and changes by showing how a setting looks different to her adult eyes or eyes which now have 

experiences that they didn’t before. 

For example: imagine two boys who go into the woods to play. It’s a fantastic place to play, to 

create stories, to interact with nature, watch bugs or climb trees. Until the boys encounter a bear. They 

turn and run back the way they came, but they get turned around in their fright. No longer are the 

woods a fun and wonderful place. Now it’s a dark and scary place. 

Noises that were ignored before are suddenly loud and frightening—could it be the bear? 

Shadows that were friendly now take on new meaning. What was once a warm and friendly place to 

play is now a terrifying place filled with danger—all within half an hour. The woods haven’t changed. 

The boys have. 

Another trick of setting used in Monroe’s book is to use it as a reflection for the conflict that is 

going on in the story. In The Beach House, the story centers around a mother and daughter. The 

mother is terminally ill, trying to fix up her house (literally and figuratively) before she becomes too ill 

to do so. Throughout the story, the lead characters make repairs to the house and to their relationship 
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which has deteriorated over the years. Another author is does this very well is Brenda Novak who has 

set a novel in the desert—reflecting how the protagonist is emotionally lost within her life, not 

knowing where to go; and another where the hero lives on a houseboat—unable to commit to one 

place, let alone one woman. 

So think about where you are setting your story. What impact does it have on the pacing and 

the characters. Does it reflect the story’s conflicts? Can you use it ironically (a funeral set on a bright, 

sunny summer day where the birds’ song mocks at the heroine’s loss and depression)? Use your setting 

to provide deeper meaning to your story. 

Finally, a word on info dumps. Please don’t. If you want to describe your setting, try not to do 

so in one huge paragraph. Your reader won’t actually read it thoroughly and it stops the forward 

momentum of your story, dead. Try to build in the description of your setting into the story, blended 

in with what your characters are doing and their dialogue. And also, please don’t forget to use all five 

senses to describe your setting—what it feels like, how it smells, what sounds can your characters hear 

around them. It really brings the setting to life. 

Now, on to World Building. 

What’s the difference between fantasy and science fiction? 

In science fiction, the science involved in the story needs to be something that could possibly 

exist, if we only had the technology to create it. In fantasy, that’s not true, you can have anything as 

long as it’s explained to the reader. Anything is possible. Science fiction readers are extremely 

particular about their science, and extremely knowledgeable. Fantasy readers are open and waiting to 

suspend belief with proper motivation. 

The key to both is that you’ve got a blank slate. You don’t have to set your story on Earth, or 

even an Earth-like planet. You don’t have to have anything even remotely relating to the society, 

economic structure or political system which we take for granted. It would be easier if you do, but you 

don’t have to. You get to start from the ground up (or down, if you prefer—as Eoin Colfer did with 

his YA Artemis Fowl series about the faeries who live underground). The key to creating a believable 

world is to answer the key questions: why? How? And what are the implications? Why do people 

behave the way they do? How do they live? What are the implications of the physical aspects of their 

world and of any new inventions you create? 

Your story can be set any time you want—past, present or future. But if it’s in the past watch 

out for anachronisms (unless you are writing Steam Punk in which case you have to explain how 

inventions work). You can’t have electricity before it was invented. You can’t have toilets in the 
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Middle Ages. And because you don’t have these things, there will be smells (wood burning, and 

others), cold, discomfort, different sounds as well (or lack there-of—there won’t be the comforting 

sound of the furnace coming to life when you put up the thermostat because there won’t be a 

thermostat to adjust). 

If you create new inventions in a futuristic world, you need to think about the impact of those 

inventions on people’s lives and, quite possibly, on the environment (imagine if the inventors of the 

early gasoline-powered vehicles had thought ahead to consider the environment impact of thousands 

of miles of asphalt roads and drilling for gasoline and other fuels—might we still be riding horses?). 

And finally, what about magic? Magic is a wonderful thing for a fantasy story. You can have 

magical creatures (vampires, werewolves, witches, etc) and you have an endless array of possibilities. 

Therefore, the first thing that you need to do if there is going to be magic in your story is to create 

rules for the use of this magic. 

If you have magic creatures you need to define them—can your vampire survive only on 

human blood or can he drink animal blood or synthetic? Does he combust in sunlight, or sparkle? It 

doesn’t matter what you call your creatures, as long as you define them. 

If you have people who can wield magic, do they need tools (a magic wand or potion) to do 

so? Can anyone learn magic or is it inherited? What is the price for doing magic (there is always a 

price) and what are the consequences of using it? Are the people who can use magic an elite class or 

are they looked down upon, hunted and killed? 

Is there a special language used in your story? If you’ve got aliens, or even just foreigners who 

speak another language, you’re going to have to indicate to your reader that these people are not 

speaking the English in which their words are written—because you cannot assume that your reader 

understands whatever language they’re actually speaking. Feel free to sprinkle in a foreign word here 

and there to add flavor, but be sure the word is easily understood in context or defined for the reader 

in some way: 

“When do you take tiffin?” 

“I usually have lunch at about 12:30, thanks.” 

Also be careful of made-up words. If you are describing a creature that your hero sees and it’s 

small, white, with two short forelegs and two longer back legs and a small fluffy tail, calling it a 

“schleep” isn’t going to make it any less of a rabbit. If it’s a rabbit, please call it a rabbit. If, however, 

the creature is actually purple with five ears and three eyes and is plotting to take over the world, then, 

by all means call it the “Quic” that it is. 
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The most important thing you need to remember in creating a fantasy world is that once you 

create the rules, you cannot break them. No matter what. If you do, you will lose the faith of your 

readers. So, if your hero gets three wishes from a genie and manages to get himself shackled in a deep, 

dark dungeon, he doesn’t suddenly get a fourth wish to get him out there. At that point, he’s got to use 

his wits or pray for divine intervention (speaking of which, you could tic-off a lot of readers if you use 

deus ex machina: a god swooping in the save the day, and your hero will have not have carried out that 

most important part of his development – saving himself and thereby showing that he’s learned 

something). 

Homework: Write a paragraph that shows your world. Don’t make the description the only 

thing in the paragraph, though, include some action and dialogue in there as well. 
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Point of View 

 
Point of view is one thing that really pulls your readers into your story. It can also shove them away 

or keep them at arm’s length. You need to decide just how close you want your reader to be to your 

protagonist, antagonist and any other POV character, and why you want your reader there. So, let’s 

first take a look at the different types of point of view – warning some of this may be obvious or a 

refresher for many of you, so to make it easy for you to skim, I’ll label each one clearly. Do skim over 

these though, even if you feel confident in your knowledge – who know, maybe I’ll tell you 

something you don’t already know. 

Please note, there are samples of each type of POV in the Files section and they are named here as 

well. 

First Person: (example The Lightning Thief, Rick Riordan) is “I”. The story is told from the 

point of view of a main character in the story. It doesn’t need to be the protagonist, although it 

normally is. The key to writing in the first person is that you’ve got to know who your character is 

addressing. Are they addressing a friend, a relative or the reader. You could put the story into a 

“frame” – a larger story of some people getting together where one of them is the story teller. In a 

frame, you begin the book with the people getting together and the story teller beginning his tale, 

and then end the story with him or her wrapping up the tale. A book written in the first person 

could also include an epistolary tale (where the entire story is told through letters or emails), or a 

diary. 

If your point of view character is telling the story to someone in particular it is possible that they 

could lie about what happened – think Holden Caulfield in The Catcher In The Rye. Or your 

storyteller could have psychological problems which distorts the information in their own mind, 

such as in One Flew Over the Cukoo’s Nest. 

There are advantages and disadvantages to writing in the first person. In a first person tale, your 

reader is as close as they can possibly get to the story and the narrator. They, in essence, become the 

“I” seeing what they see, feeling what they feel. This can be terrific if you’re writing an emotional 

story, then your reader is right there with you for the ride. It can be upsetting for the reader if the 

narrator is either lying or mentally disturbed. But if you want your reader to be really close to the 

action and the emotions of the narrator, by all means, consider writing your story in first person. 
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The problem with first person is the same problem that we all face in our own lives. We can only live 

in the head of the narrator. We see what they see. We know what they know. They can only see from 

their own limited first person perspective. They can’t see someone else doing something if they’re not 

present. They can’t know how another person is feeling unless that person tells the narrator or shows 

it. This is good and bad. It helps the author if you’re writing a mystery where you don’t want the 

reader to know everything or else the mystery would be too easy to solve. Limiting what the reader 

knows can be a handy trick. On the other hand, it also limits you, the author, from showing action 

that might take place where the narrator is not present. And it limits the reader from really, deeply 

feeling the emotions of other characters in the story. So you might want to consider – 

Third Person. Using the pronoun “he” or “she”. The reader is kept a step away from the action. 

How far depends on which type of third person the story is written in. 

Single third is where the story is written from one person’s point of view. You stay in that one 

person’s head for the entire story. This is as close to first person as possible, even though you’re using 

different pronouns. 

Multiple third is where you tell the story from a couple different points of view (you don’t want 

to show it from too many different points of view because that could confuse readers). 

Romances are frequently written in multiple third where one scene will be written in the hero’s point 

of view and the next in the heroine’s point of view, and you switch back and forth from scene to 

scene. The rules for writing in multiple third is that the only time you would switch from one 

person’s head to another is during either a fight where you want your reader to know what each 

person is thinking (frequently there is a misunderstanding between the two characters), or during sex 

where you want your reader to feel what each person is feeling. (Example: The Merry Marquis by 

Meredith Bond) 

If you switch heads more often than every scene or the occasional fight or sex scene, you could 

quickly fall into what’s called “head-hopping”. That’s where the narrative switches from the head of 

one character, then a paragraph or a page later, to the head of another character, and then back again. 

This can get really confusing for the reader and also pushes them further away from the story – we 

can’t get close to one person if we’re constantly being jerked in and out of heads. (Example: Heart 

of the Sea by Nora Roberts). 
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Second Person was almost never used, but is popping up more and more (which I had to admit, I 

find really odd). It is where the pronoun used is “you”. There is one children’s series which used to 

be very popular called “Choose Your Own Adventure” which used this. 

Omniscient point of view pulls your reader even further away from the story. In stories written in 

omniscient, we are god. We know everything that’s happening and what everyone thinks about it. 

You are in everyone’s head all the time. There are two types of omniscient point of view. 

Classical omniscient has an outside narrator who is not actually part of the story. Through them we 

learn what happens in the story and we’re constantly reminded that this is a book we’re reading, not a 

real experience. The narrator doesn’t have to be the author, although it frequently is. (Example: Blue 

Shoes and Happiness by Alexander McCall Smith) 

Contemporary Omniscient has a narrator who not only knows what everyone is thinking and 

everything that happens, but comments on it. He’s another character in the book, but he knows 

everything and he’s got an opinion which he frequently shares with the reader. (Example: The Great 

Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald: it seems to be written in the first person, but the story Nick tells is not 

his own, he is simply the narrator who gives his opinion about everything that is going on.) 

And finally… 

 
Objective or camera eye view is as far away as you can set your reader. In this form of point of 

view, we the readers are a fly on the wall. We can see and hear everything that’s going on in the 

story, but we know nothing of what’s going on in anyone’s head at any time, except what they 

outwardly show or say. This can be a very effective tool to use at extremely emotional times in a 

story where the emotion would overwhelm the reader – pulling back and not showing what’s going 

on in the protagonist’s mind actually heightens the emotion (it’s as if they too shut down in order to 

not feel because it’s too overwhelming for them as well). (Example: Harry Potter and the Deathly 

Hallows (7) by J.K. Rowling – she uses this point of view in the prologue so that we can see and 

hear the planning of Lord Valdemort, but not feel any sort of sympathy with him or any of the 

other villains in the book, who are all assembled. The prologue gives information that will be useful 

later, but doesn’t allow for any sort of connection.) 

For an even more intense experience for your reader, you might consider writing in a very deep 

point of view. This can be written in either first or third person, but there is no separation of 



  Chapter One with Meredith Bond 
  FTHRW March 2016 Workshop  34 

 
 Copyright Meredith Bond 2016 – FOR STUDENT USE ONLY – DO NOT COPY 

the character's thoughts and the exposition on the page. The exposition is their thoughts. It is a fully 

immersive read. A wonderful example of this is A Great and Terrible Beauty by Libba Bray, 

which draws us in and makes the action of the book even more intense by being written in the 

present tense, rather than the usual past. 

So what can point of view do for your story? I’ve hinted at some of these already, but let’s 

make them explicit: 

 It gives readers the vicarious experience of the events in the story allowing them to 

live the events and see them through the eyes of the point of view character; 

 it creates an interactive experience by inviting the reader to participate with the 

characters in the story as well as second-guess the character’s decisions and actions; 

 it increases reader identification so the point of view character’s goals and conflicts 

become the reader’s own, for the moment, which, again, keeps the reader involved in 

the story; 

 it can convey or conceal information to create empathy or suspense for the reader 

 it can provide contrast between the apparent and the internal in order to create 

subtext. We know what the character is saying, as opposed to what he is thinking. 

 
 

Another aspect of Point of View you might want to think about is Presentational Writing where 

the "fourth wall" is broken and our characters speak directly to the reader. and Representational 

Writing where the writer (nor characters) ever even acknowledge that there is a reader out there. 

William Goldman's The Princess Bride blends these two forms of writing beautifully. It is a story 

within a story: one written and told by "Goldman" himself (presentational writing as "Goldman" 

tells the reader about his favorite book of all time and how he tried to get his son to read it) and 

the story of The Princess Bride as written by S. Morgenstern (representational writing). 

If you've read The Princess Bride (by Goldman)--and you should because it's an amazing book!--

you'll know that while the presentational writing is fun to read and makes you feel like you're being 

spoken to by a friend, it is the representational writing, "S. Morgenstern's The Princess Bride", 
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where we become truly, emotionally immersed. Representational writing does that. It allows us to 

lose ourselves in the world of the story. 

Homework: take a paragraph or two written in one form of point of view and write it in another. 

Or if you’re writing in third person, take a paragraph written in one person’s head and write if from 

the point of view of another character in the scene. See how things change. Do you get any more 

insights into what’s happening in the scene? 

Oh, and finally, there is, you will notice, a "just for fun POV reading". It's really short. Take a 

glance at it and tell me who's POV that piece of the story is being told from. :-) I was so surprised 

when I read this that, while I copied these pages from the book, I forgot to note down the title of 

the book or the author! 
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Show and tell can be a very complicated subject, so I'm going to remind you that this is a 
survey course. :-) There are entire courses and books written about each subject I'm talking about 
here—show and tell is an extreme example. 

When I talked about story structure, I briefly mentioned the concept of scenes. I did the 
same thing when I spoke about point of view—you want to keep to one point of view within each 
scene. But what is a scene? 

A scene is a unit within your book which has its own distinct structure, like a mini-story of 
its own. You've got a POV character (your hero, heroine or antagonist, or perhaps a really 
important secondary character) who is the protagonist of the scene. They need something. They 
have a goal, and, naturally, therefore, a motivation. There's a setting, action and conflict. And just 
like your overall story structure, the scene contains a set-up (although sometimes it can be a short as 
a sentence or less just to ground your reader in the scene), there is rising action, a turning point 
and/or climax, crisis or black moment and a conclusion (again, the conclusion can be as short as a 
sentence or less, or you can skip that and end your scene with a cliff hanger). 

Scenes need to contain at least two of the following in order to be worthy to take up space 
in your book: 

 They should reveal or develop character 

 Move the overall story forward 

 The main character should be moving toward their goal and (most of the time) getting 

blocked. 

 Tension should heighten 

 The setting or world should be enhanced (more of it explained or shown) 
 

But most importantly, scenes should draw your reader into your book. In order to do that, 
they've got to experience your scenes. They've got to live them just as much as you did when you 
wrote them. In order to get your reader to do that, you need to show your reader your scenes, not 
tell them about them. 

At heart, most writers are storytellers. But there's a definite line between telling a story and showing 

story. Imagine the difference between someone reading your book out loud and someone acting out your 

book, complete with movement and different voices. That's the difference between telling and showing. 

When we read, we want to hear the voices of the characters, see them move, smell the scents around them 

and hear the noises. We want to touch the soft velvet of the rose petals and smell it's delicate scent, not be told that the 

character was holding a rose. 

Here's another example: 
George felt so let down. 

Do you feel how George is feeling? Are you there with him? No? I didn't think so, because 
I'm telling you how he's feeling.  Here, let me show you: 

“George turned and starred out at the ocean through the classroom window. One moment he was sailing along briskly 

and now the wind had all but disappeared. His sails were empty and he was going nowhere. 

What was he going to do? Who would he ask to the dance now? He didn’t want to ask anyone else. He’d wanted 

to go with Lucy. 
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He turned back to her, but she was looking over his shoulder. He glanced behind him to see Doug standing there 

talking with Michael about yesterday’s game. Briefly, he wondered which one she was going with – but what did it matter. She 

wasn’t going with him. 

George caught Lucy’s eye and gave a little shrug of his shoulders. “Oh, yeah, sure, whatever. Not a problem. I’ll, uh, 

talk to you later.” 

You feel a lot more for George now than you did after the one sentence description. I’ve 
made you understand what George is going through. I’ve drawn you in. In the tell sentence, I use the 
word "felt". That's a trigger word. It lets your reader (and you, the author) know that you are telling 
here. You aren't showing. When you start writing dialogue and description, that's when you begin 
showing. 

Many writers will tell their readers things they’ve already shown through dialogue and 
action—it’s as if they’re repeating themselves to make sure their readers get the point. If you come 
across an explanation of what a character is feeling, cut the explanation. If the emotion is still 
shown, the explanation wasn’t needed. If the emotion isn’t shown, rewrite the scene so that it is. 

If the author connects all the dots and then announces the conclusion for the benefit of the 
reader, the writing is less engaging for the reader. 

Now here’s the big BUT: 
Sometimes you do need narrative, you do need to tell. 
When? Well, telling is good for compressing time, action and words. Especially if you’re 

writing a short story, you don’t have the words to spare to show every little detail of everything in the story, 

you have to compress things. 

When your characters are going from one place to another and nothing of significance 
happens along the way—we don’t need all of the details of their journey. Or if they’re doing 
something mundane like: 

“Susan got up out of bed, shuffled to the bathroom and peed. She then brushed her teeth and washed her face. She then 

went back into her bedroom and pulled on the pair of jeans laying on the floor at the foot of her bed. She put on her bra and then 

randomly pulled a shirt out of her closet and put it on.” 

Ok, that tells us what sort of person Susan is, she’s a slob who doesn’t care about what 
she wears or how she looks, and she’s doesn’t have very good cleanliness habits (she didn’t 
shower), but do we really need that much detail to get that info? NO! Ew! That is definitely a case 
where you could tell your reader: “Susan got dressed. She didn’t bother with a shower or even 
clean clothes. She just didn’t care anymore, why should she?” Not only is that enough to tell us 
what she did, but gave us some insights as to why.) 

When we don’t need all of the details of a scene, just a quick summery will do. “I met George 
yesterday, he told me you two had split up.” We don’t need the whole scene with George, we only need the 
important detail that the hero and heroine had split up. Or it could be that part of a scene is told 
and the rest (the important part) is shown. 

Telling also gives the reader a chance to relax a little bit, especially if you are writing a lot of 
really intense scenes with a lot of action or tension. A scene or a part of a scene where there is telling 
lets the reader calm down for a little bit before you throw them back into the fight (or whatever). 

 

GRAMMAR LESSON (one of only a very few and I apologize profusely for it, but it’s important) 
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Active vs. Passive Voice 
An active sentence is one where the subject of the sentence is doing something. 
A passive sentence is where something is being done to the subject and the subject is just 

letting it happen. 
Since we write active, take-charge characters, they’re not going to stand for passive writing. 

They’re not going to just let things happen to them. They are actively going to be engaged in 
what’s happening. Don’t make you strong characters weak by writing in the passive voice. 

Examples: 
Passive Voice: The car was speeding down the road. Active 
Voice: The car raced down the road 

 

Passive: The report was read by Karen. 
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Active: Karen read the report. 
 

Passive: The crash was witnessed by a pedestrian. Active: 
A pedestrian witnessed the crash. 

 

Passive: The author was pelted by tomatoes for using the passive voice. Active: 
(You do it.) 

 
Your goal as the writer is to manipulate the reader's feelings. 

 
Homework: 
Pick one sentence and rewrite it to show rather than tell. Do NOT repeat the sentence, it is 

telling. You need to show how the character got to this point. 
1. Philip felt enraged when the sword fell at his feet. 
2. Susan was so mad she could cry. 
3. Jared was feeling really excited when he stepped through the door. 
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Dialogue is an amazing thing. It’s a fundamental aspect of writing, which, surprisingly a 

number of people have a hard time writing. The trick to writing good dialogue is to not overthink it. 

Honestly! 

This is where that method writing really comes in handy. If you are in your character’s head, 

truly embodying them, then you can play out the scene you’re writing in your head. Some people 

imagine a movie playing in their head and then simply write down everything they “see” and 

“hear”. For others—especially if you’re really into the method writing—you are living the 

experience your character is having, in your mind. When I’m deeply into living and writing a scene, 

I just close my eyes and let it happen. My fingers record everything. At times like that, I’ll usually 

write in first person, since I “am” the POV character and then later, if I actually want the book in 

third person, I’ll go back and change the pronouns. 

When you write this way, living the story as you’re writing it, one really good thing can 

happen and one not so good thing. 

First the good thing: The dialogue you write will pull your reader right into the story 

with you. Because they are “hearing” the characters speak, they become so involved that they 

feel like they’re really there. 

That’s fantastic! That’s just what you want. You want your reader to absolutely lose 

themselves in your writing. You want the outside world to just disappear. The best and easiest way 

for that to happen is with true-to-life, believable dialogue. 

How do you know when your dialogue to true-to-life? Read it out loud. If it sounds 

normal to your ear, it’s right. If you stumble through the words, it’s not quite right and you’ll need 

to work on it a bit to make it more natural. 

Now, the not so good thing about writing as you’re “living” the story, is that you get 

stream of consciousness dialogue. This includes meaningless dialogue. Dialogue that doesn’t 

advance the story or show who your character is. 

All dialogue must have a purpose. If it doesn’t, it’s meaningless and needs to be deleted 

(sorry). 
 

So, let’s take a look at what dialogue can do: 
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It can advance the plot (example: An Exotic Heir by Meredith Bond) In this example, 

we see our hero, Julian, talking with his best friend, Reggie. Reggie's dilemma (having to admit to 

Julian that he got promoted above him even though he started working in their office after Julian) is 

the straw that broke the camel's back in Julian's life. It's the instigating event in the book which sets 

Julian off on his journey—it shoves him out the door, if you will. 

There are conversations like this in many books. It's the point at which the protagonist 

receives some vital piece of information which establishes what they're going to do for the rest of 

the story, and it frequently comes through dialogue, through a conversation. 

Dialogue is also terrific at showing your reader who your character is. You can tell 

where a character is from (Mistress of Spices, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni), what socio-economic 

class their from (Agnes and the Hitman, Jennifer Crusie and Bob Mayer), and when and where 

they're from (A Slight Change in Plans, Glenda Garland). 

You can show your character's personality through their dialogue—how they speak. 

Do they curse? Do they deliberately not curse even when everyone around them does? Do they use 

big words or ordinary shorter words? Do they use contractions? If not, why not? There are so 

many variations in the way we speak, listen to the people around you and then think about how 

your character speaks (taking into consideration his level of education, job, socio-economic 

background, where he grew up, etc). 

Dialogue is also terrific for giving the reader information in a really succinct way 

(Little Women, Louisa May Alcott). It takes fewer words for two people to discuss something, 

than for an author to describe what they're talking about. 

Dialogue can also set the mood for a scene (Restaurant at the End of the Universe, 

Douglas Adams). Depending on where your protagonist is and who he's speaking with, he'll use 

different words, possibly even different grammar (if you're speaking with your English teacher, 

your grammar will probably be a lot better than if you're hanging in your high school hallway with 

your friends). 
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Here are some tips to writing good dialogue: 

 
1) listen to the way people speak. 

2) don't interrupt dialogue with excessive gestures: Here is a conversation that is filled with 

emotion, but the gestures get distracting. 

 

"Why would she do that to me?" George scowled in disgust and threw down his 

newspaper. 

"She was sick, George," said Bertha, placing her hands on his shoulders. 

"I did everything for her!" George sat at the table and buried his head in his 
hands. "Everything." 

"It's not your fault." She sat down next to him. 

George looked up the ceiling and cried out, "Why God! Why would you hand me 

the love of my life and take her away like this?" 

 

Now try removing those excess gestures. Notice how even though the images in your head aren't 

exactly the same as what the author imagined, the emotion is still there, and you're less 

distracted from that emotion. 

 

"Why would she do that to me?" George threw down his 

newspaper. "She was sick, George," said Bertha. 

"I did everything for her! 

Everything." "It's not your fault." 

"Why God!" George cried out. "Why would you hand me the love of my life and 

take her away like this?" 

 

2) don't repeat actions in dialogue and vice versa: 

 

Susan picked up the knife. 

"What are you doing with that knife?" said George. "Please, put it down. I don't 

want to have to hurt you." 

Susan lunged at George. He grabbed her arm but tried not to 

hurt her. "Stop it, Susan! I don't want to hurt you."
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4)leave out the small talk—there is nothing more boring than 

 
"hi!" 

"hi!" 

"how are you?" "Good, you?" 

Just say no. Leave it out and just get to the good part. 
 

Tags: 
 

In written dialogue you can have two different types of tags. Dialogue tags and 

action 

tags. 
 

A dialogue tag tells the reader who said something and, sometimes, how they 

said it. 

 
“I’m busy, come back later,” she muttered. 

“I just have a very quick question,” he said, shifting his weight from foot to 

foot. “Make it quick, I’ve got to finish this,” she said. 

 

 
Action tags are a separate sentence from the dialogue and describes some 

action taken by the speaker of the dialogue. 

“I’m busy, come back later.” She looked up, frowning at him. 

“I just have a very quick question.” He couldn’t seem to keep still. 

“Make it quick, I’ve got to finish this.” She leaned back in her chair, and sighed heavily. 

Or you could have no tags at all: 

“I’m busy, come back 

later.” 

“I just have a very quick 

question.” “Make it quick, I’ve got to 

finish this.” 
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You can only use this last option if you’ve only got two people speaking, and then you can use 

the rule of three—you can have three lines of dialogue before you need to identify who is saying 

what so that your reader doesn’t get mixed up. 

Another aspect of the rule of three is that if you have three speakers, you must tag each line 

of dialogue so that your reader knows who said what. 

“What kind of soup is that?” John asked. 

“Cream of broccoli.” Mary said. She paused before setting 

down the bowl. “You’d better get a trivet. I bet that’s hot,” said the 

table. 

 

 
The key to tags is to use them well. Don’t have your speaker do something that’s impossible—

laugh or growl a very long sentence—you try it. And try not to get too creative with your tags—if 

your characters are always doing something different (exclaim, hiss, thunder, whimper, wail, sob, 

etc) with their words, it gets tiring really fast.  And do your best to not use adverbs in your dialogue 

tags: she said, angrily/sadly/softly/hesitantly/loudly… That just shows that you couldn’t be 

bothered to write an action tag that provides more concrete information. 

The big thing to remember is to put in an action tag over a dialogue tag if you can help it. It 

gives more information, more action or emotion. Or include relatively few tags at all and let your 

dialogue stand on its own. (last example of just what dialogue tags can do for an ordinary 

conversation) 

And one last word about dialogue before I get to the really boring part (ha, didn’t warn about that 

did I?) is concerning vulgar language. When you hear people curse, if you’re used to such language, 

you may not think too much about it. But cursing on a written page has more of an impact on a 

reader than a casual curse dropped in an ordinary conversation. Think about then when you’re 

writing dialogue. 

And now for the Really Boring Part: Grammar! (Eeeeek—er, sorry to the grammar nerds, I am not 

one. Grammar scares me!) 
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Just to make sure that you get this right, because there’s nothing more annoying that 

dialogue written wrong, here are the mechanics of writing different types of sentences: 

1. Steve said,  "Good morning." 
2. "Good morning,"  said Steve. 
3. Steve said,  "Good morning,"  then sat down. 
4. "Ladies and gentlemen,"  said Steve,  "good morning." 
5. "Good morning!" Steve said. 
6. "Is it a good morning?" asked Steve. 

 

 
Homework: Edit some dialogue you’ve already written. Try reading a conversation in your 

story without dialogue tags. Does it make sense? Can you do without the tags altogether or change 

it to an action tag instead? Look for adverbs in your tags and try to eliminate them. Look to see 

what non-verbal communication can be added to create more emotion, meaning or subtext to the 

dialogue. What does your character’s dialogue tell you about that person? 
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Writing is more about revision than actually writing. Good writing takes a lot of drafts—and I 
mean a lot. Personally, I have at least four or five complete passes through my manuscript before 
I send it off to a professional editor who then finds loads more things I might want to change. 

The trick to editing well is to know where your weaknesses as a writer lie. 

I always have trouble with setting, five-senses and deep POV (it’s never deep enough). I know 
that I don’t always put in commas where they’re needed and sometimes put them in where they’re 
not. 

So how do we edit ourselves? 

1. Read your work. Read it out loud. That will allow you to catch all of the stupid errors 
(missing words and the like). 

2. Highlight: Print out your manuscript (yes, I know, a lot of wasted paper, but print it 
double sided and know that those trees have died for a good cause). Grab a handful of 
colorful highlighters or markers and start either highlighting or underling the following 
things: 

a. Emotions 

b. Action/Tension 

c. Magic (if you’re writing paranormal) 

d. Five Senses/description 

e. deep POV/internalizations 

f. underline nonverbal communication in red . 
This will show you, at a glance, what’s missing from your manuscript. There are some 
things that could be highlighted (or underlined) twice. But if you’ve got a lot of white 
page, you know there’s something wrong. Read through and see what’s missing. 

 

I’ve been doing this highlighting for a while… and then I discovered that Margie Lawson, a 
great writing teacher who focuses on emotion in writing, has a copy right on her own version 
of highlighting. This is hers—she calls it the EDITS system: 

g. Emotion 

h. Dialogue 

i. Internalization 

j. Tension/Conflict (orange) 

k. Setting/Description 

l. underline non-verbal communication in red. 
 

You should develop your own system based on your needs, what you know you need to 
watch for. 

3. Look for overused words – see my hand-out with a list of them, as well as a number of 
“garbage words”, those which you can delete and your sentence will read just fine 
without. 
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4. Look for adverbs. You shouldn’t have more than two or three on a page, if you do you 
are telling too much. 

5. Major things to look for when reading (once you’ve done #2 or even while you are doing it): 

a. Characters, are they strong and heroic. 

b. Characters, do they do anything out of character (consistency of character) If my 
heroine is a sweet and gentle girl, she’s not going to suddenly start acting tough. She 
might be brave, but not in your face tough. 

c. Setting and Five senses described well, but not heavily (you don’t want to bore 
your readers with paragraphs of setting description, you want to sprinkle it gently 
through the story). 

d. Pacing – is it appropriate fast for an action scene, slow for a thoughtful scene. 
(Renni Browne's "Self Editing for Fiction Writers" discusses beats and pacing, and is 
very helpful.) 

e. POV – do you head hop? Do you write in the omnipotent point of view without 
intending to? Are you truly in a strong, deep point of view – do we really know 
what our POV character is thinking and feeling throughout the scene? 

f. Strong word choice and good similes without clichés. 

g. Tight writing – no repeating yourself. 

h. Is there plenty of conflict and tension in the scene to keep your reader turning the 
pages. Is there sexual tension? This is a romance, can we feel the attraction the 
hero and heroine have for each other. 

i. Show vs. Tell: Do you show wherever possible and only tell when necessary? 

j. Do your sentences vary in length? Many sentences in a row of the same length can 
get very tiring for a reader. 

 
Everyone has their own process, how they write best (we discussed that briefly when we talked about 

Story Structure), and everyone has their own way that they edit. 

What I do, which may or may not be right for you, is this: 

1. I plot my book and figure out my characters, generally, filling out the Character 
Examination Worksheet to the best of my ability (usually the particular way a character 
speaks isn’t clear until I actually start writing their dialogue). 

2. I then work my way through my outline writing the story. Each day when I sit down to 
write, I’ll read what I wrote the previous day to get back into the story, and I’ll do some 
minor editing, fixing of words that don’t sound right, and such. If I see something that’s 
really awful, I’ll add in a comment (this is all done in Microsoft Word) to rewrite later. 

3. Once the entire book is finished, I let it sit for a week or two and go on to something 
else so that I can look at it with fresh eyes when I return to it. 

4. I’ll read through the whole book, adding in all the description I missed (because I know that 
I will have done so), adding in five-senses, and fixing the dialogue of my lead characters to 
align with the way I now know they speak (it usually evolves as I write the book and get to 
know them better). The way they speak may be dependent on where they’re from and on 
what they do or what sort of person they are. (For example, I came 
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to realize after the book was done, that the hero in my WIP speak very precisely. He 
doesn’t “um…” or “uh…”. He’s a lawyer. When he says something it is direct. If he 
doesn’t know what to say or is unsure of himself, he doesn’t say anything at all. I’ll go 
through the book in this first pass and change his dialogue to reflect this.) 

5. I’ll then print out my book for draft #3, which will be my highlighting. In this run- 
through, I’ll make sure that I’ve got some sort of conflict or tension on just about every 
page, and double check to make sure I’ve got enough five-senses (it’s so important!). 

6. After I’ve made all of the changes necessary, I’ll read through my book one last time for 
grammatical and punctuation errors. I’ll make sure my tenses are all correct and that I don’t 
repeat words too often. I’ll put in commas and take them out (sometimes the very same 
ones—I’ll put it in, take it out, put it in… and then eventually give up knowing that my 
editor will correct it if it’s wrong). 

7. I then send my manuscript off to my editor. She checks for word repetition, grammar and 
punctuation, and to make sure that sentences read correctly and clearly. She’s also a 
historical romance author and will ask me about things that aren’t clear in the story (I love 
my editor—you should love yours too). 

8. Of course, after I get the manuscript back from the editor, I’ll go through and make any 
changes that are necessary and then send it back to her for one more quick skim through 
to make sure I didn’t add in any grammatical or punctuation errors. 

 
And there you have it! Five drafts! And still, mistakes will creep through because no one is 
perfect, but we do the best we can. 

 
And now, because I have tortured you with horrid grammar lessons, I will treat you to the 
fun side of grammar—yes! There is one! 

 

• Dangling Modifiers: 

– Turning a corner, a huge office building appeared. (what turned the corner?) 

– Upon entering the doctor’s office, a skeleton caught my attention. (can you just see 
it’s long boney arm waving at you?) 

 

• Misplaced Modifiers: 

– Yesterday I shot an elephant in my pajamas. How he got into my pajamas I’ll 
never know. 

– Stolen painting found by tree. (Either a tree found a stolen painting, or a stolen 
painting was found sitting next to a tree.) 

– Somali Tied to Militants Held on U.S. Ship for Months. (Either the Somali was held for 
months, or the Somali was just now linked to militants who were held for months. 
One could also imagine rope was involved, at which point lexical ambiguity comes 
into play.) 

– The British left waffles on Falklands (Did the British leave waffles behind, or was there 
waffling by the British Left?) 

 

• Garden Path sentences (see if you can decipher these): 
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– The cotton clothing is usually made of grows in Mississippi. 

– The old man the boat. 

– The author wrote the novel was likely to be a best-seller. 
 

Fun with commas (these sentences are missing vital commas that will change their 
meaning) 

 Don’t shoot Dad until I say so. 

 Let’s eat Grandma. 

 Rachel Ray finds solace in cooking her family and her dog. 

 Leonora walked on her head a little higher than usual. 

 The driver managed to escape from the vehicle before it sank and swam to the river- 
bank. 

 The convict said the judge is mad. 

 Translating the Bible has not been easy: 
 “Verily, I say unto thee, This day thou shalt be with me in Paradise.” 

OR 

“Verily I say unto thee this day, Thou shalt be with me in Paradise.” 

The first version (how Protestants interpret the passage), lightly skips over 
the whole unpleasant business of Purgatory and takes the people straight to 
heaven. The second promises Paradise at some later date and leaves Purgatory for 
those who believe in it. 

 “Comfort ye my people.” (please go out and comfort my people) 

OR 

“Comfort ye, my people.” (cheer up, it may never happen) 

The Oxford Comma puts a comma before each item in a list, even if there’s an “and”: 
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And for a fun video that proves the need for proper proofreading, go to: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OonDPGwAyfQ&feature=player_embedded 

Best of luck with your writing and editing! If you have any questions, I’ll be around today and 
through the weekend to answer them. You can also always email me at merry@meredithbond.com. 
And I blog every Saturday on writing and self-publishing topics at www.meredithbond.com. Stop 
by and say ‘hi’! 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OonDPGwAyfQ&amp;feature=player_embedded
mailto:merry@meredithbond.com
http://www.meredithbond.com/

