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Course Description:  

We'll look at the attendees' manuscripts/WIPS, learning how to analyze a story on 

different levels. WIPs are expected to be shared with the class for discussion. We will 

have guest speakers as well as contests and prizes. 

About the Instructor: 

Pat Hauldren writes speculative fiction short stories and novels and nonfiction freelance 

and for Examiner.com on topics such as hockey, writing, science fiction, women's sports, 

and the SyFy Channel, and is a contributor to Beacon-News.com and the North Texas 

eNews. She is the co-founder of the North Texas Speculative Fiction Workshop 

(NTSFW) and Authors, Books, & Coffee, and is or has been a board member of the 

North Texas Romance Writers (NTRWA), DFW Writer s Workshop(DFWWW), the 

National Space Society of North Texas, and is a coordinator of the Frisco Writer's Group 

as well as a member of various other groups both locally and online. Pat is also a 

freelance editor/copyeditor and is a fiction copyeditor at Cyberwizard Productions. Pat 

teaches writers workshops live, and online from Grand Prairie, Texas. 

Find out more about Pat Hauldren at www.pathauldren.com, more about her editing at 

www.editalley.com.  
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CLASS GUIDELINES 

OK so now it’s time to set some guidelines to keep us all together and sane.  

NAMES--We have a LOT of members and I want to keep everyone straight in my head (and yours) and learn more 

about you and your writing as we go along in the class. So, if you would, please sign your name at the end of our 

post. If we end up with two of the same name, we’ll go to last name initials, like Alley H. vs Alley Z. That will really 

help me remember that Alley H writes fantasy but Alley Z writes porn. Not something I want to mix up LOL. 

SUBJECT LINE—keep topics under the correct subject line. If you have a question, like “concerned citizen” did 

(giggle, purposely not putting your name there), then QUESTION is the correct subject line, unless it ‘s a question in 

a lesson, then put the lesson first, then question, like “LESSON 3 QUESTION” or something like that. Subject lines 

will really help us keep up. I know many of you work full time and may not get on the class posts but a few days a 

week. Posts can pile up, so we’ll do our best to keep things organized. 

 CLASS SCHEDULE—will come later today. (My grandson decided to leave home this weekend and we are still 

working on getting him back in school now that he’s returned and all that counseling stuff. So I have to leave in a 

bit to do that, then I’ll be back tonight to set up our schedule and get the lessons going.) 

 QUESTIONS-PERSONAL—if you have a question just to me, then please send it to my email address and I will 

answer. alleypat@tx.rr.com If I don’t reply in about 12 hours or so, send a query to alleypat@gmail.com or a text 

message to 214-395-3903. Emails and such are easily zapped out of existence on the internet and I don’t want to 

miss anything. Don’t hesitate to message me if you want to. If you call, I probably won’t answer so leave a message 

and I will return your call. (I rarely answer calls I don’t recognize or usually, I’m just busy.) 

 CRITIQUE—critiques. Intellectually, we are all here to become better writers and we intellectually know that we 

will receive comments about our wips that aren’t what we want to hear, (but what we need to hear). As a long-

time critiquer and editor, as well as a receiver of critiques, I know this workshop can be a challenge to our egos. 

For this class, please remember (and you can mantra this if you want J) that we are here to help each other and 

that we want to best for each other. That said… 

 1.     Critique the work, not the writer—HOW we present our words of wisdom is important. However, do not 

expect a lot of simple niceties. We are writers, we don’t need to lather on the nice too much, but do keep in mind 

the wording. We should be able to write something like, “No, in fiction, words in all caps is not done except in 

quotes of signs and such.” Instead of, “I’m sorry. Please don’t put words in all caps….” I mean saying please and 

thank you are nice, but we can just cut to the meat faster if we are polite without a lot of purple niceties J. And of 

course, “… because it smacks of amateurism” isn’t quite what we should say. Give a real reason. Quote a source.  

2.     The correct reply to a critique is ‘Thank you.’ And then ask questions if you need clarification. We are here to 

dig the dirt out of your draft, so keep digging until you understand it. Don’t argue about it. Question it, disagree 

with it, or agree with it. It’s your choice. If we get into too much discussion that’s going nowhere, to put it nicely, I 

will ask that te thread be ended and we move on.  

3.     Quote sources. We all need to learn more about writing, so quote your source of knowledge if you need to. 

For fiction, the appropriate source is CMoS (Chicago Manual of Style) and Strunk & White and dictionaries, etc. 

however, even the most diligent and well-considered source must sometimes bow to the content. I’m sure great 

discussions will flow J. 

mailto:alleypat@tx.rr.com
mailto:alleypat@gmail.com
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4.     Give examples. Help the writer you are critiquing learn by example.  

5.     Published works are not always correct for WIPs. In other words, just because it’s published in a book of 

fiction that way, doesn’t mean it’s the correct way to write it in  your manuscript. Your manuscript is what your 

editor and agent will be reading. Make sure they know that you have a firm grasp of proper grammar and word 

usage. Published books are sometimes quite different, simply because the publisher needed the space. Sometimes 

these changes become standard in our writing, but not always. (Like the comma in a list, when published, it is not 

added before the “and” unless it changes the meaning to not do so, simply because it saves type space. That does 

not mean that fiction writers shouldn’t put the comma before the “and.” See CMoS.) 

6.     Rudeness or being too argumentative will get you banned from posting to the list. If it’s possible to set it up 

this way, (the moderator would know) you (the aggressor LOL) will get the posts, but not be able to reply until 

he/she calms down and apologizes. If it continues, he/she is dropped from the list completely. We are here to 

learn, not show off, dictate, put down, or create any kind of non-positive atmosphere. Period. 

 There are tons of rules and guidelines for writers, but for this class, this is what we need to get us started. 

Overwhelming us with “rules” and “guidelines” can really be boring and bog down our goal here, become better 

writers J. 

 Questions on the guidelines?  

 Alley 

 



 

GUIDELINES FOR READING A SUBMISSION 

AND RESPONDING TO A SUBMISSION 

Here are some guidelines for reading and critiquing to a submission (mostly) from Work in 

Progress: A Guide to Writing and Revising by Lisa Ede. (Other sources will be referenced in the 

footnotes.) 

1. Learn to distinguish between your writing and yourself.  

 

Try not to respond defensively to suggestions for improvement. Don’t argue with your 

critiquer’s or reader’s responses. Instead, use these responses to gain insight into your writing.  

Example: Mary tells me that my story seemed to sag in the middle of Chapter 5. But I 

disagree with Mary’ comments, knowing Chapter 5 follows Chapter 4 (LOL) and Chapter 4 is where there 

was a mini-climax with one of the subplots which will build later and weave into the main plot, 

becoming actually an essential element that as yet, the reader doesn’t know is a major element.  

So, my story is kind of like a sine wave, the 

action/tension/character arc/etc. going up and down in varying 

orders (think of each subplot as a “string” or a each subplot as a 

different colored ribbon), the subplots layer the story like 

various refrains in music. If I am good at this, then all the 

subplots/layers/strings/ribbons go up and down at varying times, and none all go down completely until 

the black moment and don’t all go up (again, assuming all are “up” at the beginning of the book, not 

necessary), (or may all go up, or most go up, not all subplots need to be completely resolved at the end 

of a book) completely until after the climax, and/or during the resolution. 

http://www.amazon.com/Work-Progress-Academic-Writing-Revising/dp/0312406509/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1361296346&sr=8-2&keywords=Work+in+Progress%3A+A+Guide+to+Writing+and+Revising
http://www.amazon.com/Work-Progress-Academic-Writing-Revising/dp/0312406509/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1361296346&sr=8-2&keywords=Work+in+Progress%3A+A+Guide+to+Writing+and+Revising
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But perhaps Mary has not read past Chapter 5. Maybe Mary only read Chapter 5. It all depends 

on what kind of critique group you are in and how much time is involved, etc. So we as the author must 

learn to respond to each critique individually, taking into account the reader may not have read the 

entire ms, or, taking into account that each reader has his or her own experiences, influencing their level 

of critiquing ability.  

Opportunities abound. That said, every responder and every response is a golden opportunity 

to learn from. Our job as the author is to be smart enough to make every critique work for us, not 

against us. (Don’t let prejudice of any kind taint your ability to learn from a critique. If your critiquer is a 

new writer with little experience, then definitely realize this and take it into account.) 

So, Mary says the middle of Chapter 5 drags. Oh-oh! 

Either I have seriously messed something up or Mary has only 

read Chapter 5 or she’s totally misunderstood the entire 

piece (not likely, but possible). For some reason, Mary felt the 

middle of the chapter was just not as good as the beginning 

and the end. 

I would ask Mary how much of my ms she has read. If she says only Chapter 5, then I take that 

into consideration. Still, it’s useful information. I go back and reread the chapter and look for 

dragging/slowness. Is it in the pacing? Or perhaps it’s the wording, maybe I was too passive in my 

writing—wording, sentence structure, organization of sentences, paragraphs, or scene structure. I 

examine it all.  

Constructive discussion. Then, a constructive discussion can be had between myself and Mary 

about this problem.  
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Take notes. If you think you’ll remember it, you won’t. Believe me . Take good notes, 

especially if your critique is verbal. If you are reading your critique, write your own thoughts on the 

paper with a different colored pen. Don’t worry if you still disagree with Mary. That’s OK.  

Let time work for you. After you have gone through your manuscript or the 

selection from your ms that was critiqued and marked it all up as much as possible 

and discussed what needed to be discussed, set it aside for a bit of time. For some 

reason, letting our subconscious work on the problem while we work on something 

else can result in some miraculous insights to our work. (OMG moments, smack the forehead, why 

didn’t I think of that?, etc.) At least, the time apart does (usually) result in a less emotional response to a 

critique (even a good one ) than a same-day response might to a critique. (Think of it when you have 

an argument with someone, taking a day to cool down gives some temperance to the situation.) 

We are not the words on the page, yet the words 

on the page are part of us, and not just us, but the 

accumulation of us, and that mysterious ethereal muse. If 

you have children, you know what I mean to the nth 

degree. My daughter is a part of me, yet, she is so very 

much not me. She is the best and worst of me and she 

became an entire separate being, much like your manuscript was all inside your head, but now, it’s a 

thing unto itself, a product of you, yet not you.  

Rein in the emotions. And because it is still an emotional part of us (as well as intellectual), 

when someone makes a comment that is not flattering, it can hurt, feel like a blow to us sometimes, and 

for some people, actually ego damaging. You’ve heard the stories of writers who drink or do drugs and 

such to enhance their creativity. I think for many, it was to numb those harsh critiques that were made 

so publically (and some maybe privately). We are all sensitive to critiques in some way. Try not to let 
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that sensitivity overtake you and blind you to making that not-so-flattering response (Mary obviously 

didn’t like Chapter 5, so she’s really stupid and I think it’s the blonde dye affecting her brain.)  

Every comment, good or bad, right or wrong, is an opportunity to learn. So learn . 
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LESSON 1—What are your writing 
weaknesses and strengths? 

As humans, we all have our good and bad. Same as writers. We have our weaknesses and 
strengths. Sometimes the hardest part about being a writer is learning where we are weaker 
and working on it, or finding someone to help us with it. 

Me? I can write the barn door off, as we say here in Texas. Tomes and tomes of writing. But I 
can’t plot my way out of a paper bag. I can help others plot, see their stories as clear as day. But 
my own stories? I often find myself in a quagmire of indecision. Which path is the best?  

Sometimes I get so bogged down in being unable to choose, that I find myself crying over it. 
That’s OK. It’s good to get it out and get over it. We have to process our writing both internally 
and externally.  

Internally, sometimes I am simply afraid—afraid of being a bad writer, of doing it WRONG, of 
FAILING. And I haven’t even finished a novel, but usually at 1/3 of the way in, I’m an emotional 
wreck for about a week or so. I have to make choices that affect the rest of the book. I see a 
million little strings that project from this point to a million directions. I have to use my quality 
control background to help me through this, by charting/projecting the most dramatic path to 
the end of my book. (I do the same charting/projecting thing when I finish.) 

 Often I forget to ask for help. Duh. 

As writers, our words are who we are, our manuscripts and stories are as much a part of us as 
our arm or leg. It goes with us everywhere. Having an incomplete manuscript is, for me, like 
being a child in a wonderful playground world and finding surprises around every corner. 
Sometimes though, the corners become hungry, black voids that threaten to suck me in and 
keep me wallowing in self-doubt and “incompleteness” forever and ever LOL.  

My motto and what I have to keep reminding myself—don’t be afraid to ask for help, because 
it’s not a matter of failing. There’s so much to book publishing we have no control over, but the 
manuscript is ours and ours alone. But that doesn’t mean our peers, family, friends (but mostly 
other writers) can’t help us along the way. 

 Weakness: fear & plotting / Strength: writing like a madwoman once I know where I’m going 
(ie, over my fear and committed to a path) 

 We will come back to these answers periodically through the class. 

 Alley 
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LESSON 2 – Page 1: Genre elements (Big) 

Rarely can we fail by beginning at the beginning and so we shall here. 

Here we will look at genre elements and where better to look than on page 1? 

First, let’s talk about what constitutes page one.  

Each first page of a chapter is approximately 13 lines of text.  

If you need help formatting your novel to meet this guideline, email me privately and we’ll work through 

it. These 13 lines are what we are looking at when we say “page 1.” 

Remember, in the introductions, I asked you for your genre? Now, let’s take that information that you 

gave us and see if we are using genre to our fullest extent possible. 

First, let’s take a published novel and practice finding the genre elements. Then, we will look at our own 

novels for genre elements.  

The big problem here is in knowing your genre elements.  

Let’s look at a few. 

Urban fantasy would be what?  

1. Setting: Urban or city -however, nowadays the genre name is also used for contemporary 

settings, so rural or urban is OK, but most definitely, Earth 

2. Genre element: Fantasy – something fantastical. It doesn’t have to be completely blatant, it can 

be subtle.  But regardless, it must be on the first page. (Yes, there are always exceptions and if 

you have no genre elements on the first page, ask yourself why and consider rethinking your 

position on it.) 

UF also has some trends that are popular: the protag is usually female, the viewpoint is usually first 

person, and there’s usually some kind of romance in it, even if it is not to be marketed in the romance 

section. 

What is the difference between an urban fantasy marketed in the romance section of your bookstore 

and one in the science fiction section?  

Maybe nothing at all. Maybe they are placed in both locations, though bookstores usually don’t do that 

often (the person who puts the books on the shelf is given a sheet of books and section and so it’s not 

decided by that person, but someone higher up). 
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Most of the Romance marketed UF have first person POV, and of course, romance. A novel marketed for 

the SF section may or may not have romance, usually not the focus of the story, usually no HEA, and the 

person doesn’t have to be first. 

1. Example novel: Moon Called by Patricia Briggs 
 

Let’s look at an example of a bestselling author, Patricia Briggs. 

I’m excerpting the first paragraph from her UF book,  Moon 

Called in her Mercy Thompson series: 

 

How does this, in just the first paragraph, fit in the UF characteristics?  

1. Protag is female, strong, a little different, you’ll see in par 2 that she’s working on the engine of 

her Jetta. 

2. Setting is contemporary (mundane). We can tell because there’s axle grease and burnt oil, so we 

know from the first paragraph, it’s probably taking place around something like a car or truck or 

in a repair shop, that sort of thing. 

3. Bleedover isn’t evident yet, but we can assume that she and the werewolf are gonna team up to 

accomplish something, right? 

4. Viewpoint is in first person right off the bat.  

5. The fantastical elements thus far is the werewolf, setting us up immediately for their 

relationship, whatever it turns out to be. 

6. And a possible romance in that relationship, though it’s hard to tell just from the first paragraph. 

See how much is said and implied in one little first paragraph, the most important paragraph you’ll ever 

write? 

    “I didn’t realize he was a werewolf at first. My nose 

isn’t at its best when surrounded by axle grease and 

burnt oil—and it’s not like there are a lot of stray 

werewolves running around. So when someone made a 

polite noise near my feet to get my attention I thought 

he was a customer. 

http://www.amazon.com/Patricia-Briggs/e/B001H6OILS/ref=ntt_athr_dp_pel_pop_1
http://www.amazon.com/Called-Mercy-Thompson-Patricia-Briggs/dp/0441019277/ref=ntt_at_ep_dpt_4
http://www.amazon.com/Called-Mercy-Thompson-Patricia-Briggs/dp/0441019277/ref=ntt_at_ep_dpt_4
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2. Example novel: The Hunger Games (book 1) 

by Susanne Collins  
The genre of this novel is dystopic science fiction.  

You can find an excerpt of The Hunger Games here at Amazon.com. 

Read page one. 

List all the genre elements or tropes you can find on page one. Your 

subject line will be like:  

LESSON 2: Hunger Games Alley Hauldren 

3. Your novel : ___________________________ Genre: __________________________ 
Subject title: LESSON 2: My novel elements Alley Hauldren 

Post the first 13 lines of text of your novel. 

List as many of your genre elements as you can find on your page one. (13 lines of text).  

4. Discussion 
Subject title: LESSON 2: Alley Hauldren compares Wendi Sotis 

Select one or two other class member’s first page posts and analyze their 13 lines of text and list their 

genre elements. Post your results.  

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/Hunger-Games-Book-1/dp/0439023521/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1360183397&sr=1-1&keywords=the+hunger+games+book+1
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Let’s finish our discussion on Lesson 2 Hunger Games…. 
 

OK did everyone get the point of Lesson 2, especially the assignment with Hunger Games? Do you have 

any questions? 

Definition of trope: 

Merriam-Webster says the word “trope” is  

 a word or expression used in figurative speech 

 a common or overused theme or device (also can be cliché, overused devices) 

 an idea or expression that has been used by many people  

 a phrase or verse added as an embellishment or interpolation ot the sung parts of the Mass of 

the Middle Ages 

Genre elements (or tropes) are those things that make you recognize the genre.  

Things like “poverty” are NOT explicitly specific to any genre (unless David Copperfield becomes its own 

genre LOL). You could say well, because it’s dystopic, poverty comes with that. Does it? My point is, 

poverty is not something we find singularly used in dystopic fantasy or any other fantasy. However, it is 

a more subtle foreboding genre element. You can’t point to poverty and say, “Hey, that’s a dystopic 

fantasy element.” In any old book.  

We have to take it in context.  

Poverty is often seen as a result of whatever caused the dystopia. 

Poverty is not a desired mode of living, but it’s not the end of the world 

either. People arise like a phoenix from poverty to become wonderful 

people, often with creative or humanely affective careers. So, it’s the 

extent and cause of the poverty, the lack of hope, of control over their 

own lives, much like the pre-industrial age, where societal conventions 

and class determined almost everyone’s lives (in Eastern Europe and the 

North Americas.)  

However, something like a nightmare is also a dystopian element, and also in a more subtle way. It’s 

more like setting a tone or mood. A nightmare could be anything by itself, so you have to couch it 

appropriately with meaning. Prim’s innocence interrupted by nightmare’s bothered Katniss (our 

narrator), as it was OK for Kat to have them, but not her little sister. The nightmare does have a purpose 

in the story. It supports the foreboding of the reaping, which we don’t know exactly what it is yet on 

page one, but when we take into account the tone of the writing, the word choices, (cold, nightmare, 

etc.) it “ain’t good.”  
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Wikipedia says: 

The utopia and its offshoot, the dystopia , are genres of 

literature that explore social and political structures. Utopian 

fiction is the creation of an ideal world, or utopia, as the 

setting for a novel. Dystopian fiction is the opposite: creation 

of a nightmare world, or dystopia. Many novels combine both, 

often as a metaphor for the different directions humanity can 

take in its choices, ending up with one of two possible futures. 

Both utopias and dystopias are commonly found in science 

fiction and other speculative fiction genres, and arguably are by 

definition a type of speculative fiction. More than 400 utopian 

works were published prior to the year 1900 in the English 

language alone, with more than a thousand others during the 20th 

century. 

Other dystopic fiction, developed and took off as a genre after the post-Word War II era (anyone who 

wants to write me a 2 – 3 page essay on the creation of dystopic fiction and where they think it will head 

in the future will “win” a 2 – 3 thorough critique by me IF entered by this Thursday, the 14th. Put 

“dystopic fiction essay” in your subject line) novels of some repute are Huxley’s Brave New World, 

Zamyatin’s 1920 novel We, Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, etc.  

Dystopic fiction, like any good fiction and most especially like good science fiction, reflect and resonate 

with our culture today. Dystopias are considered the opposite of utopias and often contain the same 

elements—such as intense measures of social control—often taken to horrific extremes emphasizing 

their negative effects (totally Hunger Games, right? LOL) 

 Dystopian literature stands out from other anti-utopian writing in that it doesn’t just say what’s wrong 

with utopian models of society, but offers an alternate view of social potentialities. Dystopian fictions 

are fundamentally concerned with problems of the political and cultural context that produces them;  

 For example, George Orwell’s 1984, one of the most famous dystopian 

novels, was written in 1949, shortly after World War II and the rise of 

totalitarian states on the right and the left, such as Nazi Germany and 

the Soviet Union under Stalin; it’s not surprising then that Orwell would 

depict Big Brother and the Thought Police, elements of a profoundly 

oppressive state bent on maintaining absolute control over individuals 

(including even their thoughts).  

Dystopian fiction also has a prescriptive element—it almost always offers some kind of warning (often 

implicit) of what will happen should the present trend continue. Dystopian fictions tend to reflect the 

fears and anxieties of the cultural context from which they emerge. 

Some genre elements may be shared (like a nightmare could also mean horror or used in a mystery) or, 

as we discussed earlier, more subtle and must be taken with the surrounding context.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Utopia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nightmare
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dystopia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Science_fiction
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Science_fiction
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Speculative_fiction
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Speculative_fiction
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_language
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Genre elements can help you not only recognize the genre, but then the 

subgenre as well. Often, if the writer is good, they are implanted in your mind 

as you read them without even recognizing it (like cold, empty bed, mother 

beaten down, once beautiful, mashed up cat, and so on).  All, to the 

unsuspecting reader, innocuous elements set the tone and plant the seeds 

(foreshadowing) for the rest of the book. 

But we are not unsuspecting readers, are we? 

That’s sometimes a drawback in being a writer—we learn to ‘see’ those elements and then, like when 

we are watching a movie with sis, we might say, “oh, he’s gonna kill her with that magical sword!” And 

we wonder why sis doesn’t like to watch movies with us anymore LOL. 

FRONTLOADING 
And look at how much frontloading Collins did on page one! And then, if you look at the rest of the 

chapter, you are hooked on the book because, hello, the reaping is coming and it’s bound to affect, if 

not take, one of our introduced family of characters. 

Now, the challenge is to frontload your story as much as possible. 

Know your genre elements. Know more about your genre so you can foreshadow and set the tone. And 

more importantly, know how to word it so that it will set the right tone, and click those genre triggers in 

your readers.  

And voila! You have a bestselling novel . 

CONSIDER: While we continue to discuss our first pages, consider how you might improve your first page 

from as it is to something more reflective of its genre.  

In the “Reading” folder, I’ll put some genre elements for various genres and links for more reading. 

BLEEDOVER 
Bleedover, in this context, means elements from other genres or 

subgenres that “bleed over” into your genre. 

For instance, if you have a science fiction novel murder mystery, 

then you will have a bleedover of SF elements and mystery 

elements. If you have a romantic western, then you’ll have a strong 

romance and all those elements plus horses and buggies and boots 

and cowboy hats and guns and the like LOL. )That’s a very “surface” 

definition). 

To recognize bleedover, you need to know other genres and their 

elements. Let’s look at a few. 
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ROMANCE MYSTERY/CRIME FANTASY 

Emphasized physique (muscles 
for men, cury for women) 

Dead body Nonhuman characters 

Relationship &/or sex Red herrings Magic (as part of their reality) 

Turbulent past (hero/heroine) Quirky/flawed hero (detective or 
non) 

Journey/quest 

Arranged marriage Uses human flaws  myths 

 Science can be a part Does not rely on science (can but 
not necessary) 

Happily ever after Deductive reasoning Extensive Worldbuilding/setting  

Rogue/rake Protag usually unique in some 
way 

Any bleedover 

Multiple POVs OK Relationship/love optional Multiple Povs ok 

Headhopping OK Any bleedover Usually no headhopping 

Triangulation (relationship) Usually no headhopping Relationship optional 

Miscommunication (relationship) Antag must show/implied early 
in story 

 

Does not necessarily affect 
humanity as a whole 

Does not necessarily affect 
humanity as a whole 

Usually affects humanity as a 
whole 

Usually strong female protag Mystery or puzzle to solve  

 Protag male or female Protag male or female, multiple 
protags 

 

Do you see how a mystery can contain a romance and a be a fantasy? Or any one genre can have 

elements of any other genre? Not all elements will work with all genres, but most are available to be 

“borrowed.”  

If you have any questions, please ask.  



 

 
Your first page is on average 13 lines. 
 
Your first page is your first chance to grab your reader. 
 
What guarantee do you have that says your reader (or editor or agent) will bother 
with page 2 if there’s no tension on page 1? Tension is created with some kind of 
hook (which might be the story question, or story promise, or foreshadowing, or 
action or emotion, for instance).  
 
Tension is the thread that ties your book together. Tension is not necessarily 
conflict. 
 

You have shared your first page with us. Fantastic work everyone!  

 Do we need to work on our stories? Of course, but I was really amazed at the 
quality of writing and the interesting stories presented. Good job. 

 Now that we’ve read the page ones, I have a question: 

 What is your “page turner?”  

 For the first page, it could be call the hook or the implied story question or 
something that grabs the reader and says “turn the page or you’ll miss it!” 

 Did you notice a ‘page turner/hook/story question’ in Hunger Games?  

 For me, it was the first line: “When I wake up, the other side of the bed is cold.”  

 It tells me this isn’t normal, someone should be there with her. It IMPLIES 
something chilling is coming. When I first read this book, that one sentence set 
the tone for the whole chapter for me. I equated COLD with DREAD and then she 
says it’s the day of the reaping and I’m thinking, oh oh that’s not so good. If she 



had written it was a happy day and the sun was shining and the birds chirping 
then said it was the day of the reaping, at this point, we wouldn’t think reaping 
was a bad thing, right? LOL 

 Collins wrote a tight book. This is a great book to learn from. It is one I often use 
to teach from. 

 A great example of this is Jo Ann’s first page: 

Colorado Territory, 1873 

He loved a good saloon.  Caleb MacLeod inhaled deeply as the 

bartender slid a foaming beer across the scarred surface of the 

bar.  Sweat, smoke and...sex, if he wasn’t mistaking what 

emanated from the not-so-lovely working girl sidling up next to 

him. 

He flipped a coin onto the bar and stepped away.  Bad 

timing.  Bad hygiene.  He had distinct notions about both. 

He let the din of a tinny piano, liquor-loud voices, curses and 

laughter swirl around him, taking it in as one heady sound.  The 

kind a man could get lost in.  The kind where a man didn’t have 

to think or remember.  A kind of reprieve he could never find 

alone with his own thoughts.  

He found an empty table at the back of the room where he could 

watch the door and wait. 

The guy is waiting and watching the door. Waiting for something, some one and probably 
trouble. Makes me want to turn the page and find out! 

What is your “page turner?” 

Give me one sentence or phrase from your first page that you think is your page 
turner/hook/story question. 

One of the first things editors look for when they read your manuscript is the story 
question/hook/page turner. If you can’t get your editor to want to turn the page, she won’t buy 
you, most likely. We need a CLEAR page turner or implication of a something. Just one sentence 
or phrase is enough. If you don’t understand this or don’t think you have one, let us know and 
we’ll help. 

Genre Tropes and Elements 
 



Remember, I’m using “tropes” and “elements” as interchangeable. A trope is like 
a trend, things most likely to occur and that becomes, eventually, an element, an 
essential trope of that genre. Like the universe is made up of elements—
hydrogen, oxygen, etc.—so stories and genres have elements—details essential to 
making them unique. 
 
Clichés are the things we want to avoid. Overtime, tropes and elements become 
cliché by overuse (or bad use) and we want to avoid them. Some people will use 
the word “trope” synonymous with “cliché” and it’s true, a cliché is an element or 
trope just maxed out. 
 
A trope in the romance genre is girl meets boy before they fall in love.  
 
A cliché in the romance genre is girl meets boy and hates his guts, so it takes the 
whole book for them to fall in love. It’s predictable, and way overused, way too 
obvious.  
 

What is a page turner? 
 
The Free Dictionary says:  
 

page-turn·er (p j tûr n r) 
n. Informal 

 A very interesting, exciting, or suspenseful book, usually a novel: "The book is a page-turner" (Frank 

Conroy). 

 (Communication Arts / Journalism & Publishing) an exciting novel, such as a thriller, with a fast-moving 

story 

 

The “page turner” is something on the page, or at the bottom of the page, that motivates the 
reader to literally turn the page. It could be a word, a phrase, a metaphor or simile, an unasked 
question (or asked), even the setting can be the thing that makes the reader turn the page. 
 

Hook, Line and Sinker 
 
Wikipedia says: 

A narrative hook (or hook) is a literary technique in the opening of a story that "hooks" the 

reader's attention so that he or she will keep on reading. The "opening" may consist of several 

paragraphs for a short story, or several pages for a novel, but ideally it is the opening sentence. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Literary_technique
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Opening_sentence


The opening sentence is considered the most important element in your entire book. No 
pressure, right? 
 
An opening sentence must: 

1. Entice the reader 
2. Set the subject, tone and style 
3. It is the threshold of the novel (David Lodge) 
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LESSON 4: FIRST SENTENCE,  
FIRST PARAGRAPH 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yes, next we will go “little” and look at our first sentence and our first paragraph. If we can’t get 

our first sentences right, who’s going to bother reading the rest of the book? 

You might disagree with me on many things during this class, and this particular lesson might be 

one where you disagree with a lot of what I say here, and that’s OK. I can only present the 

absolute best information for you that I’ve learned over the years—learned from writing 

workshops, editors, agents, other writers.  

And what I say here or anytime in this class may not work for you and your story. You will have 

to know what will work and what won’t and sometimes how we figure that out is by exploring 

writing in depth and learning from others.  

And like I say in my writing groups, if you’re only to be good enough, don’t bother. We can all 

probably be good enough, but can we be better? And, who remembers good enough in ten or 

twenty years? 

Polish up your first sentence because we are about to have some critique fun  

So let’s delve into first sentences…. 

Gertrude Stein said:  

"The paragraph is the emotional 

unit of the English language." 
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Example First Sentences 
 

from The Gunslinger, The Dark Tower I by Stephen King   

“The man in black fled across the desert, and the 

gunslinger followed.” 

Doesn’t that make you want to follow the gunslinger to the next sentence, 

page, chapter, book? 

The Lord of the Rings by J R  R Tolkein 

"When Mr. Bilbo Baggins of Bag End announced that 

he would shortly be celebrating his eleventy-first 

birthday with a party of special magnificence, 

there was much talk and excitement in Hobbiton." 

Ulysses by James Joyce (1922) 

 “Stately, plump Buck Mulligan came from the stairhead, bearing a bowl 

of lather on which a mirror and a razor lay crossed.”  

This is the classic third-person opening to the 20th-century novel that has shaped modern fiction, 

pro and anti, for almost a hundred years. As a sentence, it is possibly 

outdone by the strange and lyrical beginning of Joyce’s final and even 

more experimental novel, Finnegans Wake:  

“Riverrun, past Eve and Adam’s, from swerve of 

shore to bend of bay, brings us by a commodius 

vicus of recirculation back to Howth Castle and 

Environs.” 

One Hundred Years of Solitude by Gabriel Garcia 

Marquez 

"Many years later, as he faced the firing 

squad, Colonel Aureliano Buendía was to 

remember that distant afternoon when his father 

took him to discover ice." 

1984 by George Orwell 

“It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking 

thirteen.” 
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The Luck of the Bodkins by P G Wodehouse 

“Into the face of the young man who sat on the terrace of the Hotel 

Magnifique at Cannes there had crept a look of furtive shame, the 

shifty, hangdog look which announces that an Englishman is about to 

talk French.” 

 A classic English comic opening, perfectly constructed to deliver the joke in the final phrase, this 

virtuoso line also illustrates its author’s uncanny ear for the music of English. 

His Majesty’s Dragon (Temeraire, Book 1) by 

Naomi Novik 

“The deck of the French ship was slippery with 

blood, heaving in the choppy sea; a stroke might 

as easily bring down the man making it as the 

intended target.” 

Earthly Powers by Anthony Burgess (one of my 

fave authors) 

 “It was the afternoon of my eighty-first 

birthday, and I was in bed with my catamite when 

Ali announced that the archbishop had come to see 

me.”  

This is one of the supreme show-off first-person openings. Burgess challenges the reader (and himself) 

to step on to the roller coaster of a very tall tale (loosely based on the life of Somerset Maugham). 

Treasure Island by Robert Louis Stevenson 

“Squire Trelawnay, Dr Livesey, and the rest of these gentlemen having 

asked me to write down the whole particulars about Treasure Island, 

from the beginning to the end, keeping nothing back but the bearings 

of the island, and that only because there is still treasure not yet 

lifted, I take up my pen in the year of grace 17-- and go back to the 

time when my father kept the Admiral Benbow inn and the brown old 

seaman with the sabre cut first took up his lodging under our roof.”  

Among the most brilliant and enthralling opening lines in the English language 

Slaughterhouse-Five by Kurt Vonnegut 

“All this happened, more or less.” 

Vonnegut is nothing if not to the point. 
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Anna Karenina by Leo Tolstoy 

“All happy familes are alike: each unhappy family is 

unhappy in its own way.” 

Because the movie is out,interest in this classic has re-emerged. 

Gee, something we were forced to read in high school is popular 

as a movie? Whoda thought? (Some might think Hollywood was 

desperate, or maybe, they just realized there was a trove of 

potential movies in those classics. Duh L). 

Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas by Hunter S. 

Thompson 

"We were just outside of Barstow on the edge 

of the desert when the drugs began to take 

hold." 

He sets the setting, he tells you what’s happened to him, the narrator, and who now doesn’t want to 

read on and see what happens? (OK maybe those who are so against “drugs” they won’t even read 

about it.) 

Love in the Time of Cholera by Garcia Marquez 

"It was inevitable: the scent of bitter almonds always reminded him of 

the fate of unrequited love." 

A Prayer for Owen Meany by John Irving 

"I am doomed to remember a boy with a wrecked voice--not because of his 

voice, or because he's the smallest person I ever knew, or even because he 

was the instrument of my mother's death, but because he's the reason I 

believe in God; I am a Christian because of Owen Meany." 

Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone by J K Rowling 

"Mr and Mrs Dursley, of number four, Privet Drive, were proud to say 

that they were perfectly normal, thank you very much.” 

And what does that make the reader ask? OK, so what is NORMAL?? (In spite of the two “were” 

verbs, she manages to intrigue even me, and I’m a harsh critic of first sentences ). 

Gone Girl by Gillian Flynn 

“When I think of my wife, I always think of her head.” 
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The Life of Pi by Yann Martel 

“My suffering left me sad and gloomy.” 

The Paris Wife by Paula McLain 

“The very first thing he does is fix me with those 

wonderfully brown eyes and say, “It’s possible I’m 

too drunk to judge, but you might have something 

there.” 

A Dance With Dragons by George R R Martin 

“The night was rank with the smell of man.” 

Take it like a Vamp by Candace Havens  

“It’s sad when your best friend makes your panties melt,” whispered 

Casey as she pulled the harvard sweatshirt over her head and threw it 

on the bathroom floor of her apartment. 

Outlander by Diana Gabaldon 

“It wasn’t a very likely place for disappearances, at least at first 

glance.” 

(end of quotes, any mistakes are my typos) 

Those are some powerfully interesting first lines from varying genres, wouldn’t you say? Words 

are how we communicate our story to the reader. Sound obvious? Perhaps. Sound easy? Not 

really. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"Well, there are these things called words, 

sentences, paragraphs, texts....And, by a 

more or less articulatable set of codes, we 

interpret them to mean certain things."  

~ Samuel R. Delany 
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Which of the given first lines grabbed you the most? Why? Was it a setting, a person, the way it 

was worded, or all? 

Is the first line do or die? 
 

Everyone wants their first line to be the best it can be. Sometimes, we have to opt for a first line 

that will at least get the reader to read the 2nd line. As we say here in Texas, “It just beez that 

way sometimes.”  

Chuck Sambuchino at Writer’s Digest says, “Convinced about the importance of 

immediate grabbing, many writers sweat over these opening lines.  Even talented, 

accomplished authors can find first lines daunting, getting intimidated, believing that 

these lines have to be perfect.  Powerful.  Strong.  Meaningful.  Dramatic.  Unique.  After 

all, these first sentences are supposed to set tone, establish style, lead readers into the 

world of the book—In short: hook them.” 

He goes on to say that yes, first lines are important, they set the tone and style, at the very 

least, for the entire book, but he also says, first lines are nothing without the lines that follow, 

building on the promise of that first line. 

Sambuchino continues, “These authors didn’t worry about the opening sentence; they 

just started telling their stories.  There has to be a beginning.  That beginning might 

indicate time and place, might introduce a character.  Might reveal a thought.  Present a 

fact.  Drop in on some event or action in the middle.  Whatever starts the telling makes 

the first sentence.  Just as whatever concludes the story will make the last.” 

Hot spots 

How we present our story to the world is our decision—more 

action? More setting? More character? And the wording, every 

word in our entire novel, is our choice. We usually don’t sweat 

every single word (well, some authors are very picky), but we 

can hit the “hot spots” as I call them, spots in our manuscripts 

that can set us on the right path, ramp up the writing to grab 

the reader or keep them reading.  

The first line, the first paragraph, the first page, the first scene are all hot spots. There’s also the 

end to every scene—is there a twist or page turner? There’s sections of our novels that must 

“hit the mark” like an actor on stage—our inciting incident must come a particular section of 

the novel (not the end! LOL) and the climax at a certain section (not the beginning!), and so on.  

The first line is our first hot spot and so off we go! 

http://www.writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/guide-to-literary-agents/how-to-write-a-great-opening-line
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Look at your first line. Is it the absolute best?  

We’ve all shared our first page, now, if you would remind us what your first line is, (you can edit 

it or change what you originally posted if you want) and why it is written that way, we can 

discuss and maybe offer some new thoughts on improving our first lines.  

My first line of The Angel Project, an urban fantsy: 

“Long after rush hour, the black surface of Interstate 30 lay bare 

before her. “ 

Probably could be improved. It does show the 

1. Setting-- time of day (sort of, could be morning rush or evening), where she is, the 

setting, on the highway, and that it’s  

2. Character--a female protag. 

3. Genre characteristics—probably contemporary something 

What about your first pagargraph? 

And please, help each other make the best paragraph. Yall might have some ideas we hadn’t 

thought of. 

My first paragraph: 

Long after rush hour, the black surface of Interstate 30 lay bare 

before her.  Zeba geared into traffic, heading toward the seedier part 

of Dallas, enjoying the freedom of riding a well-tuned Buell 

motorcycle.  She let the bike soar, the white-dashed lane dividers 

blurring into long lines on either side.  In the distance, car lights 

twinkled like Christmas strands in the Texas summer dusk. 

What I hoped to accomplish here is intruding the setting (Dallas, contemporary), the protag 

(female, Zeba) as more than just female, but one with a bike and a little bit of her personality, 

and then the setting again, with a bit of metaphor to get the reader to see what she sees and 

what she thinks of it, and then, of course, those lights trigger a vision in the next par.  

I want the highway, her controlling the bike (gearing into traffic), soaring (like flying, which is a 

foreshadowing), going fast, and then what she sees with the Christmas strand of lights, 

seemingly happily soaring along, la tee da, doing her own thing, to the vision.  

Hope it works  

Alley 



Again, you all have done a fantastic job helping each other with their 

sentences and paragraphs!  

  

If anyone thinks they need more work with their first page, or who might not 

have gotten enough feedback, please speak up now. It’s easy in large groups 

like this to lose one or two people’s work. Speak up, and we’ll certainly step 

up to help.  

  

Our next lesson which will begin Monday, is Lesson 5: Take One, Scene 

One. 

  

I thought you might want a heads up on your first scene. I know this will be 

several pages and I’m hoping your first scene isn’t much longer than 5 – 10 

pages. If it is longer, be prepared to read the words “tighten”  from me 

LOL. I won’t expect anyone to be required to read more than 10 pages from 

any one submission. 

  

Our goal in this lesson is to build to the “page turner” as a scene ender/scene 

turner, so to speak. This will involve building tension, character, setting, 

worldbuilding, etc. each to its own degree. Remember, for longer books, say 

of 100K words or more, scenes can be longer, and they can take longer to 

introduce characters and such. Shorter books, say from 80-99K (ish) take 

less time and move faster. I’ll post some examples this week. 

  

I will make folders for you to upload your work. Please upload either as 

RTF or DOC (not docx). Each person listed on the roster will have a folder 

with your name. There will be a folder under your name for others to upload 

their comments. Please be aware of where you are uploading to lesson any 

confusion. 

  



This will require a bit more work, yes, on all our parts. I will begin a check 

off list of names and who is critiquing whom next week so we can ensure 

everyone gets at least 3 class critiques plus mine (4 minimum).  

  

By Monday I will post more information on our lesson and have the folders 

set up.  

  

I ask that you: 

  

1.     Select 3 (minimum) files to read and comment on. 

2.     Comment on the files in your downloaded copy of each document (if 

you need help doing that, please just ask) and upload it to the “critique” 

subfolder under each person’s name. Be as critical (big and little ) and 

discuss as much as you wish. 

3.     Try to have the comments done by Thursday. 

4.     (I will upload my chapter 1/scene 1 as an example, both with and without 

comments. You are welcome to comment on my scene but it is not necessary 

and does not count toward the 3 minimum.) 

5.     Consider how you can apply any lessons learned to date in the rest of 

scene 1 and be prepared to discuss how you used them to benefit your 

writing. (for instance: From Wed, Wendi said to tighten my first sentence. I 

liked the tighter sentence, rearranging the words a bit and omitting the 

passive verbs. So, in Scene 1, page 5, paragraph 3, I changed this sentence 

(or sentences) in particular  from this “… “ to this “ .. “ And tried to follow 

through on the entire scene.) 

  

I know this will be a more involved process of critique and will take longer. 

We will have some “mini-lessons” in between, information that might help 

you in your critical analysis. I will also be posting more “reading” files for 



you to use and keep for future use. We can’t learn everything in one day (as 

if there was an “everything” to learn LOL) and we can get overwhelmed 

with too much info. I will offer as much as I can, with links to more, and I 

hope that will help us all continue to learn (exponentially I hope ). At any 

time, we can discuss anything you have questions about. Try to make the 

subject line titled appropriately (like if it’s for a reading file, title it “reading 

…. “). 

  

I will adjust the calendar accordingly and repost. 

  

Please let me know if you have any questions. 

  

Happy weekend! 

  

Alley 

www.pathauldren.com 

Ok I have uploaded my doc file for my first scene (NOT my first chapter, 

only the first scene, which may or may not be the first chapter) and a pdf file 

of my own critique. It is PDF because I don’t want my comments or 

structure to change when you upload it to check it out. YOUR critique, 

however, will NOT be PDF. It will be in DOC or RTF.  

  

Please realize that some formatting may change between your computer and 

someone else’s word processor. This is to be expected. When in doubt, ask. 

  

Also, DO NOT UPLOAD YOUR CRITIQUE TODAY PLEASE. I will 

make critique folders tonight and a roster for everyone to check off. You 

can upload critiques after midnight Monday. 

http://www.pathauldren.com/


  

MIDNIGHT TONIGHT (Monday) your submission must be final. No 

more changes.  

  

I know this sounds confusing, but it actually works.  I’ve done it for years 

with several groups and once you get used to how Yahoo works, it actually 

works quite well, mostly . And Wendi is here for everything else!  

  

I will finish reading the posts tonight (gotta take a grandkid to doctor, not on 

my schedule for today!). And I will reply as needed. 

  

Have fun! 

  

Alley 

So you've uploaded your first scene.  

 

How does it feel knowing you'll get feedback from your classmates? 

 

Do you have any apprehensions or concerns about being critiqued?  

 

I know when I upload something for critique, I immediately think of ten things I should 

fix LOL. Amazing how having a deadline and actually letting go of your work to others 

turns on some kind of strange response in our brains that "sees" our own work much 

more vividly than it did before uploading. Did you have that same feeling? 

 

Reading your work aloud, to yourself and to others, is a great way to discover things to 

fine tune. Reading aloud in a workshop is another way, and reading to an audience will 

ALWAYS trigger your brain, sharpening your attention to detail like nothing else. 

 

Sometimes I read into a recorder then play it back, maybe not right away, letting time do 

it's trick. 

 

Do you have a special way to trick your brain into focusing and zereo-ing in on details? 

 

Alley 



LESSON 6: ACTION/REACTON/MRU 

While we are all doing our reading and critiques, let’s continue learning about how to analyze 
our writing….. 

ACTION/REACTION 
 

“A story is experience translated into literary process.” ~ Dwight Swain 

 

How we position stuff in our stories is important—everything from position of 
the wording, sentences, paragraphs, scenes, chapters, and so on. 

Also important in positioning is how we present the story through 
action/reaction. 

In Dwight Swain’s Techniques of the Selling Writer, he says: 

You need to know only four things in order to write a solid story: 

 How to group words into motivation-reaction units 

 How to group motivation-reaction units into scenes and sequels 

 How to group scenes and sequels into story pattern 

 How to create the kind of characters that give a story life 

According to Swain, these are not difficult to learn, “if you take the job one step at a time, so 
that you understand why you do each thing, as well as how.” 

TRAPS 
He goes on to say that many writers fall into traps that slow them down and hold them back. 
Traps like: 

 They take an unrealistic view 

 They hunt for magic secrets 

 They try to learn the hard way 

 They refuse to follow feeling 

 They attempt to write by rules 

 They don’t want to be wrong 

 They bow down to the objective 

 They fail to master technique 

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_ss_i_1_12?url=search-alias%3Dstripbooks&field-keywords=dwight%20swain%20techniques%20of%20the%20selling%20writer
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UNREALISTIC VIEW 

An unrealistic view might be saying I’ll finish that 150,000 word novel in two weeks. Really? 
Setting unrealistic goals can be self-defeating. Of course, the new writer is unfamiliar with the 
entire writing a novel process, so this can be tricky.  

How can the new writer learn not to set unrealistic goals? Talk to experienced writers. Talk to 
several, talk to many. Just one might give you another unrealistic goal—that your writing 
method matches hers. It may, or it may not. We each have our own 
method/skill/ability/time/etc. So don’t let just one author, no matter how good that author is, 
be your resource. Poll many. 

MAGIC SECRETS 

When I first started writing, and I mean writing to publish, I just 
knew that if I found the “magic secret,” I would be ‘in like Flint.’ Was 
there a special handshake? A clique of writers I needed to be a part 
of? A special writer’s group? That one book that had all the answers? 
If I just followed this one technique, I’d be published and my career 
off and running, right? 

By now you know, there’s no secret, no magic wand, no special handshake to getting published. 
There’s writing. And more writing. And…  

THE HARD WAY 

And we can write till the cows come home and eventually, we might be publishable. We can 
stumble along in our path to publishing without guidance, without mentors, without our 
writer’s toolbox, and continue to bump our noggins on walls, blindly confident that all we need 
do is shut ourselves in a closet and write.  

And yes, that helps. But it’s not all. 

WRITE BY THE RULES 

Yes, there are guidelines, but there are very few (f any) hard and fast rules in writing. There is 
being smart and knowing what works and what doesn’t, and that becomes the “rule of the 
day.”  

Say Ms. Editor wants no prologues ever. So you dump your prologue to try to ensure the best 
possible outcome. Then next week, Ms. Editor says, “I simply adore prologues!” and so you 
have to go fish that prologue out of the trash (or virtual trash), clean off the coffee stains (yes, 
we did that back in the day), and send it in. 

Often, at my live weekly workshop, I hear this one person constantly nag on about grammar. 
That one person was once a high school English teacher. Grammar police!  

Is grammar important? Yes. Is proper (or currently accepted) grammar important? Yes. 
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But writing for publication may have little to do with high school English grammar. (Hopefully, 
we remember our high school English LOL.) 

Why? Because it’s all in context.  

If I submit a sentence that is not grammatically correct, is it wrong? 

Maybe, maybe not. 

Probably? Yes. Unless you are writing for effect. 

The simplest example of this is when we use the word “ain’t” – it’s OK in dialogue when 
appropriate and usually not OK in narration, unless the narration is specially written from a 
particular point of view or style as to create an effect, probably the effect is to present the 
colloquial form of speech of a Southern United States speaker. ( **I** don’t say ain’t, but I do 
say “yall” .) 

And no, you and I are probably not e e cummings.  

DON’T WANT TO BE WRONG 

I don’t want to be wrong, do you? Yet, how often do we learn 
something when we get it right the first time? We haven’t 
learned anything new then, have we? 

If we are smart, being wrong how we learn. 

Most writers are kinda shy, especially about their writing. I know 
I used to be very shy about my writing, letting my hard work, my 
baby, be critiqued used to give me migraines. But, I persevered, despite the tears and 
migraines, and now, I seek critiques. I relish them for the hard work that they are, for the effort 
of the critiquer, the ability to get feedback free of charge. How cool is that? 

I still don’t want to be wrong. But like I learn in tai chi, there is no “right” or “wrong” just “more 
correct” and “less correct.” Semantics? Maybe, but it works . 

BOW DOWN TO THE OBJECTIVE 

Are you a slave to your writing goal? 

Have you set such rigid standards that you can’t keep up, or 
when you do, your writing suffers? 

Can you allow your creativity to shine because you have formed 
and fitted and molded yourself into what is considered 
appropriate as a bestselling author? 

Pay ‘heedance’ and credence to your goals, milestones, 
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objectives. Learn from them, from others, and do try to achieve achievable goals. Set yourself 
up for success, not failure. Nothing like Missed Milestone Depression Syndrome.  

Some writers are so strict on their objectives that I can imagine they have a shrine in their 
home, maybe on their desk, where they bow and burn incense…  

OK, yes, getting a little carried away there, aren’t I? But you can see, moderation is the word of 
the day, month, year. (Not counting deadlines, of course, which you do not have control over.) 
Don’t be a slave to your goals, make your goals work for you, not against you. Yes, do make 
them challenging , but know the difference between challenging and impossible.  

We have lives to live, family to enjoy and love and spend time with. I don’t know about you, but 
if I died tomorrow, I do not want “Published but ignored husband and family to get what she 
wanted, the selfish bitch” on my gravestone, do you?  

Self-discipline is good. Being a writing slave is not. 

FAIL TO MASTER TECHNIQUE 

But wait! You said don’t be a slave to goals, don’t stick my head in the closet, don’t look for the 
secret ingredient, don’tdon’tdon’t. 

If you are saying or thinking that, then you don’t know what technique is. 

For over thirty years I worked in quality control. I began my career as an electronic technician in 
a government R&D facility (playing with the gov’s toys, yippee!), then moved into production, 
then quality control where I inspected what we produced. I had gone from the creation 

department (R&D) to the production 
department (in-line manufacturing facilty) 
to the QA department (inspection, 
statistical analysis, trend analysis, etc.). 
Over those years, I attended seminars, 
classes, conferences, bought books, 
joined professional associations, spent 
many a beer with colleagues, all of which 
contributed to my growth in my career. 

Sound familiar? 

Writing is no different.  

Writing is a career.  

Writing for publishing has all those things—conferences, professional organizations, classes, 
even beer sharing (or coffee, whatever). 

Do you take advantage of it? 
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All that money I spent on schooling in electronics, math, statistics, 
books, seminars, etc.,  was in investment in both me and my 
career. You could even go so far as to say it was an investment in 
my family, my future, my quality of life, because, everything I did in 
and for my career cascades outward from me, to the rest of my 
life—family, friends, quality of life, even my ability to enjoy both my 
career and my life as a whole. 

So, let’s go back to me as an inspector. 

As an electronic inspector, I had to not only have certain abilities but also have certain skills. I 
had to know how to take a sample and what sampling plan our company used. The sampling 
plan tells us how many pieces to take for a sample depending on how many pieces are 
available, for instance. So, if there was a box of 100 widgets produced and sitting on the dock 
ready to ship to our customer, it culdn’t go anywhere until I sampled the box and, using that 
sample’s test results, deem the entire box either accepted or rejected. Not much different than 
what we do in our critiques, in a way. 

So, I had to know some math skills (percentages, fractions, etc.), be 
able to read electronic diagrams, understand sampling plans 
(different types of widgets and companies might use differing plans, 
all standards based on what the widget was and how it may or may 
not need to comply with certain safety factors. For instance, the 
sampling plan for making a plastic container may not have as strict a 
guideline as the sampling plan for, say, explosives.), and on and on.  

And, I needed to understand the techniques involved to use all that 
information and product. 

Writers need to understand and master technique as well. (Which is why we are here, right?) 

WRITING TECHNIQUES 

What are writing and writer’s techniques? 

Writer’s techniques are things like how to format a page, how to operate a word processor, 
how to write readable sentences, how to write scenes, create characters, grow a plot, and even 
more important, how to use our skills for best effect.  

 According to HowtoStudy.com, writing techniques are description, exposition, 
narration, persuasion, comparison and contrast. (And those are great techniques to 
critique as well.) 

 According to Interpreting Writing Techniques from the University of Alabama Center for 
Academic Success, writing techniques are also style, tone, mood, purpose, and point of 
view. 

http://www.how-to-study.com/study-skills/en/writing-techniques.asp
http://www.ctl.ua.edu/ctlstudyaids/studyskillsflyers/reading/interpretingwritingtechniques.htm
http://www.ctl.ua.edu/
http://www.ctl.ua.edu/
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And to get even deeper…. 

 According to Wikipedia (always a great place to begin research, but not to solely use as 
your resource), literary technique is  “ … (also known as literary device) is any 
standardized method an author uses to convey his or her message.” 

Wikipedia then goes into more detail about the different literary techniques and their 
functions and uses like backstory, infofumping (“as you know, Bob”), cliffhanger, deus 
ex machine, foreshadowing, framing, plot device, red herring, unreliable narrator, 
magical realism, alliteration, metaphor, simile, imagery, distancing, overstatement, 
oxymoron, pathos, satire, sensory detail, word play, irony, symbolism, and so on. 

And one last tool for your writer’s toolbox… 

TURKEY CITY LEXICON 

Turkey City Lexicon is self-described as a “primer for SF writer.” 
It is located at several websites and is not copyrighted in any way, 
so please feel free to save it to your hard disk or print it or 
whatever works for you. In other words, keep it handy.  

This lexicon works for all genres, with some specific words for SF. 
Yes, every genre has some specific tropes (remember we talked 
about these tropes and elements earlier?) and I’m pretty sure you 
can do some research and find some sites to help you with 
tropes/elements/techniques for your specific genre(s). Please, if 
you have some favorite sites, feel free to share them.  

o http://www.critters.org/turkeycity.html  

o http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turkey_City_Writer's_Workshop at Wikipedia 

o http://www.sfwa.org/2009/06/turkey-city-lexicon-a-primer-for-sf-workshops/  (which my 
computer is saying has malware at this site? So, I’ll investigate further. Anyone else come up with 
the malware sign?) 

o And just for fun, a bit about Turkey City Lexicon from Media Bistro’s GalleyCat 
with their article “Free Turkey City Lexicon for Science Fiction Writers” where 
even there they say: 

“…a handy collection of overused cliches, terms and techniques in science 
fiction writing (compiled by Bruce Sterling and Lewis Shiner). However, 
many of the problems mentioned in the free collection can help all kinds of 
writers.” 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Literary_technique
http://www.critters.org/turkeycity.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turkey_City_Writer's_Workshop
http://www.sfwa.org/2009/06/turkey-city-lexicon-a-primer-for-sf-workshops/
http://www.mediabistro.com/galleycat
http://www.mediabistro.com/galleycat/free-turkey-city-lexicon-for-science-fiction-writers_b54004


LESSON 6: ACTON/REACTION/MRU / 7 

EXAMPLE 

To give a simple example of best effect of some writing technique: 

Given: “Sam ran down the hill.” 

Modifed: “Sam trotted down the hill.” 

Better modified: “Sam, alone and afraid, heart 
pounding, pumped his legs as fast as he could to escape 
the cloud monster chasing him down the hill.” 

But is it better modified? Depends. Depends on your story, 
how you want to present it, is how he ran down the hill 
important to describe at this point? Maybe, maybe not. So 
the writer must have the skill to know how to best word 
the story, and we do that, through technique. 

And today, we will look at one of these techniques—ACTION/REACTION. 

MOTIVATION – REACTION UNITS 
In writing, as in life, there is an order to things. We are born then we 
die. We wake up before we go to sleep. Some of us drink coffee 
before we think LOL.  

99.99 ad infinitum % of the time, we will 
write our story in the order that it 
happens. Yes, we can have flashbacks and 
backstory and memories and so on, (those 
are all techniques, mind you, of how we 

present the past in a story, right?), but usually first comes first, 
second comes second, and so on. 

The climax does not come before Chapter one, unless you put it in a prologue and if that 
happens, do we want to read to find out what happens at the end? 
Yet, the top 0.0001% of writers could write a book like that in such a 
way that we’d read every word, savoring it till “the end.” Probably 
easy to say that you and I, at this time, 
are not that writer. 

So, most of the time, we have #1 then #2 
and action THEN reaction, or as Swain 
calls them, motivation-reaction units or 
MRU. 
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MRU - ACTION 
  

What is a motivation-
reaction unit? 

Motivation-Reaction Unit: 
Something happens 
(motivation) and your 
character reacts 
(reaction). 

In your book, this sort of 
thing should happen 
repeatedly. 

Example: 

 

“The dog barked, then bit John. John ran toward the dog. John grabbed the dog.” 

Say what? As clear as mud, right? 

If there is no motivation–your character just reacts–you will create a total head-scratching 
moment for your reader. If there is a motivation, but your character does nothing, you will 
create a book-throwing moment for your readers. 

Characters, you see, need to ACT and they need to act a lot. If they don’t, they are just a leaf 
being pushed along by the stream of events in the story, and they are very, very boring. 

 

 

 

These things need to be together–right together.  

The dog steals the boy’s sandwich. The boy reacts THEN. He doesn’t stop to think about how his 
mother used to make the jam herself and now she buys it in a jar. No he reacts–immediately.  

Your best friend just stabbed you in the gut with a kitchen knife. You don’t start wondering 
about if your dog ate John’s sandwich then got bit by the dog and will your dog need rabies 
shots, or is it John who will need rabies shots? No. You (the stabee) must react to being 
stabbed, then you can go off on some mental excursion, 

 

Something happens (motivation) and your character reacts (reaction). 
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If he needs to reflect on that jam, he needs to do it after the motivation reaction unit is 
complete. If you need to reflect on how slow time is now that you’re bleeding out, do it after 
you react to being stabbed. (Please don’t try this at home.) 

MRI - REACTION 
Another place writers mess up is in the reaction. A character reaction is not just a simple one 
step thing. A full reaction has three parts and they come in a logical order. 

First is feeling: The boy is surprised when the dog steals his sandwich 
and maybe angry. You are surprised you are stabbed, maybe angry, 
and it hurts, maybe it feels squishy as the sword slides past your 
appendix and into your large intestine, spilling bile…. You get the idea 
.  

Second is reflex: He jumps to his feet. (Reflex is something done with 
no conscious thought to do it. It is tied to the feeling in the first step. 
He is surprised; he jumps up.) You groan or scream or gasp, your hot 
breath exits your mouth, past the garlic and tuna sandwich you had for 
lunch, that the dog ate. 

Third is conscious action and speech: “Get back here with my sandwich!” He races after 
the dog. (He made a decision, a fast decision, but still a conscious decision, to yell at and 
chase the dog.) You might have the wherewithal to say, “You bitch! You lying, thieving,  
two-timing whore of a bitch! You stabbed me! And all over a lousy garlic and tuna 
sandwich, with my grandmother’s secret ingrediants!” 

“Secret ingredient?” your front-stabbing now ex-girlfriend exclaims. “It’s garlic, you 
dolt!” 

And then you can fall on the floor or something (I doubt you’ll be chasing the dog or the boy.) 

All three of these pieces aren’t necessary in every motivation reaction unit, but if you do 
include them, you need to make sure they are in the right order. You can’t say the boy yelled, 
then tell the reader he was surprised. He has to be surprised first. And he obviously can’t run 
until he is on his feet. 

ACTION/REACTION OVER AND OVER AGAIN 
Then the final way writers mess up with this basic element of writing is with not including 
enough of them. Scenes are action, and characters need to act. Your book for the biggest part 
should be made up of scenes which are motivation reaction units strung one after the other. 

The dog steals the boys sandwich. The boy is surprised, jumps to his feet and races 
after the dog. (end MRU) 

The dog gulps the sandwich down. The boy yells again. 

The dog…. 
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DISCUSSION 
 

1. Are you a victim of any writing traps? Would you like to share and perhaps tell us how 
you have overcome those traps? 

2. Do you have any questions on MRU?  

3. Can you give an example of a misused or missing MRU in the file you are critiquing 
today? 

4. Can you provide a fix for the misused or missing MRU? 

 

 

(NOTE: Friday, we will discuss how to not just identify and fix MRUs in our work, but how to use 
them to edit our writing into a fuller and richer reading experience. ) 

 



CRITIQUE WORKSHEET 
TITLE       

AUTHOR               

GENRE             

BLEEDOVER             

SETTING             

PERSON (1st / 2nd / 3rd (and 3rd limited, 3rd Omniscient, epistolary form, subjective)         

POV            

MAIN CHARACTERS 

PROTAG           

ANTAG             

OTHER               

 

SIX ELEMENTS OF STORY 

(Different people reference different numbers of story elements. I’m putting 6.) 

ACTION  

(What are the people doing in the story?) 

DIALOGUE 

(What are they saying?) 

DESCRIPTION 

(What are they seeing, hearing, touching, tasting, and smelling?) 

INTROSPECTION 

(Also known as inner monologue, what are they thinking?) 

EMOTION 
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(How do they feel?) 

EXPOSITION 

(What other information does the author want the reader to know? Use too much and you’ll be accused of 

“telling” rather than “showing.” Exposition is the mayonnaise of storytelling. It can make for a moist, delicious 

sandwich, but too much will trigger your gag reflex. ) 

 

INTERPRETING TECHNIQUES 

STYLE 

(The way the author picks words and puts them together. As Ella Fitzgerald once said, "it ain’t what you do; it’s the 

way how you do it." Author’s choices indicate their intended audience.) 

TONE 

(The attitude of the author toward the subject, usually expressed as feelings, such as: respect, hate, anger, 

impatience, humor, irony, contempt, delight.) 

MOOD 

(State of mind or feeling at a particular time. The way you feel after reading the author’s work.) 

PURPOSE 

(The reason the author wrote, such as: to provide information, to persuade the reader, to cause an action, to 

promote an opinion, to amuse, to entertain, or to induce the reader to buy a product. In our case, for fiction, look 

for some underlying meaning to the piece. Is the author trying to make a point? To present something (like racism, 

consumerism, etc) in a different way? Does it have a moral? Etc.) 

POINT OF VIEW 

(The way an author’s interests and beliefs influence the work. Authors’ beliefs may cause their work to be slanted, 

which means they do not provide an objective treatment of their topic. This might be subtle, and from a small 

piece like ours, one scene, it may not be visible if it’s there, but you might extrapolate an author’s slant in the 

story. Think David Copperfield.) 

LITERARY TECHNIQUES 

SETTING 
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(Setting is the where and when. Does the author firmly plant the reader in the setting? Are the details vivid and 

necessary? Did the setting evoke images in the reader’s mind? Is there too much or too little? How do you think 

the author might improve the setting?) 

 WORLDBUILDING 

 (Worldbuilding occurs in ever story to varying degrees. Contemporary stories may need less pre-

worldbuildbing development than say a medieval fantasy where the whole world must be created. Does the 

author set the worldbuilding in sufficiently? Is fashion an issue? Is weather a factor? Is the author trying to be 

politically correct or writing the world honestly for that world? How might the author improve the worldbuilding 

elements?) 

 BACKSTORY 

 (Backstory, especially for new writers, can be one of the most difficult things to get right. Backstory is 

what happens BEFORE the story starts, it is also called EXPOSITION which means “showing.” In this piece, does the 

writer go in to the scene as late as possible and leave as early as possible? Is the backstory lumped in the beginning 

of the story? Some call this the “fishhead” which needs to be lopped off and if absolutely needed, woven in later. 

INFODUMPING often happens with backstory.  

There are five ways to provide the back-story: 

 Begin with it. 

 Flashbacks 

 Current dialogue. 

 Interweaving it into the current story 

 A mixture of the above four. 

Does the author handle backstory appropriately or can you help the author improve on backstory?) 

 SENSORY ELEMENTS 

 (Sensory elements can help set the scene. How did the author handle the senses for setting in this scene? 

How many sensory elements were on each page? Many new authors rely solely on the eyes for their sensory 

development, but there are 5 senses and the best stories have most if not all of those senses on each and every 

page of the book. Can you help the author improve on sensory development?) 

GENRE 

(Genre determines how your book will be sold and usually determined by the bookstores and backtracks to the 

publisher who must satisfy the bookstores and so on. Genre is also important as it allows the reader to know what 

kind of book they are reading and the author must set the genre elements and tropes in both subtly and overtly at 

the appropriate times.) 

 MAIN GENRE 

 WHAT IS THE MAIN GENRE? 

 WHAT IS THE SUBGENRE(S) IF ANY? 

 (Was the subgenre(s) handled appropriately? Was it woven in, hinted at, or blantantly presented? Can 

you help the author improve on weaving in the subgenre, if there is one?) 
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 DID THE MAIN GENRE ELEMENT APPEAR ON PAGE ONE?  

 (We talked about genre elements and tropes and how we should put at least one genre element on page 

one, whether it be subtle or easily seen. Some little thing of the main genre should be at least hinted at on page 

one. This may occur in FORESHADOWING or in the HOOK. Did the author have at least one genre element on page 

one? If so, what was it? Was it sufficient for the scene? What did it make you think? If you weren’t critiquing this 

piece, would you have noticed the genre element? (if no, it was subtle.) How can you help the author improve on 

genre elements? For a list of fiction genres, try “What are the fiction genres?’ At wiki.answers.com.) 

NARRATIVE HOOK 

(The narrative hook - also known as a literary hook - is the literary device whereby you hook the reader's attention 

and intrigue her enough so that she'll keep reading. The most popular way to use a narrative hook - and the easiest 

to carry off too - is to pose a question in your reader's mind, so that she just has to read on to find out the answer 

to that question. There are two options here. The first is to pose the DRAMATIC QUESTION early (e.g. Will the hero 

save the world?).  The other option is to pose a smaller question. Popular advice is to begin in medias res, which 

literally means in the middle of things. Ideally, the narrative hook should be in the very first paragraph (even in the 

first sentence if possible. Did the author have a narrative hook? If so, what was it? Was it in the first sentence? Did 

it come quickly or later in the story? Page one or another page? How can you help the author improve on narrative 

hook?) 

STORY QUESTION OR DRAMATIC QUESTION 

(The dramatic question - which is also known as the story question - is simply the biggest question implanted in the 

reader’s mind, and the desire to know the answer to that question is a large part of what keeps her reading. 

Keeping the reader’s interest is always essential. Did you find at least one story question? Was the story question 

introduced early in the story? Or was it a big dramatic question? How can you help the author improve the 

dramatic question?) 

FORESHADOW 

(Foreshadowing is giving the reader hints, ahead of time, of what is going to happen later in the story. Done well, 

blatant foreshadowing can act as a good narrative hook, intriguing the reader, exciting her curiosity and keeping 

her reading. A little bit of judicious foreshadowing can provide a good hook, too much can spoil the surprise of the 

story.  The other kind of foreshadowing is where you try to hide the information from the reader. One good way of 

‘hiding’ the information is to use the time-honored method of misdirection.  Did the author have foreshadowing? 

What was it or them? Were they subtle hints or did they hit you over the head? (it’s OK if it does).  

SHOW VS TELL 

(Showing involves the reader and keeps him engaged in the story, almost making the reader the co-creator 

because the author has ownership, on an unconscious level, of the story and hence more of a commitment ot it. 

Telling on the other hand, divorces the reader from the action. It distances her. Telling is handing the reader the 

information pre-digested in a way. You are telling the reader what conclusion to come to. Alternatively, showing is 

describing exactly what is happening, and letting the reader reach her own conclusions. Can you find ways to help 

your author improve on showing and reduce telling?) 

http://wiki.answers.com/Q/What_are_the_fiction_genres
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 INFODUMPING 

 (Infodumping is the process of giving information clumsily and inappropriately. This method of 

foreshadowing and/or setting can take the reader out of the story to a certain extent because it’s communication 

from the author instead of the characters. Sometimes info simply must be stated but usually it’s best to weave the 

information in using dialogue, actions, emotions, internal dialogue, etc. this is also called the AS YOU KNOW, BOB. 

Did the author handle dispensing information appropriately? Is there a way you might recommend to the author 

how to improve on these elements?) 

PLOT 

(Plot is what happens in your story. It’s the what and how of a story, rather than the who (the characters), the why 

(the theme), and the where and the when (both of which make up the setting. a series of events, each of which 

arises organically from the one before. It’s fundamentally linked with your character’s personality, as the choices 

she makes will be a function of her personality - and the choices made lead to the next event in the plot series. plot 

is inextricably linked with character. The plot is what happens to the characters, and what the characters do. You 

cannot have one without the other.  Remember, some stories are plot driven (usually thrillers)and some stories are 

character driven (like literary fiction). i 

IS THIS STORY PLOT DRIVEN OR CHARACTER DRIVEN? HOW CAN YOU TELL? 

WHAT DO YOU THINK THE PLOT OF THE STORY IS? HOW CAN YOU TELL? 

DO YOU FEEL THE PLOT IS SUFFICIENTLY BEGUN IN THIS FIRST SCENE? 

 PACE 

 (Pace is, as you no doubt know, the speed at which the novel moves. It’s one of the many aspects of 

writing for which you need to find the correct balance. Pacing depends on several things—it depends on the 

author’s own tendencies, genre, and readership. So that makes us ask if the author paced the piece appropriate to 

the genre? There are different techniques for increasing the pacing or slowing it down1. Are these used and are 

they used well?  

 SUBPLOTS 

 (Subplots are not always needed and may not be present in just one scene. Subplots are like mini-stories 

which are interwoven with your main story. They can involve your main characters having two things going on in 

their lives at the same time (e.g. finding love in the course of solving a mystery), or secondary characters having 

their own mini-story. Subplots add depth and layers and often make it more satisfying to the reader. Subplots can 

help build tension.2 Are there subplots in this piece, that you can tell? Can you help the author with subplots?) 

 PLOT HOLES 

 (Plot-holes are places in the plot where inconsistencies arise. Did you see any inconsistencies?) 

CHARACTER 

                                                                   
1 Pacing Your Story at Fiction Writer’s Mentor 
2 Subplots at Fiction Writer’s Mentor 

http://www.fiction-writers-mentor.com/pacing.html
http://www.fiction-writers-mentor.com/subplots.html
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(Good Characterization is why most people read fiction. In literature, as in real life, we can evaluate character 

three ways:  what the individual says, what the individual does, and what others say about him or her. Character 

can come through the narrator’s description also. There are different types of characters.) 

WHO ARE THE CHARACTERS IN THIS PIECE? 

 (Look at the characters in this piece and write them all down. What parts do they play in this 

section? Can you tell why each character is there, what is the PURPOSE of each character in the 

scene? How does each character MOVE the scene? Are they FLAT, ROUND, STATIC, OR DYNAMIC?) 

 PROTAG            

(The protagonist is quite simply the main character, the hero of the story. He or she can 

be the protag of a scene yet not be the protag of the entire book. Who is the protag and 

do you feel the character was developed effectively? How might you help the author 

with the protag?) 

 ANTAG              

(The antagonist is often thought of as the “bad guy” and in many stories he or she is. 

However, in literary terms, the antagonist is the reason the protagonist can't have what 

he or she wants. It can be another person or it can also be a force of nature.  

 OTHER (SIDEKICK? MINION? UNKNOWN?)                

WHAT TYPE OF INDIVIDUALS ARE THE MAIN CHARACTER/S? How can you tell? What gave you that 

impression? Is this character the main character of the book as well as the scene, or are you unsure at this 

point? 

MOTIVATION 

(What are the characters motivation? Motivations are the reasons characters do anything. A character's 

motivation is something that propels inside of them, their personality. In a novel or play character 

motivation is concerned with explaining (in the work of literature itself) why the character act in the way 

they do. Does the author convey their understanding of the character in an interesting way?) 

ARCHETYPES 

(Certain types of characters appear over and over throughout history, whether in Shakespeare, Disney, or 

even Harry Potter. bAre there any archetypal characters in this piece?  Is there a “fool” archetype in the 

story?3)  

DO YOU LIKE OR DISLIKE THE PROTAG? WHY 

IF IT IS THERE, IS THE ANTAG BELIEVABLE? WHY 

TONE AND DICTION 

 TONE 

 (Tone is a literary technique that is a part of composition, which encompasses the attitudes toward the 

subject and toward the audience implied in a literary work.[1] Tone may be formal, informal, intimate, solemn, 

somber, playful, serious, ironic, anguilty, too condescending, or many other possible attitudes. Each piece of 

                                                                   
3 The Most Important Character Type at The Write Practice 

http://thewritepractice.com/the-fool-2/
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literature has at least one theme, or central question about a topic, and how the theme is approached within the 

work is known as the tone.4 Tone and mood are not the same, although variations of the two words may on 

occasions be interchangeable terms. The tone of a piece of literature is the speaker's or narrator's attitude towards 

the subject, rather than what the reader feels, as in mood. Mood is the general feeling or atmosphere that a piece 

of writing creates within the reader. Mood is produced most effectively through the use of setting, theme, voice 

and tone. In many cases, the tone of a work may change and shift as the speaker or narrator’s perspective on a 

particular subject alters throughout the piece.) 

 WHAT IS THE TONE OF THIS PIECE? HOW CAN YOU TELL? 

 DICTION 

 (Diction, in its original, primary meaning, refers to the writer's or the speaker's distinctive vocabulary 

choices and style of expression. Literary diction analysis reveals how a passage establishes tone and 

characterization; for example, a preponderance of verbs relating physical movement suggests an active character, 

while a preponderance of verbs relating states of mind portrays an introspective character. Diction, in fiction, often 

depends on WORD CHOICE. Many people think word choice is only critical in poetry, but in literature, word choice 

can make or break a novel5. ) 

  DOES THE AUTHOR USE EMOTION-NEUTRAL WORDS OR COMMON WORDS AND PHRASES 

INSTEAD OF WORDS AND PHRASES WITH MORE IMPACT? CAN YOU EXPLAIN? 

(Use common phrases when necessary, but don’t give your writing the blahs. filler or weak phrases that can reduce 

the impact of the surrounding words and prevent a scene from being as powerful or as moving as you intend it to 

be. Examples of weak words and phrases are: for some reason, somehow, at that time, the fact of the matter is, 

outside or inside, due to the fact, some kind of, it’s important that, tried to, started to, began to, so as to, in order 

to, it goes without saying. And hedge words are: really, some, very, just, almost, only. Empty word like it and 

thing.) 

  IS THE STORY SPECIFIC WITH THE WORDING OR VAGUE? 

  IS THE STORY WORDY OR TIGHT? 

(Obviously we don’t need obvious words like “it’s raining outside.” Well, it usually rains outside instead of inside 

right? Or “Stand up and let me see you.” Well, except for some instances for instance in science fiction, standing is 

up, so omit the obvious “up.” ) 

  DOES THE WORDING FIT THE STORY? IS IT STORY SPECIFIC? 

(The more our words reflect the genre and setting and time period and characters, the stronger the connect for 

the reader. Words that fit your story—the characters or locale or time period or genre—will pull the reader deeper 

into your tale. Choose words for not only era or setting, but for character too. Characters should use words they’d 

be familiar with, not words plucked at random from a thesaurus and definitely not words from the author’s 

experiences. Characters thinking and speaking words specific to their backgrounds and experiences deepens the 

fiction for the reader. Using such words is a simple way for writers to make the imaginary seem real. Story-specific 

words add an extra dimension to a story. They reach beyond correct punctuation and grammar. They press deeper 

                                                                   
4 Tone at Wikipedia 
5 Cut the Flab-Make Every Word Count at The Editor’s Blog 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tone_(literature)
http://theeditorsblog.net/2013/01/22/cut-the-flab-make-every-word-count/
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than plot and characterization. They go to a third level of writing, a level that deals with layers and symbols and 

meaning and rhythm. Mastery of the elements at this level assures the writer that each story he produces is not 

only a good read but a great work. 6) 

   CHECK FOR WORDS SPECIFIC TO: 

 GENRE 

 SETTING 

 TIME PERIOD 

 CHARACTER USE 

 VERBS (verbs can reflect character, setting, genre. Verbs might reflect a character’s 

profession, how he walks, hobby ) 

 SIMILES AND METAPHORS (comparisons of similes and metaphors can make sense 

for the character, time, and place.  

 

 

SYMBOLISM 

(Symbolism refers to any object or person which represents something else. The purpose of a symbol is to 

communicate meaning. We all have symbols in our lives, so do our characters. How our characters act and react 

(or don’t act) in any situation can be a symbolic representation of something deeper in the story, something more 

profound. Religion and Mythology are rife with symbolism. 

ARCHETYPES 

 (Here we meet archetypes again. Our characters can be archetypal to represent meaning.) 

 ALLEGORY 

 (Allegory is a work of fiction in which the symbols, characters, and events come to represent, in 

somewhat point-by-point fashion, a different metaphysical, political, or social situation. 

 ALLITERATION 

(alliteration is the repetition of a particular sound in the prominent lifts (or stressed syllables) of a series of words 

or phrases. ) 

METAPHOR 

(A metaphor is a figure of speech that describes a subject by asserting that it is, on some point of 

comparison, the same as another otherwise unrelated object. Metaphor is a type of analogy and is closely 

related to other rhetorical figures of speech that achieve their effects via association, comparison, or 

resemblance including allegory, hyperbole, and simile. In simpler terms, a metaphor compares two 

objects or things without using the words "like" or "as". Metaphors are most frequently compared with 

similes. Metaphor may also be used for any rhetorical figures of speech that achieve their effects via 

association, comparison or resemblance. 

                                                                   
6 Story-Specific Words—Fitting Word to Story at The Editor’s Blog 

http://theeditorsblog.net/2011/02/07/story-specific-words-fitting-word-to-story/
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The metaphor category also contains these specialized types: 

 allegory: An extended metaphor wherein a story illustrates an important attribute of the subject. 

 catachresis: A mixed metaphor used by design and accident (a rhetorical fault). 

 parable: An extended metaphor narrated as an anecdote illustrating and teaching a moral lesson, 

such as Aesop's fables. 

  Metaphor, like other types of analogy, can usefully be distinguished from metonymy as one of 

two fundamental modes of thought. Metaphor and analogy both work by bringing together two concepts from 

different conceptual domains, whereas metonymy works by using one element from a given domain to refer to 

another closely related element. Thus, a metaphor creates new links between otherwise distinct conceptual 

domains, whereas a metonymy relies on the existing links within them.) 

  METAPHOR AS STYLE 

  (Viewed as an aspect of speech and writing, metaphor qualifies as style, in particular, style 

characterized by a type of analogy. An expression (word, phrase) that by implication suggests the likeness of one 

entity to another entity gives style to an item of speech or writing, whether the entities consist of objects, events, 

ideas, activities, attributes, or almost anything expressible in language. Viewed also as an aspect of speech, 

metaphor can serve as a device for persuading the listener or reader of the speaker or writer's argument or thesis, 

the so-called rhetorical metaphor.7 ) 

  EXAMPLES OF METAPHORS 

  (Broken heart, cold feet, standing on the shoulders of giants, monkey see monkey do, butterly 

effect, white elephant, blind men and an elephant, chicken or the egg, etc. Many of these given words and phrases  

are also considered CLICHES. It’s the author’s job to know when to use them and when to make up their own.) 

 SIMILE 

  (A simile is a figure of speech that directly compares two different things, usually by employing 

the words "like" or "as" – also, but less commonly, "if", or "than.”  A simile can explicitly provide the basis of a 

comparison or leave this basis implicit. In the implicit case the simile leaves the audience to determine for 

themselves which features of the target are being predicated. It may be a type of sentence that uses 'as' or 'like' to 

connect the words being compared. The use of 'as' makes the simile more explicit. Sometimes similes are 

submerged, used without using comparative words ('Like' or 'As').) 

IMAGERY 

(Imagery is used in fiction to refer to descriptive language that evokes sensory experience. Imagery may be in 

many forms, such as metaphors and similes. How was imagery used in this piece?) 

SUSPENSION OF DISBELIEF 

(Suspension of disbelief is the reader's temporary acceptance of story elements as believable, regardless of how 

implausible they may seem in real life. How did the author get you to suspend your disbelief?) 

                                                                   
7 Wikipedia on metaphor 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metaphor
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GRAMMAR 

(Grammar refers to the logical and structural rules governing the composition of sentences, phrases, and words in 

any given language. Countries using the same language may have differing grammar, consider British English vs 

American English, and these differences should be respected with critiquing a manuscript. Does the piece have 

proper grammar? Some mistakes can be made and it won’t change the meaning of the words/sentences, however, 

sometimes, grammar can make a totally different meaning. Are the grammatical errors major or minor? Would it 

stop you from reading it if it were in a book that way? Does the author need extra help on grammar?) 

COHESION 

 Cohesion is the grammatical and lexical relationship within a text or sentence. Cohesion can be defined as 

the links that hold a text together and give it meaning. 

VOICE 

 In grammar, the voice (also called diathesis) of a verb describes the relationship between the action (or 

state) that the verb expresses and the participants identified by its arguments (subject, object, etc.). When the 

subject is the agent or actor of the verb, the verb is in the ACTIVE VOICE. When the subject is the patient, target or 

undergoer of the action, it is said to be in the PASSIVE VOICE. Is the passive voice used in this piece necessary? Is 

the voice used with purpose, to move the story? 

THEME 

Theme isn’t so much an element of fiction as much as the result of the entire story.  The theme is the main idea 

the writer of the poem or story wants the reader to understand and remember. 
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CHARACTERIZATION 
There's not much new I can help you with on characters and 
characterization that you either don't already know or can't look up. 

Our characters should serve a purpose. Most of the time, our characters 
are our purpose, which means we are writing a character driven story. If 
our characters aren't as important as the plot/story, then we are writing a 
plot driven story.  

But characters can play complex roles in writing fiction. You know that if 
you've ever read writers like Elmore Leonard, Diana Gabaldon, Dean 
Koontz, and others. Leonard’s writing is tight, focused, sparse, with wildly 
“odd” characters yet they portray both the best and the worst of us. 
Gabaldon write lovely long books with artful prose, settings, and 
characters who are deep, full, and alive with detail. Kootnz writes horror 
and his books seem simple, easy, almost formulaic, but he tricks you with 
is easy prose, his commonality of characterization—his characters could be you or me—and his settings 
of everyday life, and then comes the strange, the little twist that explodes into something big, and yet 
his characters are not superhuman (unless they have been genetically , altered and sometimes they are), 
they overcome horrific obstacles to preserve their humanity and often, everyone else’s as well. 

Those are some of my favorite writers and for vastly different reasons. Look at your favorite authors. 
How do they do characterization? What can you learn from them? 

You know how I learned about characters? I took characters from one 
of my fave books (Outlander by Diana Gabaldon) and made a Dungeons 
& Dragons character sheet for each of the major characters. This forced 
me to think of each one as an individual. I jotted down their history that 
I knew of at the time. And their predicaments they encountered in the 
story, as well as what they did to solve their problems. Then I examined 
what details of characterization enabled them to do what they did and 
why and why not.  

It’s an amazing insight into your favorite characters. Using someone 
else’s characters helps you remain objective, but using characters from 
a book you like means you know the story, and are interested in it and 
the characters and you’re less likely to get bored and move on to 
something else in the middle of it.  

Yes, it takes time. But then so does writing a novel. Most of us can’t 
write a novel in two weeks or even six. Some can, those who are more 

experienced, and perhaps have less “deep” a story to tell. Certainly, Game of Thrones wasn’t written in a 
few weeks or months, and if you have read any of Martin’s previous work, you will see tidbits of the 
precursor of Thrones in them. Little things that I can point to and say, he used that in Game of Thrones, 
but developed it so much more and made it so much better. His previous books were building blocks for 
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every book after. Much as yours will be. And he hit pay dirt when HBO grabbed the series for 
themselves. Wouldn’t you like to be grabbed? LOL You can up the ante by really working on those 
characters. 

There are some techniques I want to share with you on making "moh bettah" writing that I don't always 
see talked about in most books on writing. 

  

WRITING A NOVEL IS LIKE COMPOSING A SYMPHONY. i 

 I didn't make that up, I'm quoting David Farland and I totally agree 
with him. When he said that, things started clinking into place. People 
would talk about "layered characters" or "layered stories" and I'd shake 
my head as if I knew exactly what they were talking about, as if I were 
oh so clued into those magic words (because I was still seeking that 
magic writing ball to make my stories work without the (hard) work 
that goes into them).  

When David said music, kachink! Things began to fit (I say began to, it 
was a start of a new process of thinking). You know how music has 
different strands of music that sometimes seem to go off on their own 
and then return periodically and at the end? (Or am I just typing to the 
wind? LOL think Mozart) 

Think of a story like an emotional symphony. The emoti 

‘}ons that we play as authors are individual notes or chords. My job as an author is to repeat those 
emotions in patterns that build and play upon each other, and to vary my themes in a pleasing manner. 

CONTROLLING THE EMOTION 

When you decide to tell a story, you very often commit to a process of "controlling the emotion" of 
your tale. If you are writing a romance, then romance is the primary emotion that you want to elicit. If 
you are writing a thriller, then a sense of terror an impending doom is your primary emotion that you 
must build from the ground up and keep it building (tension) as the reader reads your story. 

Once you've picked your genre, you have picked your control emotion. Orson Scott Card said that 
people usually read because there is some controlling emotion they are lacking in their everyday life. 
And he's right.  

What is your controlling emotion on your story? 

When you begin plotting (or writing for us pantsers) you consider what your inciting incident is. You 
don't just say "What happens next?" You look at your primary emotions that you want to create and 
then ask, "How can I work toward creating a sense of xxx in my reader?" (where the xxx stands for the 
controlling emotion). (And again, us pantsers probably don’t even think about anything but getting the 
basic story down in the first, very rough draft, and then, we go back and think about how we can 
improve it.) 

Now, let's go back to the symphony of writing. Each character, subplot, every little detail is part of that 
symphony, to a greater or lesser degree. Characters are to the greater degree, wouldn't you agree? 

http://www.davidfarland.com/
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So, each character is a thread in the song, sometimes they harmonize and 
sometimes they don’t. Individual actions, thoughts, emotions, reactions, etc. 
are the notes and chords. 

When you are writing your first draft, emotion sustains us, or should, through 
most of the story. If we are not emotional about our first draft, then it's 
probably not worth reading. And it's easy to become so involved in 
brainstorming how to create a certain emotion that you become too focused on 
that emotion. When that happens, the story begins to sound like a symphony where everyone is jus 
repeating the same note. 

 This is where we need to know how to vary the emotion. 

VARYING THE EMOTION AND THE BEAT GOES ON 

Have you read (and studied) Robert McKee’s book on writing called Storyii? If you haven’t, now is the 
time to do so. Most likely, the entirety of the book will overwhelm you. It did me. I’ve owned the book 
five years now and I still refer to it and study it. 

Robert McKee talked about emotional beats. Hollywood and scriptwriters talk in beats all the time and 
if you’ve been studying writing for very long, you understand how it’s great to learn about screenwriting 
and from screenwriters and screenwriting instructors because they boil the info down into bite-able 
chunks and lay it out in mapable steps. Screenwriters can do that because with screenplays, everything 
must be  mapped out, laid out in understandable bits so that everyone who reads the screenplay after it 
was written must understand it completely. Also, timing is a big issue in screenplays. A minute a page, 
and your hook and inciting incident must go exactly on page so on so and all that. But in books, we have 
room to wiggle, not a lot, depending on your genre and publisher and market, but some.  

If you aren’t familiar with beats and McKee, I highly recommend you put 
that on your list of things to do and do sooner than later. Emotional 
beats are pieces of the story that twang the emotions of the viewers, in 
our case the readers. And there are specific (recommended but they 
work) steps to creating these beats that help you convey the emotion 
you want conveyed and do so in a way that really impacts the reader. 
(That’s the very, very simple explanation.) 

Did you know that the emotional beats that movie ads arouse are used 
in Hollywood to predict the sales for movies? 

Ad execs know, for example, that in North America, 97% of all eight-
year-olds are at attracted to humor, while 93% are attracted to 
adventure. But as a person ages, the desires for certain emotions 
changes. That just seems normal, right? As we age, we mature, and our 
interests and emotions mature with us (well, with most of us).  

Young ladies will spike into romance in their late teens, while boys bed 
come attracted to pornography. Late in life, middle-aged women crave drama and mystery, while men 
crave adventure. 

By knowing what mix of emotions your audience craves, you can design a bestseller. I’m convinced that 
a sighn of J. K. Rowling’s genius, for example, is in her unerring sense of what an audience wants. She 
instinctively recognized that her young audience would crave: wonder, adventure, humor, horror, and 

http://www.amazon.com/Story-Substance-Structure-Principles-Screenwriting/dp/0060391685/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1361913589&sr=8-1&keywords=robert+mckee
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romance in the appropriate and in the proper order. Rowling was flawless in evoking the proper 
emotional beats for her tale. 

So when you are writing, keep your mind open. Almost everyone at every age appreciates some humor 
in their tale, so don’t ever write a book without some. Most peopel will also appreciate a romantic line, 
regardless of whatever genre you are writing. Adventure and horror are also very strong books. 

DOUBLE DOWN 

Makes me think of poker, huh? :) Put all your money on that one spot and 
win big, or go home broke, a failure, until your next fix needs to be itched. 
Kinda what we do in writing--we either go all in, or we go home, stop 
writing, give up, do something else, anything else that won't drive us mad. 
(If you're like me, you've tried doing other things and even then, the voices 
don't shut up.) 

 But that's how it is in writing. You either put it all on the line, give every 
ounce of your emotional (and sometimes physical) self into your work 
because if you don't, you're work will suffer, be only the shell of something 
that could have been, might have been, had we just gone that extra step, 
and so on. 

Writing a novel, as I stated earlier, is like composing a symphony—not a symphony of notes, but a 
symphony of emotion.iii  

Robert McKee, in his book Story, suggests that we should not compose scenes that strike the same 
emotional note too often, but he doesn’t carry his advice further. David Farland suggests and I agree 
that there are times when we absolutely must strike the same note more than once in order to give the 
emotion greater emphasis. 

Remember how writers tell us to do things in sets of 3? Even psychologists tell us 
this (that’s where we got it). Humans learn in sets of 3 and 7… and ooops, we are 
doing numbers! And prime numbers at that. (Prime number are magical learning 
tools for humans. Not sure about Martians. ) 

Even in my tai chi class, we learn in sets of 3. We are taught as instructors to teach 
in 3s. We demonstrate the move 3 times without explaining it. Then the students 
practice it 3 times with the instructor. Then the instructor demonstrates the same 
move, and talks about the move. The students then try it on their own for a bit, and then we move on to 
a new move. Later, we put the moves together in sets of 3. (see? Magical learning tool) 

(And not to beat a dead horse more than three times, don’t forget the three 
kings.) 

Emotional beats work best in 3s also. 

This plotting tool is a device for heightening emotion by playing upon it, precisely, 
more than once. And the second time, with unexpected intensity. The third time, is the result, the 
effect, thct, the backflash, etc. of the emotional beat.  

In music, this would be like hitting the same note twice, but with a stronger force, and the third time 
would be perhaps the reverberation of that note, it’s fading sound, falling dead immediately or wavering 
into the darkness, etc. 
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David Farland calls this process of increasing emotional beats as 
“doubling” and as soon as he mentioned it in class, my mind said, 
“Double down!” LOL 

This technique might occur when your POV character anticipates or 
imagines a certain outcome in a tale and the imagined scene is 
complete enough so that it alone arouses an emotion. Using 2 or 3 
beats for an emotion doesn’t have to occur one after the other. They 
can occur in different places in the story.  

Say at the beginning, there’s a character, Mary, dreaming about her 

husband getting off that plane after a long trip abroad. She picks him 
up, stuff happens, and maybe she sees him naked in the shower and 
those emotions from her dreaming about him resurface. We are 

reminded about the dream, then the emotions, and she might go on to extend the dream to more stuff, 
either sex, maybe, or how he’ll look in the tux for the company ball tonight. The he comes out of the 
shower and kisses her, again, she recalls those strong, loving emotions 
and we just know they’re gonna be late for the ball cuz they’re all 
kissing and stuff… and then hubby breaks away, looks at her, and says, 
“We have to talk.” 

We have increased and heighten the expectations through how we 
showed Mary’s emotions and anticipations and thoughts and feelings. 
We just know they’re gonna consummate their meeting after her 
husband’s long business trip away. We’re ready, right there with her 
(but us writers know never to take the easy route, right? LOL). See 
how the whammy of “We have to talk.” Is much more effective and 

much deeper in the reader because we 
tapped and built on that one emotion 
more than once? And this can happen 
over chapters or pages or paragraphs. Up to you. 

And, we do that for all our characters, and for more than one of anything. 

The concept of doubling and tripling is to arouse an emotional response 
by writing in detail about your character’s expectations. 

This technique will work for any emotion you want to hit strongly. To 

double or triple an emotion, simply create an imagined scene that 
arouses that emotion, and then show us what happens in detail that 
redoubles or triples the emotional effect. 

In the submissions you just read, did you find any evidence of this 
technique? Did you see someplace(s) where this technique might be used 
for better effect? 

 

 

 

1. MARY IS SAD,  
BUT HOW SAD IS SHE? 

2. MARY IS NOT JUST SAD,  
SHE’S DEVASTATED! 

3. MARY’S NOT JUST 
DEVASTATED, SHE 

MURDERED HER TWO-
TIMING SLIME OF A 

HUSBAND, BUT SHE’S STILL 
SAD IT CAME TO THIS 
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i David Farland 
ii Story: Substance, Structure, Style and The Principles of Screenwriting by Robert McKee 
iiiiii David Farland “Million Dollar Outlines” 
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LESSON 9: Verbing 

No, “verbing” isn’t a real word, but it’s one I use often when analyzing a manuscript. It’s how we use our 

verbs that makes our stories work.  

What is a verb? 
Wikipedia.org, our go-to guide, says: 

Verbs in the English language are a part of speech  

and typically describe an action, an event, or a state. 

And, as we all know, there are types of verbs. 

Another class of verbs, strong verbs, have three principal parts. For example: 

  Part Example 

1 infinitive  write 

2 preterite wrote 

3 past participle written 

This gives a total of five forms (write, writes, wrote, written, writing). 

Some irregular weak verbs have two principal parts (e.g., send (infinitive), sent (preterite 

and past participle)). Additionally, the verbs do, say, and have have irregular forms in the 

present tense third-person singular (although the first two are only irregular in 

speech): do /du:/ becomes does /dʌz/; say /seɪ/ becomes says /sɛz/ (in most 

accents); have /hæv/ becomes has/hæz/). 

The highly irregular copular verb to be has eight forms: be (infinitive), am (first person 

singular present), is (third person singular present), are (in second person singular and all 

persons plural, present), being (present participle), was (first and third persons singular 

preterite), were (preterite in second person singular and all persons plural), and been (past 

participle) (in addition to the archaic forms art, wast, wert, and beest), of which only one 

(being) is derivable as a regular inflection of the bare form. 

And then it continues with more detailed information on verbs. But what I want YOU to 
remember, is that as writers, we must know which verb is a better verb over any other verb in 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Verb
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Part_of_speech
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Germanic_strong_verb
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Infinitive
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Preterite
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Past_participle
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Germanic_weak_verb
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Copula_(linguistics)
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any given situation. And some of that may be subjective, yes, but for this class lesson, let’s 
assume it’s not as subjective as it might be  and try to keep it simple. 

The history of words is really interesting, though often tedious. However, the more we know 
about history, the more we know about words and word choices, and the better choices we’ll 
make.  

We can import those old “dead” words into our language just fine. It’s the making up of new 
ones that don’t work well in anything except science fiction and fantasy. 

For instance, Wikipedia says: 

Verbs had more forms when the pronoun thou was still in regular use and there was a 

number distinction in the second person. To be, for instance, had art, wast and wert. 

So guess who has a fantasy on another planet who can have a race of people who speak with 
words like art, wast, and wert? Of course, I’ll be beefing up the meanings so that using those 
particular words will have more meaning than just being forms of the “to be” verb. 

There are certain aspects to verbs we need to discuss: tense, aspect, mood and modality, and 
voice. I won’t go into great details on all of them. You can read up on them on your own, 
however, it is important we know how to use verbs and even more important we know how to 
use them to their fullest effect in our manuscripts. (We’ll discuss mood, modality, and voice 
later.) 

TENSE  

Tense is just that, “the grammatical expression of time (past, present, or future) of an action or 
state.”  

English uses absolute tense, in which time is expressed relative to the speaker's present, 

rather than relative tense, in which time is expressed relative to the time frame (speaker's 

present, past, or future) that has already been established. 

We must keep our verb’s tense settings the same through a scene or section of scenery (there 
may be a flashback, for instance) and our subjects’ tenses must agree, that is, be the same. If 
our verb is past tense, then our subject must be past tense. 

ASPECT 

This is where fiction writing for today’s audience differs a bit from stated definitions.  

Aspect refers to the fabric of time alluded to by the verb — whether the time of action or 

state is viewed as an unanalyzed unit, something that is continuously progressing as the 

action occurs, something that occurs in discrete sequential units during the action, 

something that continues from the past to the present, etc. 

English verbs primarily distinguish between progressive aspect and non-progressive 

aspect, using the verb to be and the present participle (the -ing form of the verb) to 

indicate the progressive and its absence to indicate non-progressivity of the action or 

state. This usage occurs even when the tense is past, in which case the tense is indicated 

by the form of to be as in I was running). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thou
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Absolute_tense
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grammatical_aspect
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perfective_aspect
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Progressive_aspect
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Habitual_aspect
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perfect_aspect
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Progressive_aspect
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Present_participle
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If we were to stay to strict English grammar protocol, we’d never use a past tense verb to 
replace a progressive aspect and non-progressive aspect verb.  

(NOTE: same applies to present tense “is” etc. “I am running” vs “I run.”) 

It is never wrong to write: “I was running”. However, it is more correct (in most cases) to write: 
“I ran.” 

Why? 

WAS VERBING 

I call “was running” was verbing. It is actually a “linking verb” setup. The linking verb is “was” 
and it doesn’t actually do any action in my sentence, it just sets the time as past tense. I was 
running, I was sitting, I was flying, etc. Tells us we were doing those things in the past.  

We can’t “wasingi” our way through English, unfortunately. We don’t write, 
“I wasing to the store.” Even though that would tighten our word count LOL. 
We have to add the real verb. This is a more archaic structure of using verbs 
and is becoming even more archaic with today’s electronic and fast-paced 
society.  

Be aware: When we write fiction using 3rd person, we are not writing in past tense. We can 
write our story, “Yesterday, I was running to the store and tripped over a land mine. Today, I 
ran to the store on one leg.” This shows present tense 3rd person “I ran” and past tense 3rd 
person “I was running.” Confused yet? I hope not . 

Writing “I ran” tightens the writing, using fewer words and shows us the same thing, only 
faster.  

I don’t want to get into tedious details that might confuse us. I might fall asleep just writing 
stuff about verb grammar LOL. But we do need to look at what makes our manuscripts work 
better than the average, because isn’t that why we’re here? 

Notice that using “was running” conveys the same information, but we as writers know that 
using “was running” can work for us in other ways. We might, for instance, want the rhythm of 
our writing to be a sound a certain way, or we might want to slow the pacing down. Maybe he’s 
running, but something else is going on as well, and we’re moving into some character reaction 
to action as he’s running.  

You can use words to point the way, to set the mood and ambience, to slow or increase the 
pacing of your story, a myriad of things. Words are our tools to tell our story. And verbs are 
some of the most important and basic tools we have. 

Remember, I usually use the past tense and more active form of verbs when I can. So I would 
write “I ran” in most cases. But if I had something else happening, I might write, “I was running 
when the bullet hit my shoulder, tearing through the muscle and tendon like a hot poker 
through butter.” 
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FIX IT 

99% of the time, 99% of most writers use too many “was verbing” forms. And they aren’t wrong 
to use them, they just aren’t better.  

Our word choices are very important, right? So let’s make the best choices we can. And the 
easiest and first thing I do--when I’m critiquing a manuscript, whether my own or someone 
else’s, or judging an entry in a contest (I’m currently judging an RWA contest which is due this 
week, ACK!), or editing for a client at the small press I work for—is to run a macro that searches 
for weak verbs, especially was, wasn’t, were, weren’t (or is, am, are, etc.). 

I allow myself 2 – 3 of those listed to be verbs per typed page. Period.  

I run a macro (or you can use the find/replace feature) that highlights particular words. Now, 
this function doesn’t know the difference between a “was verbing” used in the narration versus 
the “was verbing” used in dialogue. I do not (usually) worry about “was verbing” in the 
dialogue, because how we speak is how we speak and there’s not much changing that, unless 
it’s overused.  

After it highlights them all, I look at each page. How many colored words are on that page? 3 or 
10 or 20?  

I go through and reduce each simple “was verbing” possible to the active past tense verb. This 
might require a bit of thought. You might have to search a thesaurus, but that’s OK because it’s 
a good learning experience. I can cut at least half the “was/were verbings” to simple active 
verbs in one fell swoop. 

After you’ve done one manuscript, every page, you will eventually begin writing with more 
active verbs and not even think about “was verbing” much at all in your first draft! (Honest . 
We learn from doing, not thinking about doing.) 

CHOOSING ACTIVE VERBS 

So, we want to make our verb usage as active as possible.  

In our first draft, don’t worry about it as you write. Only worry about it when you edit. 
Eventually, you’ll get better at using active verbs the first time around. Our first draft is often 
our most lazy choice of words, whether it’s verbing or other words. 

Plenty of meaningful single-word verbs are out there just 

waiting for you to use them.
ii
 

And in fact, I will provide you with a chart of verbs to look at. Don’t memorize them, but one 
thing I do, to get active verbs inserted into my gray matter, is to read the chart several times in 
a row, maybe once a month or so, depending on what I’m writing.   

I might also make a special list of active verbs that can be used specifically in my genre and 
manuscript. For instance, if I’m writing a fight scene, I’ll use different verbs than I would writing 
a love scene. 
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Francine Prose, in Reading Like a Writer: A Guide for People Who Love Books and for Those Who 
Want to Write Them, said:  

“… the responsibility of showing should be assumed by the energetic and specific use of 

language.” 

Over and over, she reiterates her message that the writer is in control and is therefore 
responsible for his/her word choices. 

“All the elements of good writing depend on the writer’s skill in choosing one word 

instead of another.” 

Anytime we revise, we must ask ourselves, “Is this the best word I can find? Are my adjectives 
and adverbs precise and necessary? Is my meaning clear? Can a word or phrase be cut from this 
without sacrificing anything essential? Is this grammatical? Are my verbs active? And so on. 

Cat Rambo, one of my fave authors, has a website called The Writing of Cat Rambo, where she 
writes about writing and the writing and publishing industry. On active verbs, Rambo says: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Simpler sentence construction 

Why are we so concerned about active verbs? Well, despite all the above, active verbs also 

make simpler sentence construction. The sentence is often more direct and immediate, more 

descriptive and better paced. Not always, but often. Passive verbs and verbing attract awkward 

sentence constructions. 

Active verbs slice to the heart of a sentence’s meaning, inject action, make prose dance with 
precise control. Active verbs cajole, captivate, charm, and compel. They lend the muscularity 

of manual labor, a scapel’s taxonomic precision, and the graceful sway and bob and glide 

and jump of a dance. 

Seek out active verbs, make them your writerly quest. Enlist them in your cause and they’ll 

help explain a story’s nuances to a reader. Write them down on your shirt cuffs and use them 

to goad your sentences into performance, or suck on them in your sleep until each dream is a 

single verb: swim and replenish and grip. 

Use verbs, but treat them kindly. Ride them hard but with the respect they deserve. You will 

find they reciprocate, and verbs will collect in your pockets like marvelous, multi-colored 

pebbles you can use to build your story. 

http://www.amazon.com/Reading-Like-Writer-Guide-People/dp/0060777052/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1332280492&sr=8-1
http://www.amazon.com/Reading-Like-Writer-Guide-People/dp/0060777052/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1332280492&sr=8-1
http://www.kittywumpus.net/


LESSON 9: Verbing / 6 

In Put Active Verbs to Work for You, the Analytical Writing for Science and Technology website 

says: 

 “ It's not that passive verbs are bad in themselves, but when they are overused, they hide 

the identity of the doer, they invite roundabout sentence construction, and they lead to 

awkward, unnatural-sounding prose.” 

When should we use passive verbs? 

Sometimes you want to emphasize the object of an action more than the subject. Then 

you'll want to place the object of the action first in the sentence (that is, make it the 

subject of the sentence). That usually requires a passive verb.
iii

 

So we have to consider: 

• Active is good; passive is bad 

• Passive verbs attract abstract nouns 

• Passive verbs attract awkward constructions 

• When to use passive verbs 

• Liberate disguised verbs 

Had enough?  Not to worry, we are returning now to your writing. 

ASSIGNMENT 

1. List every verb on the page.  

a. Select a page, say page 50 if you have it, or whatever the last page of text is that 

you have if not that far 

b. List every verb on that page 

c. Show a highlighted version of that page (if you know how to do this, if you don’t, 

please let me know, it’s not as difficult as you think—CTRL PRT SCRN to capture 

the image on  your screen, then open a Word or wp doc and paste it with CTRL 

V) 

d. Due Friday 

2. Select at least one student’s verb template 

a. In one column with your name on it, write a verb you think would work better 

(use the author’s provided page if needed) 

b. Explain why you think that verb choice is better. 

c. Due Monday. 

                                                             
i The Linking Verb  
ii Using Active Verbs 

http://home.comcast.net/~tgeorges/write/les12.htm
http://www.chompchomp.com/terms/linkingverb.htm
http://www.ems.psu.edu/~schall/Verbs.html
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http://home.comcast.net/~tgeorges/write/les12.htm
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LESSON 10:  
TIME FOR SHOW & TELL 

“OK, did everyone bring a project to class today? Good.” Mrs. 

Abernathy, the fifth grade English teacher, turned to the blackboard and 

pointed her stick at the pictures taped to the board. 

“Picture one,” she states, “is of a man in a uniform walking fast 

across a lawn.” 

Mrs. Abernathy steps to the next picture and taps it with her stick, a 

long, skinny stick that was possibly once used as a switch, for all the 

darkened knots that decorated it made it appear ominous and foreboding. 

“Picture two. A woman, wearing underwear on her head, sits in a pan of 

water.” 

Mrs. Abernathy sneezes, wiping her nose then with a lace kerchief she 

kept tucked in her right sleeve before curtly stepping to the next picture. 

Once she had her kerchief safely tucked away, she tapped picture two several 

times, tat tat tat, as if she were keeping beat to something in her head, but 

I wasn’t getting the music at all. 

“Picture three, do you see?”  

Picture three was the strangest of them all. Nothing filled the white 

sheet of paper. Nothing. The paper hung, taped at the top, but not the 

bottom, and ruffled gently from the breeze that sneaked in from the open 

windows. Shadows of clouds floated across the paper’s whiteness, as if it 

were a vast and open plain….. 

 

After you read the above little ditty, I’d like you to think about what you ‘see’ in the 

narration (ignore the pictures in your discussion for now).  
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DISCUSSION: I’d like for us to discuss a few things first, like: 

1. SETTING Where is this story taking place? What are the setting elements that give 

you this information? What can you IMPLY from the wording? 

2. TIME PERIOD which is also part of setting but I’m setting it apart (pun intended LOL). 

When do you think this is? Why? 

3. TIME OF DAY (also part of setting) what might you conclude about the time of day? 

4. WEATHER (also part of setting) what kind of day is it? 

5. POV CHARACTER Who do you think this person is? 

6. CHARACTERIZATION MRS ABERNATHY Who do you think she is? Can you get a 

sense of who she might have once been, or might still be? What words give you this 

image? 

7. CHARACTERIZATION OTHER Do you sense any other characters in this scene, even 

though they are not mentioned? 

8. TENSE I deliberately changed tense(s) in the scene. Can you find where? 

 

Let’s begin the lesson with these 8 questions. Have fun! 

 

Alley 



LESSON 11: More on Editing 

This is a lot to read, I’ll grant you that. But, read it once and store it in the back of your noggin’ for future 
use  and use the rest of this weekend to finish up on the assignments of last week so we can move on 
this week into polishing your manuscripts. 

How you edit your novel is as individual as you are. Here I’m offering some insight into how different 
writers and editors work on their novels. If you aren’t set in your own method, try some out. One might 
work better than another, or you can combine certain elements and create your own.  

I know it can be frustrating to hear, but it’s true: However it works best for you. However, the operative 
word is “works best.” That doesn’t mean whatever is in your comfort zone. One thing most productive 
and prolific and selling writers learn fast is that their comfort zone isn’t always their friend. They are 
willing to jump into the “deep end” as I like to call it, that vast void of unknown area, and work their way 
out. And however again, they don’t do it (usually) without some help and planning first. 

So, here’s some suggestions. Like a critique, take what works, leave the rest.  

PAT’S METHOD 
When I get a manuscript to read at the small press I work for, it has already been vetted by the 
owner/head editor. I don’t have to worry about whether it’s worthy of publication, it’s already been 
accepted and I just work on it. That’s nice for me, because I don’t’ want to be a full-time editor. I do 
maybe one or two manuscript a year, that’s all. I want to be a full-time writer.  

I don’t make a lot with this type of editing. I’m not in it for the money. I do it 1. Because my friend the 
owner/head editor begged me to help her out LOL, 2. Because by helping others, I learn, and 3. I’m a 
line-editor and story critiquer by nature (I do it whether people want it or not, so why not do it for 
real?). And, it helps I control what I edit. I can refuse at any time. 

But how do I do it? 

We are being trained as proofreaders and copyeditors every time we critique. Whether it’s a line-by-line 
edit or the bigger picture massage, that is all part of the job of editing in some form or fashion.  

Becoming a better editor of other people’s work, helps you see your own work in a better light. 
However, it’s easy to become too critical, both of others work and your own, especially your own.  

Somehow, everyone else writes better than me, no matter what I write. It’s a given LOL. But it’s not 
true, I know that intellectually, but emotionally? No, I’m the little kid who seeks praise. We all are. Our 
“ids” or whatever you want to call it, never grow old. We might learn to control it better, but when we 
are 90, we are the same precocious little kid in our hearts that we were when we were 3 or 9 or even 
the rebellious 16. We really didn’t’ change much in our psyche, other than to wield reality better. 

The same can be said for our writing. The day a writer loses her sense of awe and adventure in her own 
writing, is the day she lies 6 feet under, and maybe not even then. Honestly, if your own writing 
becomes too tedious to bear (and it will become tedious at times), take a break, even if there’s a 
deadline, take a small break. Learn the mental and physical triggers that will jumpstart your creativity, 



LESSON 11: More on editing / 2 

THE ART OF CRITIQUE © by Pat Hauldren     www.pathauldren.com  

which means, you are a little fresher, more zoned-in, to your writing again. Can’t say enough about this, 
because this frustrates beginners and professionals to no end. It certainly frustrates me about a hundred 
times a week, but I get over it. We all do, if we are to continue to grow and become better writers.  

So, how do I edit? I read. It sounds simple, and it is, at first.  

I read until I stumble over something. Then I mark it, and go on. I do a light line edit as I go. Sometimes I 
just mark it so I can return to it later, sometimes I write a detailed comment because I know if I don’t at 
that time, I’ll forget it. (Usually that involves the developing story or character.) 

If I continue to stumble over the same things and there’s a lot of them, say they use “was/were” a 
gazillion times a page, then I do a “find and replace” and highlight every one of them before I read 
further. This tells my brain that I’ve addressed this feature, continue reading, and it shows me in bright 
color exactly how often these words are used per page. I do this also because my brain can deceive me. I 
don’t like those words used very often, so my own prejudice can, if I let it, convince me the manuscript 
is riddled with passive verbing, when it may very well not. Like when I worked in quality control for 
many years and with statistics and research data, facts are facts, yet our interpretation of them isn’t 
always what is “true.” And I follow this process for anything that I perceive as too repetitive.  

(I do not highlight these types of problem areas in dialogue, unless I see it’s used extremely too much or 
incorrectly. Which means, as I read, I have to remove the highlighting inside the dialogue.) 

Once I’ve read it through the first time, I make notes on a separate piece of paper (even if I’m 
commenting electronically.) I could do it in my word processor, but, like in writing, using different 
mediums helps me think. (When I’m really stuck, I write with my expensive fountain pen.)  

Then I re-read it, commenting more. At the end, then I write a summary and my thoughts on the overall 
story.  

And that’s it.  

For my own manuscripts, it’s a bit different. 

1. Let it stew: Once I’ve finished my manuscript, I set it aside for anywhere from a few days to a 
few weeks before I return to it to edit (assuming I have that luxury of time.) Like stew or pot 
roast, it always tastes better the second day, and so I let my ms “stew.” Of course, the ink on the 
page isn’t changing into anything prettier, but my mind is refreshing itself, so I can return to my 
ms with an objective eye. (Now, there’s an idea for a clichéd story: shelved manuscript fixes 
itself! LOL). 

2. Run through 1:  
a. I take a big, thick spiral notebook. I mean BIG, cuz I make lots of notes. And I say spiral 

because being scatterbrained since birth, anything that has pages that can come loose 
too easily, will, and I will lose them. It’s a given .  

b. Then, I go through the PRINTED manuscript from cover to cover and in my notebook, I 
make my notes. I decide what format I’m going to make these notes (neat and orderly 
will help you when you return to the notes to make changes). I usually just use 2 
columns (I don’t draw lines, just wing it.)  

i. First column is for page number. If I need it, then I put paragraph number, or I 
just use an * on the written page where I’m commenting, but I don’t write on 
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my manuscript at all. (This helps me read my ms as if it were already published, 
which helps me see it as a whole unit, not as 300 individual pages.)  

ii. Then the 2nd column is for my notes. Maybe it’s just “fix name” or maybe it’s 
more complicated, (or maybe it’s “What the ??? LOL) whatever it is, I don’t’ 
write on the manuscript. 

iii. Run through this phase quickly, not too fast, but don’t linger over anything. Just 
make notes as you read.  

3. Run through 2: This is where you’ll take your notes and your manuscript, and this one I do on 
the computer, and  

a. look at each page and make changes as needed.  
b. Whatever you write in  my notebook at this stage is with a different color of ink so I will 

know my original thought, and my edited thought process. 
c. This run through takes longer because you are actually making changes, but decide on a 

time period and try to stick to it. Having a tentative deadline will make you work a little 
harder. 

4. Run through 3:  
a. Print manuscript 
b. Mark up ms on read through 

5. Run through 4: proofread. By this time, your manuscript is about 80% of perfect. (Using the 
80/20 rule, which means, we can catch at best, only 80 % of anything, leaving 20% unseen. 
Doesn’t matter what it is, whether you’re inspecting widgets before they ship from a warehouse 
or your manuscript. So no manuscript is ever perfect, but it’s as perfect as we can get it.)  

a. One method of proofing your ms at this stage is to read it to yourself and record it. This 
helps get any glaring errors out there, because reading aloud is one of the ways we 
critique ourselves, and it provides a recorded version of your novel, in case you want to 
do a 5th run through and it doesn’t hurt to listen to it, or parts of it again.. 

b. Another method is to speed read it or have someone else read it to you while you make 
notes (not looking at your own manuscript.) 

6. Submit! Then, voila! I’m ready to submit  
 

HOLLY LISLE 
 

Holly Lisle’s “How to Revise a Novel 
 
Holly is a pro, both at writing and editing. She can revise a 125,000 word novel, she says, in one to two 
weeks. (gasp!) She says, if you’re spending more than two or three months, “consider the possibility that 
you might be malingering because you’ve developed a sudden case of cold feet about mailing the thing.” 
 

 First, gather materials.  
You can’t do a decent, deep revision of your book without a printed manuscript copy of 
it. Don’t try revising on the computer screen. Words look and feel different on the printed page 
that they do on a monitor, and you’ll find mistakes in hard copy that your eye would slide right 
over on the screen. So you’ll need:  

1. A manuscript copy of your novel, appropriately double-spaced and with wide margins. Don’t 
go with anything less than an inch and a quarter all the way around. 

http://hollylisle.com/how-to-revise-a-novel/
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2. A new single-subject spiral-bound notebook — you’ll be writing down continuity errors in 
this, ideas that you’ll need to include later in the story, notes about threads you dropped, and 
more. 

3. Pens with three or four colors of ink (colored ink optional). 
4. The background notebook or notes that you created while working on the book, plus any 

maps, charts, diagrams, character descriptions, etc. that you used while you were writing it. 
 Second, set a completion date for the revision.  

You need to keep yourself going with deadlines. It’s easy to fall into a nasty cycle of second-
guessing yourself, revising your revisions, and never getting to the point of actually sending the 
manuscript out. So you have to remind yourself that the book you’re writing right now isn’t going 
to be the best book you will ever write. (If it were, that would be really sad, because it would 
mean your entire career from this moment on would be downhill.) Your objective is to make it the 
best book that you are capable of writing right now. Worry about next year next year.  

 Now, sit down with notebook, background, and pens in hand, and start reading from the 
beginning.  
It helps if you pretend you’ve never read this stuff before. If, like me, you end up doing much of 
your writing in that almost-metaphysical fugue state where you’re watching events in the story 
happen and typing what you see, there will be whole huge chunks of it that you won’t have read 
before. Those will generally be the good bits.  
 
From word one, ask yourself the following questions: 

 Does this character appear all the way through the book, or disappear with an explanation? 
(Death, travel, etc.) If not, does this character have a place in this book? 

I introduced a character on page one, chapter on of the book I’m currently working on that I 
discovered in my read-through never appeared again. My ideas for the novel shifted as I wrote, and 
he just vanished. So now I’m having to follow up and add him back in, especially at the end where he 
will add a lot. 

 Does this character still look and act the way he did at the beginning of the book? If not, have I 
shown the character development that accounts for the changes? Or did I just screw up? 

I am hell on wheels for giving people hair and eye color changes, adding six inches to their height, adding 
or removing foreign or regional accents as the story progresses. In first draft, this is no big deal. But you 
can’t let the book go out the door with those sorts of errors still in there. 

 If this scene introduces a new idea or new action, is it something that I remembered to follow 
through all the way to the end? If you add subplots, introduce new characters, throw in red 
herrings or real herrings that you intend to make use of at the end of the story, you have to make 
sure that you pick up on them by the end of the book. 

 Have you met the objectives of your story? Did you resolve your theme and your major and minor 
character conflicts (excluding those thrown in to give some meat to the next book in a series, if 
relevant), bring your plot to a logical conclusion, and give the reader something to cheer about at 
the end? 

 Have you followed your header, chapter, and quote scheme consistently? If you use subheads for 
each chapter at the beginning, did you remember them at the end. (I didn’t in this current book. 
Oops!) Do you have quotes at the start of the front chapters, but not the back ones? How about 
chapter titles? Did you write out Chapter One at the start of the book, but just go to 35 by the time 
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you hit the end?  
 
I’m a “kitchen sink” writer — that is, if I have a good idea while I’m writing but I’m not sure where 
it’s going, I’ll throw it anyway and trust my subconscious to make it work. Most of the time it does. 
Sometimes my imagination is a little too fertile and I’ll end up with promising subplots that simply 
vanish because I forgot about them in the press of the main storyline. This is the point where I 
mark each of those dropped threads and figure out where I can fit it in (or else figure out how to 
extract it without crashing the book.) 

 Does this scene matter? Not “Is it well written?” or “Is it interesting?” or “Do you love it because 
it’s funny, cool, sexy, or brilliantly written?” Does it matter? Does it move the story forward, 
develop a character, flesh out the plot, and create the forward momentum that will keep your 
reader reading? 

 Have you demonstrated an acceptable level of literacy?  
It isn’t more important than everything above, but it is as important. Is your spelling correct? Is 
your grammar grammatical? Do your sentences parse logically? Do you have paragraphs, and do 
they break at logical points? Do you use the best word for what you’re trying to say? Have you 
used a lot of unnecessary words, or re-used the same word over and over and over?  

 As you read, correct any little mistakes in the manuscript margins.  
This includes spelling and typing errors, awkward sentences, vague bits of dialogue, and places 
that just don’t read right as you go through them. It also includes little continuity errors like hair 
and eye color, height, age, and dialect. Those corrections fit pretty well into margins and are 
easy to edit from page to screen as is. Get rid of all those florid descriptions So do chapter, 
section, and quote corrections. 

 At the same time, mark off the big errors that you find.  
These are the continuity and story errors that I described above. These are rarely “fix-it-in-the-
margin” errors. Mark each one that you find with an asterisk, and in your spiral-bound 
notebook, describe the problem you found and what you need to do to fix it. For example:  
 
“John Brown appears at the front door with a package for Murphy, and is carrying a knife, but 
after Murphy opens the package, I never use John Brown again. He needs to show up in the 
parking lot scene before the end of the book and threaten Murphy with the knife.”  
 
This is where different-colored ink comes in handy. If you edit each day’s work with a different 
colored ink (or rotate between three or four) it becomes a whole lot easier to locate your notes 
to yourself and connect them to the appropriate asterisk. 

 When you finish your read-through, go back and start adding pages.  
Don’t do this before you’ve done one complete read-through, because as you get to the end of the 
book, you’ll find places where you jumped to conclusions that you’ll need to support earlier in the 
book. If you’re a thrifty writer (as I try to be, since I always seem to be writing with a constrictively 
short word limit — and, yes, there are days when fitting my 200,000 word idea into a 125,000 
word novel can feel like writing haiku), you’ll figure out ways that you can kill two or three or even 
four really big goofs with a single new scene. 

 Finally, re-read the book in manuscript form one time after your major edit.  
Writing uses a lot of paper, a lot of toner, and a lot of time and patience. But the end goal is to get 
your manuscript in front of an editor who wants to buy it, and in order to do that, you have to 
demonstrate professionalism. Don’t edit, and then forget to check your changes.  
 
For the read-through of your manuscript, you can print it in small type with small margins and on 
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both sides of the paper if you want. You’re mostly going to see if you’ve introduced any new 
mistakes with your new sections. I have discovered that I always add a few spelling mistakes at this 
stage, and invariably I’ll take out part of a sentence, edit the rest of it . .. and then leave a section 
of the old sentence dangling there at the end. Don’t just skim this part. Be vigilant. 

 And when that’s done, kick the thing out the door.  
And have yourself a party. You’ve earned the right to celebrate. 

 

3 STEP EDITING 
This sounds simple, but it’s really just what we’ve already been doing. AutoCrit EditingWizard has some 
good advice in their post on “Edit Your Novel in Three Steps.” They break it down into a pyramid where 
the foundation is your basic storyline, then there’s the scenes, then the top layer the sentences. 

1. Story 
2. Scenes 
3. Sentences 

They call this bottom-up editing, but I call it top-down. I think of the story as the tent that holds all the 
scenes and the scenes hold the sentences, and so on. However you think of it, do. Think of it that is . 
Editing is hard work because it’s a LOT of thinking. 

Let’s look at what AutoCrit is talking about: 

1. Story 
a. Does your main character have a goal that drives him/her through the entire story? 
b. Is the external barrier that prevents the main character from reaching his/her goal 

substantial enough to carry the book? 
c. Is the book set in the correct physical location? Right time period? Right time of year? 

(for instance, we often think of birth and renewal in the Spring, aging in the fall, etc.) 
2. Scenes 

a. Is there a good mix of narrative, dialogue, and introspection? (If not, make sure it’s 
essential.) 

b. Can the reader feel the emotions of the characters? Are the emotions believable? (You 
might think so, but do your beta readers?) 

3. Sentences 
a. Make a list of the criteria your writing should meet. If you don’t’, your writing could be 

varying in style and substance so much that it doesn’t feed the story but detracts from 
it. 

b. Do your sentence lengths and structure vary enough to avoid unwanted repetitiveness? 
c. Do you have repeating words or phrases? 
d. Have you minimized the use of adverbs and other weak words and verbing like 

“was/were” “have/had” “feel/felt” etc.? 

Do all these editing tips make you feel overwhelmed? 

https://www.autocrit.com/
https://www.autocrit.com/websitepublisher/articles/6/1/Edit-Your-Novel-In-Three-Steps/Page1.html


LESSON 11b:  Even More On Editing 
You’ve probably read On Writing by Stephen King. This lesson is On Editing by Pat Hauldren.  
 
Editing is a multiple pass project that takes considerable patience and skill. You, however, are learning a 
lot of the editing techniques many editors and copyeditors use. I’m not talking the book publishing 
editor, because he/she isn’t there to give you line-by-line details. That editor expects you to have your 
manuscript polished and ready to go. Their copyeditor will catch any minor details, like typos, 
misspellings, reparagraphing, proper capitalization, etc. Details which would detract from the book’s 
readability. The publisher wants to be known as a producer of quality product, and the less work the 
editor/publisher has to do, the better chance you have of getting published over another manuscript of 
poorer quality.  
 
Just to give you an idea of what you are getting in this class. I do freelance editing and copyediting and I 
want you to realize, I’m no self-proclaimed expert in the field. In fact, I have no degree whatsoever--no 
university degree, no journalism class, no special training other than writing workshops and personal 
instruction. I trained under other editors. My goals are not to be an editor at all. My freelance editing is 
part-time and only projects that I want to do, because my focus is writing my own work. There are, by 
far, better editors out there, and there are tons worse, and then there are total rip-offs. What I do 
“proclaim” for this class is that you will be a better writer by applying these techniques we are learning 
here.  
 
My normal editing prices are as follows:  

 $3.00/page per read for basic copyediting, which means typos, egregious sentence structure 
problems, gawdawful punctuation, page formatting.  

 $4.00/page per read for line-by-line editing.  

 $5.00/page per read for editing & content critique  
 
For novels, I will bid on it as a whole, depending on what the author wants. He may only want me to 
make sure there’s no typos, glaringly bad sentences and punctuation, big errors that the author couldn’t 
see if, as we say for cliché, they were a snake and bit him LOL. A 300 page novel in that case might be 
about $300, working out to about $1.00 a page. But the more an author needs, the more it costs.  
 
For most people who ask for a novel to be edited, I advise them to send me 3 chapters or about 25 
pages max. Let me line-by-line and content edit it for $3.00 a page and then apply that advice to the rest 
of your novel. This advice, if the author will take it, will save them hundreds of dollars and make them a 
better writer from now on. (You’d be surprised how many authors don’t want to learn to edit 
themselves and are willing to shell out tons of money, thinking the more they spend, the better the edit, 
and that’s certainly most untrue.) 
 
Don’t pay for what you don’t need. You can learn to make your manuscript sparkle like a love-sotted 
vampire .  
 
SELF EDITING CHECKLIST  
I listed below some reasonable ideas for each edit cycle. (Editing is more than a one-pass pony LOL.) The 
sequence in which you execute these steps may impact the style you produce; experiment a bit to see 
what order works best for your writing. You will know you are done editing when you are positively sick 
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and tired of reading your work again. Or, give yourself a limit, say, 2 complete run-throughs then ask a 
beta reader (who is a writer) to read through it completely. That will put objective eyes on your work 
and catch any glaring errors. By then, you should have a reasonably comfy feeling your work is ready to 
submit.  
 
I. Synonyms  
Buy the best thesaurus you can find. It helps if it has a "category" section that allows you to browse by 
large ideas. (Used bookstores are great for this. Try thriftbooks.com.)  
 
Read your creation and look up synonyms wherever you feel a better word might more accurately 
describe your ideas. Be careful though: keep in mind that your audience has a certain level of 
sophistication and might be turned away from words that are overly complex. Most authors advise the 
simpler the better, but your voice and style dictate all that. 
 
One of my faves is VisualThesaurus.com. It shows visual graphic links of word associations. However, as 
good as it is, Oxford is my first choice. The Oxford Thesaurus of English has tons more words and their 
history. And of course, there’s an app for that.  
 
II. Similes and Metaphors  
Add them where you can, but try to be appropriate within the context of 
your descriptions. Sometimes too broad a metaphor (or too flashy a 
simile) can distract from the actual thoughts of your storyline. Don't mix 
metaphors by comparing something to a teapot only to compare it later to 
an automobile.  
 
III. Dictionary Check  
Go through your document and look up in a dictionary any words where 
you aren't 101% sure of their meaning. I've surprised myself a couple of 
times when I have used a word repeatedly only to look it up and find it has 
another meaning entirely. 
 
Websters and an Oxford English Dictionary (probably abridged, most of us can’t afford the full blown 
edition.)  
 

IV. Read Aloud  
You don't have to do this in front of other people, but if you do, you will find it works 
even better! (Yes, it’s true. I wouldn’t lie to you ) Surprisingly enough, even reclining 
on your sofa all alone you can immediately catch awkward phrasings and words that 
you are using too frequently.  

 
I will try different tricks to get my brain to see the words I’ve been working on for months in a new and 
objective light. Not only do I read aloud, I read into a tape recorder (or digital recorder, whatever LOL) 
and then listen to it. I keep a recorded version handy so I can listen to it in the car if I want. (Writers are 
great at squeezing in writing time wherever and whenever they can!) Try recording it in YouTube.  
 
Whatever you have available. You’d be amazed at the errors you’ll see (and hear) just by doing this.  
I attend a weekly writers workshop here in the Dallas / Fort Worth (DFW) area called the DFW Writer’s 
Workshop. Each Wednesday night, those who want to read sign up on a read sheet, then we break the 

http://www.dfwwritersworkshop.org/
http://www.dfwwritersworkshop.org/
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readers into groups of 6 (this works for the time we have available). Each reader has a total of 20 
minutes allotted to them—up to 15 to read, and then the rest is critique time. Every time I read my work 
aloud, I see errors I didn’t see reading it aloud to myself at home. It’s like magic LOL.  
 
And, reading aloud gives is good practice for public speaking. Practicing better enunciation is always a 
good idea, because when we become the next Great American Novelist, we want to be the bright and 
witty Mr. or Ms. Author on Opera, Good Morning America, the neighborhood bookstore, and/or local 
writing groups.  
 
V. Action and Active Voice  
Your writing will be clearer if you structure your sentences as subject-verb-object; tell action rather than 
describing situations. Use your word processor to search for words ending in "-ed" -- if you preceded 
this word by "is" or "was" (or similar verbs) the phrase would be better rewritten. Also check for the 
word "there" followed by "is" or "are" (or similar verbs).  
 
And be sure to check for proper cause & effect order. Except in very special circumstances, don’t have 
the effect happening before the cause. This can confuse the reader.  
 
Also check for verbs like “came” and “went” that are pretty lame, but sometimes can’t be helped. 
 
VI. Be Positive  

Occasionally the word "not" is useful for emphasis. Most of the time though, 
a sentence is stronger when positive; use your word processor to search for 
the word "not" and recast the sentence using other descriptives.  
 
And keep a positive attitude. This might be the most difficult part of editing 
your own work. It’s a frustrating job. Be positive about yourself, your work, 
your goals. Get out of the house and socialize, and especially socialize with 
other writers. (No, don’t go bar hopping and become the stereotypical drunk 
or drug-induced writer.)  

 
But don’t ignore the rest of the world. We need that creative mental and physical break. Stephen 
Johnson, in his book Where Good Ideas Come From: The Natural History of Innovation, writes about the 
“adjacent possible,” about how we are 6 degrees from genius—we need the association of others 
different from ourselves. NPR aired a show about this just yesterday, about creativity and how it needs 
variety in their show: ‘Imagine’ That: Fostering Creativity in the Workplace.  
 
I bet I “quit” as a writer at least 10 times a day, more when I’m editing LOL. Sometimes I disgust myself 
at my level of writing. Why can’t I just be Rembrandt or Picasso without all the struggle? Well, I can’t.  
How do I try to help myself stay positive and focused? I have a writing buddy who goes with me to 
Starbucks a few days a week. We write there, but we also brainstorm and nitpick each other’s work, and 
more important, we support each other’s dream. We don’t always agree, but boy, I’d rather have 
someone disagree with me about my work than hear the crickets chirping when I need someone’s help. 
Right?  
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VII. Kill Commas  
A comma followed by the word "but" is okay. Commas separating a list of things are 
okay. Commas setting off parenthetic expressions are okay. Other commas, 
however, need careful scrutiny -- should it be a semicolon, a colon, an em-dash, or 
parentheses?  
 
It’s amazing how many people slept through grammar classes. Of course, *I* would 
think that, since I loved grammar in school but never thought it would ever do me 

any good. (I was a lousy typist.) I’ve met writers who have a mental block to basic English grammar. (I 
mean B A S I C.) That’s OK, that’s how I get paid. But if that describes you, then ask someone who knows 
a little more grammar to give you a read through. Grammar can be taught, but we don’t need massive 
amounts of grammar knowledge to write a often eluded me. I’ll never be a mathematician, but I can get 
through texts on physics because I understood the ideas.) Just the basics are all that’s needed, and a 
little more wouldn’t hurt, and you’ll be fine. But if in doubt, ask for help.  
 
There are some places that absolutely must have commas or you’re gonna look like a monkey wrote it, 
and we’ll go over those here in this class. But it’s not a lot. Don’t get fancy with them either, that never 
helps.  
 
VIII. Drown Your Darlings  
If something sticks in your mind as being "ever so clever," you 
probably should remove it.  
You’ve heard the cliché: “Kill your darlings?” And that’s just 
what this means. You might pat yourself on the back at your 
ingenuity with words, but others will be distracted if that’s 
just one clever passage. Either you write that way throughout 
the book, or you don’t. One little sentence or phrasing isn’t 
gonna add to your story, only detract from it. Remember, it’s 
the story and readability that counts.  
 
IX. Re-order Your Words and Sentences  
Keep related words together--adjectives next to their nouns. The important words go at the end of the 
sentence; the important sentences go at the end of the paragraph.  
 
You might have seen a critique that said “mismodified.” That’s what that means. Your modifiers 
(adjectives and adverbs) are in the wrong place. Often, we write as we speak, and while that might be a 
nice voice, we still must take into account that reading isn’t like hearing someone speak. Reading is a 
linear experience, hearing is not. We’ll talk more on this soon.  
 
X. Words Have Rhythm  
Our words on the page are as lyrical to our mind as music. Our words can screech and become mental 
fingernails on the proverbial blackboard, or be as soothing as a sonata. It’s all up to the writer and her 
style and voice and that depends on her use of words.  
 
Sometimes reading can be awkward due to the "bumpiness" of the accented syllables. Mark up your 
document with the accented syllables and reword singsong passages (101010) or places that have too 
many accented syllables in close proximity.  
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Remember iambic pentameter? No? LOL Remember Shakespeare? 
 
Some authors write in metered prose. That doesn’t necessarily mean iambic pentameter, but it doesn’t 
mean that the prose (the opposite of poetry, yet not totally opposite) has a certain rhythm.  
 
How do we know if our prose has rhythm? Read it aloud. It should follow our basic speech patterns and 
while not a “sing-song” rhythm (don’t want to put our readers to sleep), our words and sentences 
should flow a particular way, just as our story—scene & sequel, action & reaction, conflict & 
resolution—flows throughout our novel. We’ll talk more about this, too.  
 
XI. Spell and Grammar Check  
Finally, give the document the good old spell and grammar check with Microsoft Word. This will catch 
any remaining flaws, however, use your own discretion to violate some grammar suggestions if you are 
achieving special effects. Trust your ear, but know the basics. We’ll look at some macros you can use to 
aid in your editing efforts.  
 
Word or your work processor’s spelling check won’t know the difference between “She red the novel.” 
And “She read the novel.”  
 
In addition to previous references (Purdue OWL, etc.), try the Grammar Girl site for help here. 

http://grammar.quickanddirtytips.com/
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