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Introduction 

A.  The story in literary fiction 

Stories are told for many reasons—information, pride, teaching, rendering, 
warning, entertainment, intimidation.  In its basic form, a story starts, something happens, 
and the story ends.  But authors of literary fictional stories have more to consider.  The 
literary fictional story builds on the evolution of the story from Greek poetic narratives, 
Biblical stories, Greek stage drama, medieval sung tales, folk tales, and the development 
of the written novel and short fiction from the eighteenth century to today. 

Actually, written words are an awkward way to tell a story—and it is hard to do it 
well.  But the successful literary story gives the reader special benefits of enjoyment and 
memorability, and it provokes thought at levels no other form of storytelling does. 

A literary story is neither a memoir that tells the truth of what happened, nor 
genre fiction, such as mystery, romance, detective, or science fiction, that must restrict 
itself to precise reader expectations.  Literary stories emerge from the author’s 
imagination, with strong characters who drive the plot and involve the reader.  The 
literary story is an art form that should be preserved and allowed to evolve; it is created in 
the universe of imagination and provides maximum enjoyment and enlightenment for the 
reader.  It stands alone. 

This manual is dedicated to the creation of a great literary story that provides 
enjoyment and enlightenment for the literary reader and contributes to our literary 
heritage. 

B.  The essence of a great storyteller 

Writers please readers by telling stories that are enjoyable and memorable.  To be 
memorable, a story must have some emotional and intellectual impact.  When a great 
story is finished, readers believe nothing in their lives will ever be exactly the way it was 
before they experienced the story.  This awe-filled awareness comes from a new 
recognition or reversal of thinking, or a feeling that emerges when characters face 
conflict in the story that they resolve in meaningful ways. 

The true significance in a story is in the quality of the telling, not in the elevated 
style of the prose. 

For good storytelling, stories must be structured to provide continuous and total 
enjoyment to the reader through unified character action.  The reader must be compelled 
to go on. 

C.  Author’s attitudes: fine-tuning 

To reach maximum potential, authors of fiction must discover who they are and 
why they write.  In many ways, the telling of fictional stories is a performance that can be 
damaged or destroyed by ill-conceived attitudes about writing. 
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CORE QUESTIONS 

Do I write to master the skills and concepts of writing as an art form (or do I 
write stories to explain experienced emotions)? 

Great stories are dramatically constructed art forms—a sculpture in words—that 
produce enlightened change in characters and readers.  Stories are not beautiful 
descriptions of abstractions lived, such as love, hate, revenge or jealousy.  And stories are 
not created to purge the author of an emotional or intellectual crisis. 

Do I strive to tell a creative fictional story based on imagination (or am I writing 
a memoir or biography)? 

The memoir is a popular and legitimate form of writing.  But writing a memoir 
requires skills that often conflict with imaginative fiction.  Adherence to the truth of what 
happened and the belief that a story based on a true story is equal or superior to the 
created fictional story, are destructive attitudes for the fiction writer.  Most great stories 
are not just told from life; great stories are ideas (that may be stimulated by life) 
successfully expressed by creating dramatic (and significant) series of fictional events. 

Do I write for creative excellence (or for fame)? 
All authors want recognition for their work.  But that recognition should be for 

writing stories that entertain and enlighten.  Desire for fame as an author that comes from 
marketing and self-promotion imposes restrictions on creation of a great story.  Writing a 
story is a selfless process, and above all, poor writing should not be promoted to the 
uninformed as worthy. 

Do I write to provide meaning through entertainment and enlightenment (or to 
persuade to some presumption)? 

To persuade a reader to a preset opinion does not support the creation of a great 
story.  Authors enlighten about human nature; essayists, editorialists, and columnists 
persuade readers to opinions.  Fiction authors who insert unrelated opinion in their stories 
face the danger of propaganda (deceptive or distorted information often about policy, 
ideas, doctrines or causes). 

Do I rewrite to improve my creative story skills (or do I revise to transform my 
prose into obscure text with an intellectually intense meaning)? 

Stories fail because of ineffective characterization or incredible conflicts and 
actions.  Stories rarely fail because the prose is not fancy enough.  Yet most authors 
revise through prose adjustment in style and craft when valuable revision really comes 
from structural adjustment, clarity of intent and idea change. 
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Do I believe stories are dramatic events for a reader to experience (or written 
words for the reader to interpret)? 

Fictional stories entertain and enlighten through drama; drama is conflict, action, 
and resolution.  Readers do not simply observe the story; they become involved in it.  The 
writer’s challenge is to engage the reader from story beginning to story end, not to 
describe events.  Successful writers actually provide only enough information on the page 
to stimulate the story in the reader’s mind.  It is one of the wonders of reading great 
fictional stories that the story interpretation is unique to each reader, based on that 
reader’s intelligence, experience and creativity. 

Do I believe stories are structures whose unity is discovered as reading 
progresses (or that they are meandering observations described step by step)? 

Authors who start a character on a plot line to see what their characters will do 
have limited themselves for creating a story.  Stories are carefully constructed, and then 
present details that are chosen to create images and ideas in the minds of the reader.  
Details are not chosen just to record them.  Stories can be thought of as jigsaw puzzles 
where the author supplies essential, clearly detailed pieces that are complete, accurate, 
interesting and dramatic, and the reader fills in the rest. 

Authors who insist that a nonstructured way is best for them—and then prefer to 
write rather than structure-and-write—miss the potential of reader enjoyment that is made 
possible by a well-constructed fictional story. 

Proper attitude is essential: Write a story as a unit, not as loosely associated ideas 
discovered moment by moment. 
 

Part I 

Structuring the Story 

A.  Know the story before writing 

1) Conflict 
An author is not simply presenting scenes and events by describing an imagined 

reality.  Authors create stories by imagining characters and what they do in a story in a 
dramatic way.  Historically, drama requires conflict, action and resolution, and drama 
provides the essence of literary fiction.  The conflict can be physical, mental or 
emotional.  The action is presented by placing the reader in the scene or by narrative 
telling, and resolution involves a change in the character, either a reversal of some 
thought or trait in the character or the character’s recognition of something not 
understood before.  It is in drama that the reader becomes involved and where, through 
the actions of the characters, readers sympathize with the characters. 
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2) Change and discovery 
An effective story is a dramatic unit made of dramatic parts (scenes).  It is in well-

constructed scenes that characters with strong desires face significant conflicts.  As the 
story progresses, the character’s action and resolution of the conflicts bring a change in 
how the character thinks.  In the best stories, the reader’s thinking is changed (reversal) 
or he or she discovers something (recognition) by the logical progression of characters 
through scenes. 

3) Achieving goals 
A goal for the story is essential.  When authors clearly know what they want to 

achieve with a story, writing is more targeted for the reader’s understanding and readers 
enjoy the story more.  The goal may change many times during the writing of a story.  
That is part of the healthy process of writing. 

4) Instilling creativity  
As previously noted, many authors reject structuring their stories before writing, 

arguing that discovering the story line as they progress is the best way to stimulate their 
creative processes.  But use of structure does not diminish creativity.  In fact, thinking of 
the structure of the story before and during writing creates alternatives that can contribute 
significant, believable events to the story. 

5) Realistic approach to writing 
The challenge is to find the story, imagine it in images and scenes, and then 

write.  Remember: Great stories are not found by wandering through the writing process 
describing event after event as it comes to mind and commenting on how characters feel. 

6) Avoid elevated prose  
Failure to structure is almost always replaced by ineffectively elevating the prose.  

Elevated prose downplays action and drama as the source of reader satisfaction and 
involvement. 

In essence, in great stories, prose is not the endpoint. 

B.  Outline 

An outline is a list of main-point story elements that organizes scenes; establishes 
timelines; tracks characters; superimposes emotional arcs in the story; embeds conflict; 
and includes whatever else may improve a story by logical, dramatic presentation.  
Outlines may be entirely a mental process, but a written outline is a valuable tool for 
authors to use.  An outline helps authors to understand and to reflect on the story being 
told. 

A story is a series of well-defined fragments.  The quality of these fragments, for 
the reader, is improved if the fragment is developed within the context of the overall 
story, and not as an isolated story event or idea.  Every element created affects every 
other element.  As elements come together, theme and meaning emerge from the story.  
An outline helps achieve coherence in the writing. 
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Principles-outline 

* Emotions, images, drama, time, and character-driven plot are all elements kept in 
mind when forming an outline. 

* Stories are all elements working together as if they were not elements. 
* Structure makes elements more effective. 
* Elements in outline help identify the beginnings of meaning and theme. 

Guidelines-outline 

1) Test yourself: Can you tell a summary of the story verbally without notes? 
2) Do you know when a story will start and end, and all that happens in between, 

before you write? 
3) What is the major conflict of the story? (In a novel there may be many.)  What is 

the action precipitated by this conflict, what is the resolution of the conflict? Are 
you clear what the resolution is (even if you expect it to change as the story 
develops)? 

C.  Creating Scenes 

Scenes are dramatic units that make up a story.  As sentences are to paragraphs, 
scenes are to stories: They are the building blocks that contribute to the theme and action 
of the entire story. 

1) Conflict/action/resolution  

Conflict is the basis of a scene.  Conflict is best developed between two or 
three (or more) characters; it is rare for a single-character scene to provide 
deep and intense conflict for the reader to become involved in.  Conflicts 
can be physical, emotional, mental or verbal. 

Action presents how characters respond to conflict.  How characters act in 
scenes reveals the characters’ personalities so the reader develops respect 
and sympathy for characters. 

Resolution of scene action tells the reader how the character was changed by 
the action. 

2) In-scene and narrative telling of conflicts 
In-scene development captures the reader’s interest and provides maximum 

enjoyment.  Yet in-scene development requires more time to read and more space on the 
page.  Therefore, narrative telling of scene conflict is useful in transitions and when time 
for in-scene development does not allow for smooth forward progress of the story.  Most 
great stories have more in-scene development than narrative telling (see Example 1). 
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Example 1: Narrative vs. In-scene 

Narrative telling.  (Quick, effective.) 

The ship sank. 
In-scene showing.  (More story time, more engaging.) 

The ocean liner listed, taking on water through the hole the 
torpedo made in her portside.  The bridge shuddered from 
two explosions in the engine room, and as the crew 
struggled to release the lifeboats, the bow disappeared 
beneath the surface first, soon followed by the hull. 

D.  Establishing time 

Every reader needs orientation in time as the measure of existence—birth to death 
for humans, from start to finish for anything.  Stories describe what happened in the way 
humans experience time, but almost all stories are told in a shorter time than the story 
would take if lived. Therefore, the stories are condensed (and parts are left out).  Scenes, 
paragraphs, dialogue—all time-related elements—are altered from real-time progression. 

Story time. 
Story time is almost always chronological from start to finish.  Readers 

must know when the story takes place—date, time. 
Flashbacks (back story) happen before the start of the story.  When 

flashbacks are multiple and/or extended, story time can be confused for the 
reader.  Flashbacks should be used sparingly. 

Character time. 
Each character has a life lived, so that readers need to know characters’ 

ages.  Age gives clues about the characters’ mental, emotional and physical 
states—and since characters speak differently throughout their lives, age helps 
establish an effective, consistent and realistic voice for each character. 

In addition, each character uses chronologic story time that must be 
proportional to the character’s importance in the story and in relation to other 
characters. 

Narrator time. 
Narrators relate stories from a certain time in their imagined lives.  The 

narrator time, for best distancing and maximum effect, should be different than 
author time.  The author creates in 2007 a story that is set in 1961.  The narrator 
might relate the story from his or her present in 1972.  The author does not need 
to state these relationships, but they should be well established in mind.  Authors 
should at least think of these relationships for best dramatic effect and accurate 
characterization. 
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Reader time. 
How long will the reader spend with the story, and is the time spent a 

reasonable amount for the story being told? A detailed epic rarely works in short 
fiction, and a second in a protagonist’s lifetime can rarely be drawn out into a 
novel without losing reader interest. 

Time logic. 
All the aspects of time in a story must be logical in sequence so that cause 

and effect is believable.  For barebones examples, a happening in 1994 cannot 
cause something to happen in 1993, or a character cannot fly an airplane that 
wasn’t invented at the time of the story. 

Author time. 
Authors should allow sufficient time for story creation to make the story 

the best possible.  Deadlines suppress great story creation. 

Time condensation—narrative bridge 
At times, detailed logical explanations will not fit into the storytelling.  

Narrative bridges can be used to avoid logical explanations.  For example, you 
might have a character in a story who goes from point A to point B.  Story time 
elapsed is six hours.  The character might take a plane or go in an uninterrupted 
car trip at eighty miles per hour.  But the character doesn’t have her own car or 
enough money for a plane.  Rather than work out the details of the character’s 
solving the problem (assume it isn’t important to the story), the reader will often 
accept a brief narrative summary of the fact that character went from A to B.  
“Hester was determined to meet Harry in New York and she made the trip in six 
hours,” might be used rather than showing her movement by plane or car and 
having to solve the credibility problems of how she paid for it. 

Tense and time 
All stories have happened.  Even stories set in the future have happened in 

the author’s mind.  This is true of present tense stories, too.  Present tense is a 
useful device for invoking a sense of immediacy in a story that has already 
happened.  

There is a certain artificiality to present tense in a story, and readers will 
vary widely in their acceptance of stories told entirely in present tense.  Present 
tense usage can also create an awkward orientation for the reader in time, 
including difficult transitions in and out of flashbacks.  It can also create doubt 
about the narrator and character’s perspectives and authority on story action. 

In the moment 
When writing in the moment, the reader is provided information filtered 

for the illusion of being in the time and place of the happening.  This is not related 
to tense, and either past or present can be used.  In the moment relies on detail, 
adherence to minute description of the action in logical sequence, and time 
movement that approximates the pulse of real life.  For example: He struck the 
wooden match against the side of the matchbox in the dark, directed by habit.  
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The glow from the flame illuminated the four-foot fuse.  He placed the match to 
the fuse-end; the spark sputtered, and then the tight flame progressed with steady 
acceleration toward the bag that held the explosives. 

E.  Setting 

Each story has a physical environment.  How broad the choice for environment is 
affects the way the story is told.  A story in New York may require different development 
than a story in Peoria, because each setting is different and each has a different effect on 
characters and character action.  Setting will influence the voice of the characters and the 
narrator. 

Principles-setting 

* Carefully chosen settings allow opportunities for character and plot development—
Mississippi in the 1960s carries the energies of racial strife, for example. 

* Excessive use of setting can detract from the momentum of a story and prohibit 
reader involvement. 

* Authors should be familiar with settings but should not choose romantic or exciting 
settings that do not contribute to the story.  Never let travel-folder, awe-filled 
writing slip into the prose. 

Guideline-setting 

Settings are often emphasized by narrative description.  Because narration is easier to 
write, for most authors, than other elements of fiction, there is a danger of over-
describing setting with too much detail and too many adjectives and similes.  Be 
sure every detail of the setting does not just create an image of where the action is 
occurring, but that it contributes to plot elements and augments character 
development as well. 

F.  Characterization 

Characters populate stories and are developed through the accumulation of limited 
and carefully chosen facts and actions that interact with the reader’s imagination to fill in 
gaps of characterization not directly provided.  A delicate balance must be sought in 
order to provide enough information to allow the reader to know the character, yet 
enough room must be left open in the characterization for the reader to add their own 
imaginative details to complete their understanding of the character 

Every major character must have a serious desire (a strong want or need).  These 
desires must be clear to the reader and related to the movement and theme of the story.  
When presenting character desires at a point in the story, to be effective the author must 
ask what the character knows at this point, and what the reader knows.  The reader should 
always know more. 
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How characters come alive. 

* Need for surprise.  
In storytelling, authors need to structure a story so that every happening is 

a surprise for the reader, but the surprise must make the reader feel they 
anticipated the surprise all along (even though they didn’t think about it).  Readers 
cannot be manipulated.  Readers must feel led, never forced, and led only to the 
point at which they can make their own discovery.  All this is achieved by 
believable in-depth characterization, and by meticulous logic in the cause and 
effect of plot development.  It is this difficult-to-achieve edge that makes the 
literary fictional story so special—and so difficult to write. 

* Avoiding stereotypes for characters. 
Readers subconsciously begin to group characters in knowable boxes 

based on their life experiences—good or bad, likable or unlikable, smart or dumb, 
or moral or immoral.  Unless the author provides sufficient characterization, 
readers will begin to pigeonhole characters, and the characters will become 
clichés.  These stereotypical judgments are prevented or adjusted by the author’s 
ability to create a unique, in-depth, acceptable character.  When the author fails in 
character details, the reader’s stereotyping works against the success of the story. 

*Internal Reflection. 
Internal reflection is a special attribute to the written story.  The reader 

knows what a character thinks and feels.  Internal reflection is a powerful 
storytelling technique if it supports the story.  But it tends to be overused at the 
expense of character action, primarily because it is a way for the author—through 
the character—to say things important to him or her (the author) that are 
tangential or unrelated to story movement and theme. 

How characters become credible. 

* Acceptable responses. 
As authors do their work well, a reader takes on a certain possession of the 

character.  The character in any story starts out with unlimited options on things 
to do and say.  But as the story progresses, these options narrow.  The reader 
enjoying the story will not be aware of decreasing options, but he or she will be 
disturbed if the character does or says something that isn’t what the reader would 
reasonably expect at that time in the story, and the reader’s acceptance and caring 
for the character is diminished.  If inappropriate character responses happen too 
often, the reader rejects the character and the story. 

For example, Joe is a character who acts.  Readers want to feel that they 
weren’t exactly expecting Joe to do (or say) that, but now that he has, they can see 
exactly where he is coming from.  Joe is “in character.” His character.  The reader 
does not want to disbelieve Joe’s character.   

Joe is out of his character.  He would never do (say) that.  Not the Joe I 
know.  
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By the end of the story, the author has brought the reader to impact, and 
character actions and dialogue will have few if any options.  The character is so 
well formed, so deeply engrained in the reader, that the important late 
happenings—so crucial for meaning—must be reasonable for the character, even 
though the reader might not have anticipated them. 

*Feelings. 
Feeling, or emotion, is the prime tool of fiction.  So expression of feelings 

is a key skill for the writer.  The paradox is that erroneous expression of feelings 
can lead to sentimentality, and, at worst, rejection of the story.  

Feelings in a story can be told.  “He was angry with her and told her so in 
a loud voice.” 

Although necessary at times, this telling of emotions tires the reader 
rapidly.  It lacks energy.  But the author can show feeling through action and 
dialogue, although it is much more strenuous and time consuming for the author.  
For example, “You are the worst degenerate I’ve ever known.” The dialogue here 
seems angry and hints that the anger is over a morality issue— interesting! 

Feelings, too, must be toned to the character and the moment.  Even slight 
inappropriateness will erode the reader’s trust in the author to tell a good story. 

For most effective expression of feelings, abstractions such as love, anger, 
pity or hate should be used with caution, and the emotion the character 
experiences should be expressed with concrete words and actions.  For example, 
what do characters in love do? They have funny sensations under their sternums, 
they have more awareness of their heart-actions, their minds get clouded with 
details of the persons they love and they can’t think about usual things.  In 
essence, there is more impact to know love through actions--and words—than in 
naming the emotion.  This is difficult to do because the descriptions of people in 
love are limited, and an author is always bordering on cliché.  But the work to 
find the fresh descriptions right for the story is well worth the quality it provides 
for character development and plot vitality. 

Every author must develop his or her own sensibilities about when 
feelings help the story.  Character feelings are integrated with plot action in 
tasteful ways, and choices should be made that suit the reader who is best suited 
to enjoy the story.  This is not just style-varnish; this is the essence of good 
writing. 

Principles-characterization 

* Characters are developed by action and reaction, dialogue, internal reflection, 
rhetorical question, emotions, diction (choice of words and context), narrative, 
exposition, integration with setting and description of scene, author’s familiarity 
with the character’s story line, back story, and other techniques unique to specific 
authors and particular stories. 

* Desires must be internally powerful in order to force unavoidable action. 
* Actions should convey character emotion for maximum effect. 
* Throughout the story, characterization must be continuously and seamlessly layered 

on, and must be true, interesting and dynamic. 

Story in Literary Fiction:  A Manual for Writers by William H. Coles page 12

This is a partial text, the full version can be purchased from 

http://www.fictionwritersmanual.com
http://www.storyinliteraryfiction.com/books-for-purchase/


* Characters must be in conflict. 
* One-character scenes are rarely, if ever, effective. 
* As the character becomes stronger to the reader through detail and familiarity, the 

character’s options for action and dialogue become fewer.  Therefore, every 
author seeks good characterization for strong, inevitable motivation of characters. 

Guidelines-characterization 

1) Be careful to show the character’s desires, not to tell the desires, which is easier. 
2) Be sure not to doom characters; they must have possibility to choose. 
3) As characters move through a story, don’t forget someone introduced earlier.  Ask 

who hasn’t been heard from for a while.  Don’t lose characters. 
4) Although it is essential to use the point of view of a character for development, 

remember that too much access to one character’s point of view can be deadening. 
5) Remember that a character from life who is described with adherence to reality is 

limited in the dynamic, unique, fictional character development necessary in the 
best literary fiction. 

6) Check character development by studying a unified overview of all actions and 
dialog of the character in the story.  Be sure that words and actions are driven by 
motivations that are right for the time in the character’s development and are 
reasonable for the exact moment in the story.  This is one of the most difficult 
skills to develop as a fiction writer, but it is the key to developing an identity as an 
author. 

7) Be aware of inappropriate responses in dialog among multiple characters—
especially of words, syntax, and ideation.  Each character’s response must fit the 
immediate range of emotions of all the characters at that story moment.  When 
character responses are right, setting, other characters’ feelings, reader enjoyment 
and acceptance, and even basic momentum of the story are enhanced. 

G.  Plot 

In general, plot may be thought of as everything that happens in the story.  But in 
literary fiction, characterization is the main element of plot; it is the inner story of 
characters that moves the outer story of plot action.  Easy to say but difficult to do, 
mainly because making the character’s inner story believable, yet unique and forceful, 
takes skill and practice. 

Common plot types in genre fiction (for example, search, revenge, rivalry, quest, 
mystery and others) do not require development of characters to the same emotional level 
needed in literary stories.  This helps make literary stories unique where characters’ 
thoughts, emotions and actions generate the plot.  In genre plots with predetermined 
action, the characters often act without regard to inner conflicts, and the plots are 
fatalistic and dependent on coincidence. 
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1) Basic plot structure: beginning, middle, end 

a.  Beginning 

A beginning is that point in a story from which everything follows.  
Nonadherence to this major concept is a common misstep by an author.  In 
essence, don’t leap back in time to the past to start a story.  Strive for unity that 
doesn’t jerk the reader back and forth in time. 

Principles-beginning 

* The first sentence must be interesting. 
* Always try to introduce major characters first, or early, in the work. 
* Authors should begin with as much knowledge of where the story is going 

as possible; readers need a sense of story destination. 
* Exceptions are published, but in general, stories should: (1) never start with 

a flashback, and (2) never start with the past perfect tense (he had 
plastered himself and his motorcycle against a brick wall) or (3) a negation 
(Billie could never climb the play gym as well as Suzie). 

* Dialogue essential to the reader can provide effective characterization, but 
does not easily set the place, tone, and direction of a story.  Avoid using 
dialogue to start a story. 

b.  Middle 

This is the arc of the story, where it is essential to stay on the story track. 

Guidelines-middle 

1) Avoid temptations to wander in writing scenes and don’t slip in ideas not 
important to the story. 

2) Be sure character emotional and action progression is smooth and logical. 
3) Keep looking for the theme. 
4) Don’t use extraneous detail. 
5) Don’t fall into excessive narrative description of your story. 
6) Stay in the scene wherever possible to maintain drama and a sense of 

movement. 

c.  End  

An ending is the point after which nothing else of significance happens in 
the story. 

Principles-ending 

* Endings must have elements of surprise, yet must not be too surprising.  An 
ending should be reasonable, yet not too predictable.  An ending should 
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not be too devastating or too redemptive, but should have some 
recognizable—and memorable—change in one or more major characters. 

* Stories must not fall apart at the end; an author should direct the reader’s 
feelings.  Readers should discover something new and unique to them.  
Therefore, for maximum impact, endings should show emotional and 
intellectual awakenings and reversals, not tell them. 

* Resolutions must be clear in order to satisfy the reader, and they must be 
directly tied to the conflict and be a result of the action. 

* Avoid trying to evoke emotion in a reader by telling a character’s state of 
mind through clichés and sentimental images; the drama and action of the 
story should be used to provide the reader with a meaningful emotional 
response (see Example 2). 

Example 2. Ineffective ending (with clichés and sentimentality). 

With a heavy heart, he sat on the carcass of his dead horse, the 
weight of the world light compared to his grief, a grief that would 
only grow with time.  True friendships can never be replaced. 

2) Transitions  

The art of transition is essential to good storytelling.  In film, the story goes from 
scene to scene and the visual orientation to time of day and place is immediate.  In 
literary fiction, however, the reader must be oriented to each scene—who, what, when, 
where—by transitions.  Transitions must tell the reader how much story time has 
transpired, and transitions must be logical, accurate and factual. 

Transitions lead the reader from one time to another, from place to place, and 
from emotion to emotion.  Line spaces in formatting (and with markings for section or 
chapter breaks) are also used for transition, but these breaks should be carefully chosen 
and not replace the well-written transition that is needed to enhance the story and the 
reader’s understanding. 

Guidelines-transitions 

1) Tell the reader who or what is in the transition, when it occurs, and/or where it 
happens. 

2) Do not try to create suspense by using personal pronouns—he, she, or they—
without a clear and juxtaposed antecedent.  Use “John drove .  .  .” rather than 
“He drove .  .  .” whenever it is appropriate. 

3) Transitions usually condense action or description; be careful to include only the 
most important information in the transition.  Transitions, by design, must be 
succinct. 

3) Drama 

Drama is conflict with a resultant reaction and an eventual resolution.  Drama is 
the essence of a good story.  Yet drama is more difficult for a writer of prose than for a 
dramatist or screenwriter, because the writer is restricted to the written word and cannot 
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rely on visual and auditory stimuli.  But overcoming the difficulties is rewarding for the 
writer, because the intensity of the written word between author and reader can uniquely 
give powerful and memorable stories rarely achievable in film or stage drama. 

Conflicts can be multiple or single, simple or complex; they may be person 
against any of the following: person, family, self, reality, friend, enemy, environment, 
values, morality, lust, authority, and others. 

Action is best shown in-scene with occasional narrative summary for condensed 
action. 

4) Desire and motivation 

Characters must have strong desires (more than just needs) that motivate them to 
make significant changes.  This strong desire must be explored as the story develops.  
With story development, careful narrowing (and concentrating) of the characters’ desires 
strengthens the logic and acceptance of what happens in the story and to the character at 
every level. 

Writers almost always discover that the first and second desires they discern for a 
character are weak clichés.  This occurs because the desires are not thought out enough or 
targeted accurately.  Only after digging deeply into the story, and only after layers of 
characterization have been created, can the perfect desire of a character be discovered. 

5) Inner (emotional) and outer (action) plots 

Principles-plot 

Emotional (inner) story 
* The plot line is dependent on good characterization.  It represents the emotional 

flow of the characters.  It generates and explains motives. 
* All thoughts and emotions should be reasonable to the character’s life, education 

and intelligence.  Errors will reduce the emotional impact and believability of the 
character. 

Action (outer story) 
* The outer story is dependent on conflict, action, and resolution.  It should be logical 

and have evidence of clear cause and effect.  Careful choice of in-scene or 
narrative telling is crucial for good storytelling. 

H.  Dialogue 

Dialogue in fiction is not the way people speak in real life.  Transcribed speech 
tends to be flat and boring.  Dialogue in fiction must meet its responsibility to the 
storytelling, must be interesting, and must serve multiple purposes.  These purposes 
include exposition (description of basic facts), time orientation, scene placement, sensory 
perceptions, emotional states, conflict, characterization (how a character speaks, thinks, 
or feels), plot advancement, theme support, enlightenment (of character and reader), and 
others that authors discover as they write that are specific to each new story (see Example 
3 and Example 4). 
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Fiction dialogue must meet readers’ expectations; dialogue must also be 
appropriate for the story style and individual characters’ personalities, and the dialogue 
must seem real in their world. 

Example 3.  Failed dialogue: NOT GOOD. 

“Is that a bear?” Joe asked. 
“Where?” Sam said. 
“Over there.” 
“Damn.  I think it is a bear.”  
“What are we going to do?” 
“I don’t know.” 

Example 4. BETTER.  Elements of surprise and action. 

The bear reared back on its hind legs, roaring. 
“Don’t move!” said Joe.   
“I’m going to throw up.” Sam said. 
“He’s seen us.” 
“I dropped my rifle.”  
“Start making noise.  Maybe we can scare him.” 

The reading of the dialogue may take longer than the story action would require.  
The reader senses this discrepancy, and although the discrepancy may not be identified, it 
may result in the feeling of inferior writing and storytelling. 

But great dialogue can add a physical rhythm to the reading, provide a rich field 
for fictional voice development, show unique character thought patterns, and provide 
scene motion. 

Characters speaking in fiction must say only what they can reasonably be 
expected to think and formulate.  Thoughts, feelings, opinions or desires of the author 
must not come through character dialogue.  Although you can easily find examples of 
authorial intrusion in many famous and published authors, it is rarely effective in present-
day storytelling.  Authorial intrusions weaken the character, break the reader’s 
involvement in the story, and rarely contribute to the story line, theme or development.  
This does not mean a narrator’s prevailing presence is not always in the story, or that 
narrator’s point of view is not useful.  It is only jolting, unrelated or tangential ideas or 
speech inappropriate for the character and interjected into the flow of the story that must 
be avoided. 

Principles-dialogue 

* Dialogue should never be written to fill in or to replace essential facts or transitions. 
* Each dialogue segment should have multiple purposes. 
* Dialogue should present essential information for the story. 
* Dialogue should be spoken by the most effective character for the immediate part of 

the story. 
* Modern dialogue is not effective as soliloquy, or sermon, or exposition of fact. 
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* Dialogue must be in a consistent voice. 
* Dialogue is used to break up narrative passages, but dialogue as boredom 

prevention is not effective. 

Guidelines-dialogue 

1) To improve dialogue, ask what is the purpose of it.  Does the dialogue advance the 
story? Does dialogue carry the action? Is an important tone established? Does 
dialogue orient the reader? Does dialogue contribute to characterization? 

2) Dialogue must not sound like actors in a stage play.  Actors have different rules.  
Their speech has different rhythms and is more restricted. 

3) Dialogue must be constructed with attention to rhythmic effects that should be 
consistent with narrative and should contribute to the reader’s process of reading 
the story.  Excessive short dialogue between characters may give an unwanted 
and deadly rhythmic effect. 

4) In effective dialogue, a character’s question or idea should rarely be answered 
directly. 

5) Modifiers used in attribution of dialogue should be tasteful.  Avoid “I love you,” 
he humorously chortled. 

 

PART II 

Providing for the Reader 
Principles 

* The reader always wants a well-told, structured story with drama and freshness. 
* Readers want clarity, logic, and believability; most readers of literary stories do not 

read to admire the author’s facility with the language. 

A.  How a story comes to life 

A story primarily tells a happening or a series of events, but a story is also a way 
of thinking, a structured means of communication.  A story may embody one or more 
ideas to create a living environment for the reader. 

1) Learning about life. 
Although it may be uncomfortable to think so, we are alone in our earthly 

existence—and for an alarmingly limited time.  A human is born, eats, sleeps and dies.  
Without ever being told why, we are locked alone during life inside our skulls.  We are 
never given the privilege of thinking anyone else’s thoughts, and being so isolated makes 
us intensely curious about what makes others tick.  Stories give us a glimpse of how 
others think and how others live their lives.  As a result, we are guided in our own 
thinking and conduct. 
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2) Reversal.  
As each story forms, authors must think about what is in the story that will, in a 

classical sense, bring recognition or reversal of existing thought.  A story loses life 
without that, and becomes a hollow description of a happening that is too fatalistic and 
predictable.  A good story leaves us with the sense that we know more than we did when 
we began reading, a sense of fulfillment brought about by involvement with others in a 
fictional environment. 

3) Entertainment. 
Stories also entertain us.  For all of us, there are few things better than a good 

story well told.  We read stories to discover memorable characters struggling for all the 
things we want in life—love, happiness and longevity—and to see an exciting plot 
unfold; we crave to see how things will work out. 

4) Reader involvement. 
Stories also succeed by involving the reader.  A reader becomes a part of the story 

through emotional involvement with the characters and with the drama of the story, and 
the reading of the story becomes uniquely his or her own reading.  This literary process is 
different than auditory and visual means of storytelling; readers interpret the written 
words, translate meaning, and recreate their own story, one that is unique to their own 
experience and intelligence.  Therefore, the writing must be clear and must be created 
with meticulous attention to providing the reader with as effortless a reading experience 
as possible. 

Not every reader achieves this experience of immersion in a fictional story—with 
pleasure and reflection—that continues long after the story has ended.  Many readers 
prefer the familiarity of recognizable story forms in which the detective solves the 
murder, a person loses love and regains love, or the monster threatens Gotham City and a 
flying hero saves the populace.  In fact, some readers never devote the time or develop 
the experience to read literary stories capable of this type of reader involvement. 

5) Action. 
Great storytelling is not just clever description of objects, people and happenings.  

No adjective, no adverb, no alarmingly disjunctive position of words and phrases will 
ever have more than a transient effect on the reader and will never create a memorable 
story.  Great stories are about characters doing things that change their lives.  The action 
is not just what happens from scene to scene, it’s what emotions inside a character (inner 
story) drive him or her to the unique actions on the page (outer story). 

6) Value.  
A story must be worthy of the reader’s involvement.  The author must make the 

ideas, emotions and action of the story inevitably force recognition or reversal in the 
character, and must make the story a significant stimulus to the reader’s emotions so that 
the story will be remembered. 
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B.  Story: Theme and Meaning 

Definitions  

Theme—a distinct, recurring and unifying quality or idea 
Meaning—a psychological or moral sense, purpose or significance 
Paradox—a statement that may seem absurd but may be true; qualities that 

contradict; or something that conflicts with conventional opinion 
Morality—standards of conduct that are accepted as right or proper 
Hero

In structuring a great story, theme and meaning need to be thoroughly explored in 
order to clarify the presentation and to focus the epiphany.  Character recognition of 
something new and usually enlightening, and character reversal of thinking intrigue the 
reader.  Theme and meaning augment these effects. 

—someone who acts with remarkable bravery, with great courage or with 
exceptional strength of character 

We have in stories the need to create the unique situations of unexpected, above-
average happenings in believable and acceptable ways.  We need heroes.  And all fiction 
requires characters to have at least a touch of the heroic (showing courage or 
determination) to move the action of the story to its conclusion.  Comatose people don’t 
make good characters.  But all characters don’t have to be hyperactive supermen either.  
No need to recreate Ulysses, Gandhi, or Abraham Lincoln.  But the best characters can, 
and most often do, have a part of the hero in them, and that heroic part engages the reader 
and drives the story forward. 

Heroism thrives when characters are put in difficult situations, and meaning is 
also enhanced in the heroic setting, because the actions of characters become more 
significant and often require strong morality.  By thinking of heroic action, the author 
adds a dimension to the writing that creates the story. 

Morality dominates every fiction story, and the author’s morality may be the same 
or different than that of the narrator’s.  The differences can provide the tension that 
results in stimulating prose.  Character development, of course, is also related to the 
morality or the lack of morality in the characters’ lives. 

Authors thinking about morality and how it affects their writing will both 
consciously and unconsciously insert meaning into their stories.  Such meaning, as it is 
defined and becomes easier for the reader to grasp, is always beneficial to the writing as a 
work of art.  If the author thinks about the story extensively, themes and meaning may 
begin to develop early.  A unifying theme does not have to be identifiable by the reader; 
even a subliminal theme may have a powerful effect on a reader. 

But caution is needed.  Theme and meaning cannot be delivered with a heavy 
hand.  Moving characters through a story plot in order to express the author’s opinion 
results in propaganda, and propaganda is not compatible with good fiction.  In essence, 
literary readers do not want to feel the author’s purpose is to persuade, even if they agree 
with the persuasion; readers want to be entertained and to enjoy themselves. 
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Guidelines-theme and meaning 

1) Think through characters’ actions and conflicts in the story to see if there are 
recurrent ideas and motivations that logically contribute to the theme. 

2) Ask whether the moral overlay of your writing is consistent for the story you are 
creating. 

3) Ask whether a moral theme becomes so apparent as to offend the reader.  Readers 
back away from writing when they feel they are being asked to convert to a 
particular morality.  The necessary morality of a story should stay well within the 
limits of what the characters and actions in the story would reasonably suggest. 

4) Don’t use your fictional story for overt moral or political purposes.  The 
memorable enjoyable art form that is the literary story does not sprout from roots 
of moral or political purpose.  Instead, it grows from significant and rewarding 
insights into the human condition that makes the reader a better and more 
complete person. 

5) Paradox (contradiction) can express both sides of an issue and is useful in fiction, 
but to use it with good effect, you must place it within a detailed and balanced 
presentation that is combined with dramatic writing. 

C.  Narration of a story 

Authors create stories.  Narrators tell the stories, either speaking (1) directly to the 
reader, or (2) through a character.  Characters act in stories—they make plots develop—
and they are used often to deliver story information to the reader. 

Narration must orient the reader so that he or she is never confused and is always 
comfortably engaged in the story and thus able to develop a sympathetic connection to 
one or more characters.  Reader sympathy with characters is a major source of reader 
tension.  Readers want to know what will happen to someone they care about. 

A narrator differs from an author in storytelling.  This separation (author from 
narrator) is essential for good storytelling, enhances story authenticity and helps provide 
tension. 

There are many useful differences between author and narrator. 
1) The date and time the narrator tells the story is often different than the date and 

time the author creates the story.  This affects the voices of characters, the quality and 
type of emotions revealed by the characters, the logic of character development and plot 
action, and the tone, opinions and morality of the story. 

2) The life of the author is different than the imagined life of the narrator.  After 
all, authors telling their life stories are writing memoirs.  Memoir writing in a literary 
story—even partially—detracts from the potential of the story.  Both characterization and 
action can be more fully developed if there is no reliance on what really happened in the 
author’s experience. 

3) The author should not be the foil for characters’ interpretations and opinions.  
A defined narrator will be more objective in story presentation, and the story’s conflicts 
and themes can be more clearly presented through the techniques of fiction—in-scene 
action, dialogue, narration and internal reflection. 
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Also, authors, like God in life, are omniscient in the story world.  Such power is 
too heavy-handed for contrasting with a character.  The character becomes diminished, 
often to the point of seeming ridiculous.  Author separation from a story becomes 
essential when the author particularly feels strongly about a particular idea, such as the 
existence of God or the superiority of one gender. 

4) The narrator has a distinct voice even if it is never directly presented to the 
reader.  This voice is not the author’s voice and it is not any of the characters’ voices.  
The narrator speaks to provide critical story information to the reader that characters 
cannot know, and provides insight that a character cannot reasonably generate. 

The presence of a narrator’s voice is always beneficial to the story.  (Example 5 
and Example 6).  Many authors will not think about how they narrate their stories, and 
the writing thus does not provide the reader with the clarity, impact or enjoyment that it 
could provide. 

Many authors ineffectively think there is no value in thinking of separate narrator 
and character when a story is written in the “first person” using an “I” character.  But 
there are significant problems for authors writing in the “first person” that make this 
separation useful.  The first is distance. 

An “I” character (first person point of view) can only provide information that is 
reasonably within the range of that person’s senses of sight, hearing, taste, touch or feel.  
Ideas and information outside the senses must be imagined with conjecture. 

When using the first person, whether deliberate or not, story truths can be 
conveyed to the reader in two ways.  The author can use the first person as the sole 
provider of this information, which may require awkward constructions, or can simply 
supply the information in a narrator’s voice and view.  There is narrator information in 
every first person story.  Authors must be aware of how and when the information is 
delivered to create their best stories.  But the reader should not be aware. 

The second problem for first person characters is reliability.  There are story-
truths, and there is a character’s perception of story-truths.  The reader of first person 
stories must judge the reliability of the first person character telling story truth.  The first 
person character strains credibility when they provide information that is, or may be, out 
of the range of their senses or experience.  Narrators must be more reliable than 
characters, or the story loses credibility.  So in the first person story, as in all stories, the 
author may provide information through the narrator.  This helps the reader judge the 
character reliability in perceiving the story world.  The most competent of authors 
understand this concept and use it for characterization, tension, and meaning. 

The third problem for first person characters is limitation.  Some story worlds are 
too broad to be conveyed to the reader through the first person character alone.  One 
person’s view of the world is more restricted than two or more character's views.  When 
writing in the first person, most effective setting and other story details may be best 
provided when the author uses narrator supplied information. 

Authors who write with a narrative concept in the first person strengthen the story 
by minimizing distance problems, having control of reliability issues and  providing less 
restricted ideas.  To be successful, the narrator aspect of the “I” character must be 
introduced early, always be present, and be consistently presented throughout the story.  
And it should be seamless, not as a trick of the author, but as a gift to the reader. 
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Writers who insist that the collapse of narrator into the first person character—to 
act as a unit--is not only practical but essential, lose a control of their writing that is 
necessary for excellence. 

5) If a narrator speaks directly to a reader, the purpose is to enhance the reader’s 
understanding of the story.  When authors speak directly to the reader there is danger of 
extraneous information, and the reader will not see the information as supportive of the 
story.  Narrators (created in the mind of the author) choose facts objectively that support 
the story, and seek exactly the right word, the best turn of phrase, as well as absolute 
clarity and logic to provide drama and the tension.  Narrators act as a filter for author 
intrusion. 

6) The time of telling the story is often different for the narrator and for the 
author, just as it is for the narrator and the characters.  The narrator’s attitudes, 
sensibilities, social development and morality will be specific to the time the narrator is 
imagined to be telling the story.  The reader should always, at least, have an awareness of 
the time from which the narrator speaks in relation to story time. 

Example 5.  Narration.  In-scene narrator. 

I told Phyllis to stand in the bathtub and hide behind the 
shower curtain as I locked the bathroom door from the inside—
pushing a dime-sized cylinder that stuck out half an inch from the 
center of the handle.  Outside the front door, the attacker clutched a 
tire iron in both hands.  His first blow splintered the door panel.  
Phyllis screamed and grabbed my arm. 

Comment.  This scene, exaggerated and a little awkward to make 
a point, is told through the “I” character.  Many would argue this is 
“first person point of view.” But there is a shift for the reader from 
bathroom to outside the front door back to the bathroom.  The 
narrator, not the “I” character, is giving necessary information 
about what is happening outside the apartment.  Of course, the 
confrontation could be filtered through the character’s 
consciousness to avoid the narrator’s contribution.  For example, “I 
heard the door panel splinter and imagined the attacker clutching a 
tire iron.” This construction is awkward. 

When constructing an effective story, authors need to be 
aware of the difficult and complex relationship of narrator to first 
person, and that narrators are not characters.  

Example 6.  From Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre, Chapter 11. 

“A new chapter in a novel is something like a new scene in 
a play; and when I draw up the curtain this time, reader, you must 
fancy you see a room in the George Inn at Milcote, with a large 
figured papering on the walls as inn rooms have; such a carpet, 
such furniture, such ornaments on the mantelpiece; such prints; 
including a portrait of George the Third, and another of the Prince 
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of Wales, and a representation of the death of Wolfe.  All this is 
visible to you by the light of an oil lamp hanging from the ceiling, 
and by that excellent fire, near which I sit in my cloak and bonnet;” 
. . . 

Comment.  Information provided using the “I” character as 
narrator.  Note (1) the character could be used so the information is 
not necessarily the narrator’s, and (2) the direct address of the 
reader, which is a technique now archaic. 

Principle-narrations 

* Narration is the telling of the story and not a venue for admirable prose. 
* In a memoir (or a partial memoir or creative nonfiction), authors describe personal 

events.  They cannot alter events, and the injection of imagined events to augment 
drama and meaning are not possible.  As a result, story intensity is often 
dependent on word description of the action rather than adjustments in the action 
that are available to the fiction writer. 

* In fiction, authors create stories in the mind of the reader through a narrator telling 
the story with techniques chosen to provide the most reader enjoyment.  Intensity 
is mainly dependent on imagined conflict and action. 

D.  Point of view 

Definitions of point of view 

1) A particular position in space, time, or development from which something 
is considered or evaluated 

2) A particular manner of considering or evaluating something 
3) A particular reasoned mental attitude or opinion about something 

The term “point of view” in writing is usually used in a positional sense.  First-
person point of view means the “I” gives story information to the reader.  Third-person 
uses a “he” or “she” pronoun.  Narrators also give story information directly to the 
reader.  But the “manner of considering” and “reasoned opinion” aspects are also always 
implied in writing from a point of view, and thus can be confusing.  These aspects may 
not be within the character purview, and can confuse the reader as to who is really telling 
the story and how honestly it is being told. 

Often the analogy of a camera position is used for point of view.  A character (or 
sometimes a narrator) is thought of as a camera lens through which the reader is told the 
story.  But when a character gives story information to the reader, it is often not 
exclusively in the role of a camera.  The character selects details within that character’s 
voice, intellect and experience, and the character also tells unique thoughts and 
feelings—neither is something a camera is capable of.  Authors must consider these 
complexities in order to get the most out of storytelling and to avoid restrictive rules 
about point of view that deaden the vitality of the story. 
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It is natural, at this point in the discussion, to stubbornly rely on traditional 
academic teaching: that is, there are three points of view related to character--first person, 
third person, and omniscient. Therefore, establish your point of view, stick to it and 
develop characters to advance plot.  Authors writing with this attitude will focus intently 
on revision for failures to adhere strictly to a point of view, and miss the importance of 
other aspects of storytelling.  To remain rigid about point of view destructively avoids the 
strenuous thought needed for total comprehension of narration and the freedom it gives to 
the writer. 

Point of view is a part of narration, along with issues of distance (as it relates to a 
character's comprehension of action through the senses), voice, character reliability as a 
narrative tool in storytelling and solid development of theme.  To embrace point of view 
alone without considering a narrator is like a violinist playing a violin with one string: 
You may hear the melody, but the overall effect falls short. 

As point of view is established for the reader, so also is the reliability of the 
character tested—and accepted or rejected by the reader.  The reliability of the 
character’s perception of the story world is restricted to the five senses of the character: 
sight, smell, taste, hearing and internal thoughts and feelings.  Inevitably, information 
may be included in a story that is not clearly established as possible from a certain 
character’s point of view.  At times, an unreliable character telling an impossible story 
detail can create irritation in the reader and detract from the story.  It is possible, 
however, for authors in full control of their writing to use lack of reliability as a character 
trait in ways that contribute effectively to story meaning and outcome. 

Narrators, unlike characters, generally have to be reliable in storytelling.  When 
the narrator is unreliable, the reader may feel manipulated or tricked.  An unreliable 
narrator can emerge when the “I” character is the voice giving story details.  Such a 
narrator may provide for interesting drama and story tension by leading the reader to 
beliefs and attitudes different than the characters and narrator, but only an author who is 
aware of the dangers of distracting and irritating the reader can develop unreliable 
narrators that benefit the story and the reader’s experience. 

The issue of character reliability also contributes to reader engagement in the 
story.  As characters become increasingly questionable as to reliability, the reader’s 
sympathy is less engaged.  Readers’ concerns about dangers to characters they 
sympathize with  are the basic elements for tension and drama in the story.  These 
concerns make the reader care about the conflict and worry about the resultant action and 
resolution. 

So, the importance of narrator techniques—the use of point of view and the effect of 
distance and reliability—eventually dictate the degree of reader sympathy and the reader 
involvement in the outcome of the story’s conflict. 

As an author, thorough control of narration is essential for story success. 

Principles point of view  

* Point of view is a tool and should not be restrictive.  To insist on an unvarying, 
unitary point of view in telling a story risks: (1) amateurish writing and (2) 
demeaning good readers as unknowledgeable.  Point of view categories are best 
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thought of as one of the ways to orient the reader in the broader context of 
narrative forces moving the story forward. 

* Point of view should be used creatively to give the reader story information directly 
and succinctly. 

* The “omniscient” point of view (multiple points of view at various distances—close 
or distant—from the action) can be used without calling attention to itself as a 
technique and can provide maximum information to the reader (see Example 7 
and Example 8). 

Example 7.  Multiple characters (often inaccurately referred to as 
omniscient point of view). 

The ball landed six inches inside the back line. 
From the crisp center-string feel when the ball left the 

racquet, he knew the ball was in even if he had his eyes closed. 
“Out,” she called, looking to see if he would argue. 
“Nice call,” he said, seething.  

Comment.  “The ball landed six inches inside the back line.” This 
is the narrator or a third person some distance from the action.  
“From the crisp center-string feel when the ball left the racquet, he 
knew the ball was in even if he had his eyes closed.” This is the 
man through a limited close third person.  (Distant third person 
might be: The racquet vibrated in his hand when the ball hit center 
and he nodded satisfaction of a shot well placed.)  “’Out,’ she 
called, looking to see if he would argue.” This is the woman 
through a close limited third person point of view.  (Distant might 
be: “Out,” she called, her gazed fixed on him until he turned 
away.)  “Nice call,” he said, seething.  The man’s point of view 
again.  (see Example 8) 

Example 8.  Different point of views using the event in Example 
7. 

The entire event could be written in the woman’s limited third-
person point of view: 

The ball bounced inside the back line, but she called, 
“Out,” watching to see if he would argue. 

“Nice call,” he said.  Was he being a smart ass? 

…Or entirely in limited third-person male character point of view: 

When the ball left his racquet with a perfect trajectory, he 
knew it was in; but she called it out, staring at him intently.  What 
did she expect? 

“Nice call,” he said sarcastically. 
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…Or entirely in first-person point of view: 

I sat on a chair near the sidelines drinking Gatorade.  Rob 
hit the ball.  It landed six inches inside the baseline.  He would 
know without even looking that the ball was in.  “Out,” Alice 
called as Rob flushed.  “Nice call,” he said, and he hit a drop shot 
on the next point.  I waited to see if she could figure out a way to 
cheat when it was so obviously in. 

Principles “I” (first person) point of view 

* In first person, always ask how well the character knows himself or herself.  
Does she or he project self-knowledge well? The reader will be 
uncomfortable with a first-person narrator with deficiencies in narrative 
capabilities. 

* In first person, do not let the story slip from narrator time to character time 
and back again.  It is effective to create the story with different times for 
the narrator and the characters, and this is usually adult to child.  When 
differences in time of narration and character time are employed, readers 
almost always want the adult point of view to dominate. 

* In first-person or third-person close narration, it is almost impossible to 
technically limit the point of view only to what the character can 
experience and think in the story.  Many stories achieve this with a 
specific intent for sympathy in the reader.  Other stories may achieve a 
limited (close, reliable) point of view, but lose the opportunity to develop 
necessary detail outside.  Try for what is best for your story, and don’t 
adhere to a preconceived point of view that is detrimental to creating the 
best story possible.  Think of our lives.  We see only in front of us.  We 
never see the back of us, the top, or the bottom, which others can see.  We 
use tricks like mirrors and videos to see ourselves in ways that are 
physically impossible, and we use varying points of view to provide the 
reader with the best story information. 

* When our thinking is limited in any way, we fail to use our intelligence and 
our experience in life.  To create stories with limitations such as strict 
point of view rules about writing is impractical and rarely effective.  We 
live in the first person, but when we experience stories, we frequently 
want more than a reasonable first person can give.  In stories, readers often 
want to see beyond the limitations of one person’s consciousness, because 
tension, through drama, is created partially by differences in perceptions. 

Guidelines-point of view 

1) If you transit from one point of view to another, is the transition firm but 
graceful? It is difficult to do well. 

2) Is your point of view lifelike? If not, have you made the right choices 
regarding points of view in the story? 

3) Don’t use a reflexive point of view.  Avoid these types of constructions: 
Mary saw he didn’t know Marcie was sarcastic.  Better: He flinched at 
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Marcie’s sarcastic words.  If you are in a point of view, just state what 
happens.  Avoid reflexive constructions: he noticed, saw, knew, wondered, 
thought, decided, and so forth. 

4) Remember that point of view is not a box that the author must cram the 
story into.  Point of view is a way of experiencing the story, and authors 
use whatever works for them to create the best story possible. 

5) For tension in the story, are the differences between the narrator’s point of 
view and the character’s point of view clear to the reader? 

E.  Engage the Reader 

Many readers never achieve the experience of immersion in a fictional story.  
Many stories don’t provide the clarity of telling or the inherent drama needed for the 
reader to be immersed.  In fact, in the minds of many, the literary story contains 
excessive internal reflection—abstract, metaphoric, lyrical, static—that readers must 
work to follow.  But the great literary story is vibrant with action, brimming with 
interesting characters, and can’t be put down.  The literary story engages the reader, not 
just to solve an unknown or see how a known plot ending will work out, but with concern 
for the resolution and character change, as if the characters were real and worthy of 
sympathy.  This reader immersion has been called the continuous fictional dream.  Not a 
bad metaphor, like going below the surface of a fluid fiction environment—specific to 
each story but similar in its effect on a reader—where characters come to life and do their 
thing with the reader right there with them. 

The author must keep readers in the story and prevent breaking their unwavering 
involvement while reading.  A reader loses total concentration when something throws 
them out of the story—like breaking the tissue or fabric of the story.  Although these 
disruptive missteps can occur easily, and are sometimes unavoidable (authors can’t please 
every personality), common problems can be prevented: missteps in characterization; 
illogical cause and effect; inaccurate, nonsupportive metaphors; wrong word choice; 
excessive narration when in-scene action is needed; authorial intrusion; obscure images; 
awkward syntax; and anything that causes the reader to pull back and wonder if that was 
right, or if it could be done better.. 

F.  Distance 

The narrator is narrating the story.  The story is not the world.  Yet a story has a 
defined space, and the position of the reader in the story varies depending on the reader’s 
relationship to the action.  A reader can be given information close to the action, or far 
away. 

Distance from the scene action can come into play when: (1) a narrator informs 
the reader of a distant or close perspective directly, and (2) a character who orients the 
reader to distance from action is used by the narrator to present story information.  The 
reader’s distance from the action is created through word choice (particularly verbs and 
adverbs), type of images, character senses employed, and use of internal reflection.  To 
erase reader discomfort caused by shifts in the distance from the action requires attention 
to transitions and the restructuring of scenes (see Example 9). 
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Example 9.  Shifting distance (reader orientation) in a 
scene. 

George Wheeler was close to the center of the line 
of Yankee soldiers that charged the hill at Manassas.  
George, on foot, barely came to the knee of the lieutenant 
on horseback who urged him into the line of fire.  Ahead, 
puffs of smoke drifted up into the air from the guns of the 
enemy George could not see.  He fired his rifle without 
aiming at a clump of bushes and felt the hot metal of the 
gun in his hands.  The heat of metal was different than the 
heat of Bobby’s skin when he died, flushed with the fever 
from an infected belly wound.  He pondered Bobby’s death 
for an instant, distracted from the ever-increasing closeness 
of the enemy.  The lieutenant spurred his horse forward so 
he was more exposed than any of the other line officers.  
The lieutenant’s head jerked back; George knew the 
lieutenant was hit, knew the lieutenant was dead, and knew 
they were leaderless for the moment.  He turned and ran. 

G.  Voice 

Voice is everything a character, or a narrator, says, thinks or feels in a story.  
Once voice is established for a character, only certain words and phrasings will augment 
a specific character’s voice. 

Lines from five different characters 

1) “There is nothing you could ever say that would deter 
me.” 
2) “I’m cool.” 
3) “Liar.  No one will believe you.” 
4) “May God forgive your transgressions? Praise God.” 
5) “Make my day.” 

Each of the preceding lines has a different voice.  Any one of these examples says 
something about the character.  One line spoken by a character in a story must easily fit 
into all that has been thought and said by that character, and readers require consistency 
in this regard throughout the story. 

Principle-voice 

* Each character’s voice, and the narrator’s, must be consistent throughout the story.  
Pay attention to the character or narrator’s word choice, syntax, slang, ideation, 
opinion, and the length and complexity of sentences and phrases. 
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H.  Space in the story for the reader 

The narrator must present the story clearly and succinctly to the reader so that the 
reader becomes involved—that is, so that the reader is pulled into the story.  Space is 
made in the story for the reader to feel and care.  A good story provides opportunities for 
the reader to use his or her imagination in the reading and interpretation of the story.  
These opportunities in the story occur when the reader relates to character conflicts and 
begins to anticipate (and want) outcomes. 

Principles-space for reader 

* The narrator cannot withhold information.  No carrots dangled before the reader to 
try to raise false tension.  (Avoid: The automatic lay under her panties in her top 
dresser drawer, and Jim wondered why it was there.  Was she capable of doing 
harm to another human being? Or even herself?) 

* The narrator cannot be poetically excessive and vague.  The narrator must use 
drama, meaning, conflict, action and resolution to tell the story.  (Avoid: As the 
attacker shoved the barrel end of the automatic into his mouth and released the 
safety, a cornucopia of fear tumbled through his brain.) Reaching for impressive 
(often Latinate) words or extraordinary metaphors that detract rather than 
augment the understanding—or using images unrelated to the story—makes for 
ineffective storytelling. 

Guidelines-space for reader 

1) Dissect the techniques of authors you admire who bring you into their stories. 
2) Use the story narrator’s perspective that is most effective for the best story.  Here 

is where thoughts about distance, point of view, and voice are important to allow 
enough reader space to participate in and enjoy the story. 

I.  Sentimentality in writing 

Sentimentality (broadly—the tendency of indulging in emotion or nostalgia) is not 
an easy concept.  For the author, sentimentality is emotions demanded by the reader that 
are not created through the interaction of believable characters in dramatic scenes.  
Sentimental writing uses stock images for emotion, and clichés for descriptions of 
character emotions, rather than the unique involvement of characters that makes the 
reader understand and share the characters’ emotions. 

Two realities work against the exclusion of sentimentality from fiction.  First, 
many readers seek sentimentality (some readers are perfectly happy with images of 
babies with big sorrowful eyes and dogs with wagging tails).  But the reader seeking 
higher levels of enjoyment that can only be achieved by a story created as an art form 
will not accept the manipulation of feeling that sentimentality evokes.  Second, certain 
genres of fiction use sentimentality as a technique almost exclusively.  For example, 
romance genre fiction is built on sentimental clichés and is enjoyable to many.  But genre 
fiction is not a part of this discussion.  In essence, for great art, the author must be able to 
create true emotional responses (see Example 10). 
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Unfortunately, perceiving sentimentality is subjective; there are no totally 
dependable rules.  Understanding sentimentality in one’s writing comes from experience 
in reading and writing, and from developing a better understanding of valid situations and 
characters that provoke emotions. 

Example 10.  Emotions demanded and emotions implied. 

Demanded sentimentality.  Narrative. 

The sight of the scruffy woman’s sores as she held 
out her hand for money made Marcie want to cry. 

Implied sentiment.  In-scene drama. 

The beggar sat cross-legged reaching up with an 
open shaking hand.  The sores on her palm were wet and 
contagious.  Marcie stepped back and took a dollar bill 
from her purse, dropping it toward the hand from a safe 
distance.  The bill settled to the ground five feet from the 
beggar, who lunged forward, her body covering her 
reward.  Marcie dug into her purse again and handed a ten 
dollar bill to the beggar before she walked away. 

J.  Drama in narration 

Drama is conflict, action and resolution. 

Principles-drama 

* In modern fiction it is generally not useful or acceptable for the author to speak 
directly to the reader.  It disrupts the dramatic flow of the story. 

* The narrator controls the storytelling, and scenes must relate to one another so that 
tension will transfer through the story.  The arc of the story must remain intact. 

* Discrepancies between character, reader and narrator thoughts create tension (about 
the story and about life). 

* Tension can be created by differences in the reliability of the narrator and the 
characters.  The narrator should be the more reliable one. 

K.  Action 

Stories must have action.  The author uses dramatic structure to keep the story 
moving with conflict, action and resolution, and the author keeps the reader in a defined 
story-present by minimizing recall and reflective discovery of past conflicts. 
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Guidelines-action 

1) Stories in the main should be told in-scene and not in narrative description (see 
Example 11).  Readers are engaged by in-scene writing.  But they are often denied 
the pleasure of being included in the writing because: (a) using narrative writing 
is easier, but the reader is quickly bored; and (b) narrative writing lends itself to 
complicated, over-extended prose that the author often enjoys writing, but that 
irritates the reader. (“She crashed the party like a freight train without brakes,” is 
almost always  less effective for a story than, “She entered the party through the 
back door of the apartment uninvited.”) 

Example 11:  Narrative description versus in-scene writing.  
Compare these examples (with exaggerated prose to make a point) 
that illustrate the differences. 

Narrative description (telling): 

Paul was jealous that Helen could sing with so much 
passion that others couldn’t take their eyes away from her as she 
performed. 

In scene (showing): 

Helen held the floor-stand microphone with both hands.  
The piano player played the introduction hunched over the 
keyboard.  Helen took a deep breath and sang with a soft breathy 
voice, her eyes closed until the refrain, when her gaze swept the 
audience of strangers, all watching her. 

She sang three verses and smiled at the end without a bow.  
The crowd applauded.  Paul approached Helen as she climbed 
down off the stage. 

“I wish I could sing like that,” Paul said.  “I don’t have 
your ear for perfection.” 

L.  Language 

Many authors of stories have not yet attained control of the language.  Too often, 
the author of creative fiction assumes a level of competence with the language that is not 
sufficient to create a unique, lasting, worthwhile work of art—the literary fictional story. 

Good writing requires: 

1.  Exhaustive vocabulary. 
2.  Egoless self-criticism. 
3.  Perfect grammar.  Grammar in English is not just a set of irritating rules; it is the 

structure by which we write effective English.  If grammar is to be rejected as 
important in an author’s writing, it can only successfully be from a position of 
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total understanding.  You must know the rule to break it.  You can’t say you don’t 
need it because you’re great without it.  Readers know instinctively what you’re 
up to. 

4.  A rhythmic sense. 
5.  Logical punctuation. 
6.  Resistance to writing like someone successful whom the author likes.  (This is 

particularly true in revision.  Write for clarity and effectiveness for your story, 
and don’t revise your writing so it sounds and reads like the work of a famous 
author.) 

Make your writing reflect you, and no one else.   

1) Clichés  

Clichés are words and phrases in the language that have been overused (raining 
cats and dogs, thunderous applause, bottled-up emotion and so on).  An author must 
strive for fresh, vibrant language.  Whether clichés are present is a judgment that depends 
on one’s experience in reading and one’s perception of the originality of any word or 
phrase’s vitality.  Yet it is surprising how consistently experienced readers will judge 
clichés in specific works.  Authors must be highly sensitive to the presence of any clichés 
in their writings and must remove them. Clichés deaden the story and push readers away. 

2) Word choice 

Words must be accurate.  (“He held her in his arms,” not “He crushed her in his 
arms.”) 

Words must be appropriate to the context of the story and true to the narrative 
voice in action at the time of the word use.  The following dialog does not fit for a 
character isolated in a black ghetto in New York City for life: “He had a bloody right to 
keep his mouth shut,” Keshawn thought.  Remove from your writing this type of 
mischosen word, and more subtle examples, so that you can be sure your words are 
logical in the context of the character who is speaking, don't stretch meaning, and do not 
detract from the story meaning or purpose. 

Thesaurus use is both necessary and fun.  Finding the right word should give 
every author a touch of satisfaction.  If exploring alternatives for words in the story is a 
dreaded task, authors should reexamine their motivations for writing. 

3) Syntax 
Syntax: the order and relationship among the structural elements in sentences and 

phrases. 

Using syntax that supports an author’s prose is a skill acquired through practice.  
To develop syntactical excellence may require writing all the possibilities an author can 
think of, and then choosing the most effective one.  Word positioning for best emphasis is 
one goal.  Best placement of a modifier is another. 
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4) Spelling and grammar 

Spelling and grammar are not just rules to irritate authors; they are 
(uniform/essential/language-specific) guidelines that, over centuries of continuous 
change, help clarify the prose for the reader.  Correct spelling and grammar make the 
reading easier and more fluid for the reader, and they clarify the meaning.  Instances 
where stories use altered spelling or ungrammatical prose are often necessary, but they 
are created only to enhance characterization or establish setting by an author who knows 
what is accepted as proper.  As an author, don’t believe out-of-control poor spelling and 
sloppy grammar is stylistic.  It is just amateurish. 

5) Formatting 

Avoid fancy fonts that are now available on computers.  Times or Times Roman 
are standard.  For a manuscript submission, always double-space the text and leave ample 
margins. Keep the font size at 12 points; there are no exceptions. 

M.  Process of revision 

Revision is a continuous process while creating a story, not an end step in story 
writing.  Revision starts before the writing, when the essential thinking about the story is 
active.  Revision is important during the writing at all levels, from creating conflict and 
action to selecting the right word.  Revision involves making changes in the story that 
will improve reader understanding and enjoyment, and it should be an inseparable part of 
an author’s approach to storytelling. 

Principles-revision 

* Stories should be entertaining. 
* Stories should enlighten or change existing thought. 
* Writing fiction is creating a great story for the reader.  Writing a memoir is telling 

with interest what has happened.  To confuse your purpose decreases your 
effectiveness in each discipline.  If memoir ideas restrict the telling of a literary 
story, restructure. 

* Use the narrator to create drama.  Ineffective narrator use is a common error in 
storytelling. 

* Good storytelling depends on specific, not general, language; concrete, not abstract, 
ideas; fresh voice; character consistency; avoidance of cuteness or self-
importance. 

* Stories should have a theme to create unity. 
* Good modern stories avoid fatalism.  Freewill of characters is what drives a story. 
* Stories are not essays on psychology.  Psychological ideas in a story require 

dramatization.  Don’t analyze on the page. 
* Back story (action or information that occurred before story beginning) is only 

effective as an integral part of a continuously progressing front story. 
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* Time is imbedded in characters, in the prose, and in the reader.  Time moves in a 
line.  Failure to orient the reader to time causes confusion and the storytelling 
fails. 

* Stories must have the potential for movement.  Conflict is established, and then 
something must happen. 

* Multiple drafts alone don’t generate good stories.  Each successive draft must 
change and improve the story, not just meet a writing schedule.  Make revisions 
effective by addressing structure and imbedding what the reader needs to know. 

* Metaphysical questions are posed by characters, the narrator, or by the plot 
(dramatic structure).  Metaphysical question resolutions answer everything the 
story poses, and nothing that occurs after the question is answered will change the 
story. 

Guidelines-revision 

1) When you read your work, are you engaged? Do you enjoy it? If you don’t, 
even after hundreds of readings, your reader has little chance of enjoying 
it the first time through.  Look for ways to better structure the story for 
tension and interest, more effective characterization, and increased drama. 

Essentials 

2) Are the elements--diction, point of view, characterization, imagery, plot 
and theme--completely addressed? 

3) Check story for the most common reasons for story failure: one-character 
story, literal recall, too much internal reflection, back story, excessive 
exposition. 

4) Was your outline effective? If not, identify errors and look for ways to 
strengthen unity, coherence, theme, characterization, and assure coherent 
time movement.  When reviewing an outline, the drama should be 
inherently apparent and relate directly to the story. 

5) Is the story told in dramatic scenes? Is drama ubiquitous, even in dialog, 
action and narrative passages--and in every sentence?  

6) Is theme clear? If not, restructure. 
7) Is the essential conflict and resolution clear? Write all scenes with 

cause/effect in mind. 

8) Are characters' and narrator’s voices vibrant and interesting? 

Quality of story telling 

9) Are there spots in your writing where tone, voice, plot, or dialogue is 
dampened and ineffective because of a mental image or idea carried from 
your own life experiences? If so, let your imagination revise.   

10) Is there a consistent moral stance for the narrator and characters that is 
understood by the reader?  Are you able to create tension in the story and 
movement in the plot by using differences in moral attitudes? 
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11) Are transitions elegant and dynamic? Are they relevant? Is the linking 
effective? Remember that line spaces are not transitions and do not 
eliminate the need for transition. 

12) Are your inner story and outer story balanced? The most frequent error is 
too little outer story to contrast the inner story. 

13) Is the story static because of failure to involve the narrator? 
14) Check the story for clarity of differences in perspective and diction (voice) 

between the narrator and characters.  And remember, a narrator is always 
telling a story that has already happened, and that is often different than 
the characters experiencing the story in story-time. 

15) Are you sure there are enough possibilities for the characters to act? This 
is essential to maintain reader’s belief in character and story. 

Perfection  

16) Is the first-person point of view broad enough? Don’t be afraid to expand 
the first-person character’s view of the story—an “omniscient” first 
person.  Although difficult to make seamless for the reader—so no rupture 
in smooth telling occurs—it provides maximum story detail. 

17) When using multiple characters in a story, have you lost characters? Keep 
track of all characters—where they are, what they are thinking, what 
they’re doing—even though most of the information will never be in the 
story. 

18) Have you provided too much the reader didn’t want to know (usually 
setting detail, recall and reflection)? Have you provided too little of what 
readers wanted to know (characterization)? 

19) Are your scenes longer in the middle than they are at the beginning and in 
the end? Keep a good balance and meet reader expectations. 

20) Have you created the best voice for the narrator? Avoid sloppy or cute 
diction.  And don’t limit the narrator’s intelligence. 

21) Don’t let the narrator comment on the characters too much.  For example, 
“Jamie did not like ice cream.  He didn’t like Brussels sprouts either.  In 
truth, he was relatively intolerant of all foods.” 

22) Don’t let the narration  smother the characters.  Excessive telling about 
things may swamp required character action.   

23) Don’t let the narrator come too close to the character.  The reader must 
have a sense that the narrator is still telling the story and that the character 
has not taken over the storytelling.  Characters are too busy being 
themselves and carrying the story action to provide the narrator ideas and 
details. 

24) Have you withheld crucial story information from the reader to create 
tension?  Revise.  You should give the reader everything  he or she needs 
to know.  Readers feel betrayed when information is withheld. 
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25) Have you stayed in a close point of view for so long that the story 
collapses?  For example, “Tony saw the envelope on the desk, the crooked 
stamp, the scruffy corners.  Pale blue too, the color Maggie always loved.  
And her handwriting!  The cramped tails on the y’s, the o’s like pinholes, 
the r’s flattened to almost straight lines.  In a thousand years he could 
never mistake this writer.”  Revise and cut. 
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