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Where weôre going

ÅPremise

ÅPlotting

ÅCharacter

ÅDialogue

ÅBreak time!

ÅTheme

ÅSymbols, motifs, figurative language









Premise



You have an idea

Now write it down as a single sentence.

When a rock musician learns 

that her ex - boyfriend is the 

Biblical Antichrist, she must 

find a way to stop him before 

he grows powerful enough to 

end the world.



You have an idea

You can expand to include character change.

When a rock musician learns 

that her ex - boyfriend is the 

Biblical Antichrist, she must 

find a way to stop him before 

he grows powerful enough to end 

the world. She wagers her soul 

in a Battle of the Bands, but 

to win, sheôll have to believe 

in herself. 



You have an idea

Find the comparablesðfamiliar with a twist.
When a rock musician learns 

that her ex - boyfriend is the 

Biblical Antichrist, she must 

find a way to stop him before 

he grows powerful enough to end 

the world. She wagers her soul 

in a Battle of the Bands, but 

to win, sheôll have to believe 

in herself. Daisy Jones And The 

Six meets The Omen in this 

novel about music, free will, 

and the apocalypse.



Developing the idea

ÅWhatôs possible? What ifé?

ÅDesigning principle?

ÅStandout elements?

ÅWhoôs the best character for it?

ÅChallenges?

ÅAre you the right person for it?

ÅAre you passionate about it?

ÅWho is the market for this?



{ƻΣ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƳƛŎŀƭ ǊƻƳŀƴŎŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ 
hopeless romantic who goes on a Bachelorette-style 
ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ŘŀǘƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǿΣ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ǎƘŜΩǎ ŦŀƭƭƛƴƎ 
for appears to be murdering his rivals for the final rose.

Ooooooτ



Plotting





ñThree Keys To Telling Personal Stories That 

Move Hearts And Minds,ò Forbes, May 2016:

#1: inciting incident

What happened that created adversity? Plot

Å#2: personal transformation

How did you arise to the challenge? Character

Å#3: Life lesson

Connect that struggle and transformation to the 

broader world shared with the reader. Theme

A good story is compelling



Character

Plot

Emotion



Kurt Vonnegutôs 

masterôs thesis in 

anthropology: 

A storyôs main character 

has ups and downs that 

can be graphed to 

reveal story shape.

ñThe shape of a given 

societyôs stories is at 

least as interesting as 

the shape of its pots 

or spearheads.ò

Emotional arcs



Emotional arcs



ÅUniversity of Vermont and University of Adelaide 

researchersô hypothesis: certain story arcs are more 

meaningful

ÅAnalyzed more than 1,300 works in Project Gutenberg 

fiction collection

ÅAlgorithm assigned emotional ratings to words like 

ñdeathò and ñloveò and ñlaughò to plot happiness arc

ÅStory shape bends down when happiness decreases 

and up when happiness increases

Å Identified six primary emotional arcs as most popular 

based on number of downloads from collection

Emotional arcs



STORY ARC

Rags to riches Rises over course of story

Riches  to rags Falls over course of story

Man in a hole Falls then rises

Icarus Rises then falls

Cinderella Rises, falls, then rises again

Oedipus Falls, rises, then falls again

Emotional arcs



Riches to rags



Man in a hole



Emotional arcs





Plot structure







Another approach (Act I)

ÅOpening Image (0 -1%): Show 
hero and what life/world is like

ÅTheme stated (5%): Hints at 
hero character arc

ÅSetup (1 -10%): Show status 
quo and its flaws

ÅCatalyst (10%): Inciting incident

ÅDebate (10-20%): Hero reacts 
and decides that to do



Another approach (Act II)

ÅBreak into 2 (20%): Hero acts 
call to adventure and enters 
ñupside-downò world of Act II

ÅB Story (22%): Introduce 
character(s) who help hero learn 
theme

ÅFun and Games (20 -50%): 
Hero in new world, loving or 
hating it 

ÅMidpoint (50%): False victory or 
defeat, raising stakes



Another approach (Act III)

ÅBad Guys Close In (50 -75%): New goal. 
Things get bad if false victory, better if false 
defeat. Heroôs flaws are closing in.

ÅAll Is Lost (75%): Hero hits rock bottom, 
hint of death (literal or metaphor) to hint at 
death of old hero

ÅLong Dark Night of the Soul (75 -80%): 
Hero processes everything

ÅThe Break Into 3 (80%): A-ha moment, 
hero realizes how to fix Act II problems and 
themselves

ÅFinale (80 -99%): Hero wins by proving 
what they learned

ÅFinal Image (99 -100%): Mirror to opening 
image, but showing change





EPISODIC

Multiple consecutive plots linked 

by common character or theme

Other plot types

W-SHAPED

Character overcomes one problem, but 

problem deepens in reversal

FLASHBACK

Story begins with current events 

and then catches up (medias res)

Set up 
problem

Recover from 
problem

Problem 
deepens

Resolve 
problem



MOUNTAIN

Character faces increasing tension 

in increasingly significant, small 

climactic moments until resolution 

(common in literary novels)

EMBEDDED

All plot structures are open to 

subplots and embedding

PARALLEL

Multiple concurrent plots linked by 

common character or theme

Other plot types



Character



Great characters make a great story.



ñWhat does characterization do for a story? In a 

nutshell, it allows us to empathize with the 

protagonist and secondary characters and 

thus feel that what is happening to these 

people in the story is vicariously happening to 

us ; and it also gives us a sense of verisimilitude, 

or the semblance of living reality .ò

ðKaren Bernardo, ñCharacterization in Literatureò

Characterization is at the heart 

of story.



Wife disappears 

on a coupleôs 

anniversary, with 

foul play 

suspected.

ñI will reflect on 

what she means 

to me and gain 

insight into my 

marriage.ò

ñI will find a new 

lease on life 

freed from the 

constraints of 

my marriage.ò

ñI will find her 

and rescue her 

using the clues 

in her diary.ò

Characterization always drives 

story.



PROTAGONIST

Main character 

with whom we 

typically identify 

and find likeable. 

The hero (or an 

anti-hero). ñBest 

characterò for 

story.

ANTAGONIST

Opposes the 

protagonist, 

which results in 

conflict.

FOIL

Supporting 

character who 

highlights another 

characterôs 

(usually 

protagonistôs) 

traits through 

contrast.

Character types

MINOR

Supporting 

character who 

complements 

protagonist or 

villain and helps 

drive the plot.

MAJOR

Play critical role 

in central 

conflict. May be 

an Ally, Fake-

Opponent Ally, 

or Fake-Ally 

Opponent.



ROUND

More developed and well 

rounded in attributes and 

emotions. Typically, the 

protagonist and sometimes the 

antagonist.

FLAT

Little depth, typically a singular 

character trait. May be stock, 

stereotype or symbolic. Majority of 

supporting characters. More 

memorable with a quirk.

Character types



DYNAMIC

A character who undergoes 

change due to the central 

conflict. Typically, the protagonist 

and sometimes the antagonist.

STATIC

No change. Majority of supporting 

characters and often the antagonist 

as well.

Character development



What the 

narrator says 

about the 

character

What the 

character says 

about 

him/herself

What other 

characters say 

about and how 

they interact 

with character

What the 

character does

Direct, reader is told Indirect, reader infers what character is like

Character revelation



TYPE HOW IT WORKS

First person Character tells the story (ñIò)

Second person Narrator tells story to another 

character (ñyouò)

Third person omniscient Narrator is not a character 

and knows everything about 

the story (ñhe/sheò)

Third  person limited Narrator is not a character 

but views story through 

perspective of single 

character (ñhe/sheò) (POV)

Narration



Characterôs transformation or inner journey over a story. 

THE NORMAL

Character starts in 

one state

CONFLICT

Character grows 

through conflict

THE NEW

Character reaches a 

new state, hopefully 

one thatôs better

The character arc



POSITIVE ARC
Characterôs beliefs and 

abilities challenged. S/he 

must conquer flaw (and 

possibly antagonist too), 

ending a better person. 

Most popular for MCs.

FLAT/STEADFAST ARC
In a flat arc, MC ends the same as 

began (flawed), resulting in a tragic 

ending. 

In a steadfast arc, MC is already good 

(no Lie and resulting flaw) and advances 

through strengthening of resolve. MC 

does not change but is catalyst of 

change, as the essential flaw is in the 

external world.

NEGATIVE ARC
Character ends up 

worse off than where 

s/he started. 

Common for villains.

Types of character arcs



Positive character arc



Positive character arc



Character

Plot

Emotion



OPENING IMAGE

Can offer theme, symbol, 

metaphor and foreshadowing of 

central conflict.

Somewhere in the world is a 

beautiful princess requiring 

rescue, who will be freed by her 

true loveôs kiss.

CHARACTERISTIC MOMENT

Character arc begins with 

introduction scene. Shrek is funny, 

strong, and irreverent (likeable).

Shrek is an ogre who lives alone in 

a swamp and seems to be happy. 

He goes through the gross ogre 

version of a normal morning 

routine.

Positive character arc: SHREK



BELIEVES A LIE

The MC believes a Lie 

about themselves, 

resulting in them being 

an incomplete person.

Shrek believes itôs 

better to be alone 

because heôs an ogre.

TROUBLESOME TRAIT

The MC has a trait that 

may lead to trouble, such 

as brave, curious, nosy.

Shrek is an ogre.

SYMPTOMS OF LIE

Symptoms of Lie may 

include negative trait 

such as fear or inability 

to forgive.

Shrek is abrasive 

because he assumes 

others judge him.

Positive character arc: SHREK



WHAT MC WANTS

MC wants something 

but canôt have it. Usually 

something external, and 

often the wrong thing.

Shrek wants the fairy 

tale creatures to leave 

and be alone. Lord 

Farquaad wants the 

same thing for Shrek.

TRIGGER

The inciting incident 

(about 12%) or first plot 

point may expose the 

Lie as a weakness.

Shrekôs swamp is 

invaded by fairy tale 

creatures who want him 

to protect them.

Positive character arc: SHREK



REVELATION

The Ghost can be 

revealed in pieces, 

culminating in a grand 

reveal.

Shrek tells Donkey 

everybody always 

judges him before 

getting to know him.

THE GHOST

Also called the Wound, 

this is where the Lie is 

embedded, something 

that haunts the MC.

People have always 

judged and feared 

Shrek.

WHAT MC NEEDS

What the MC wants 

often belies what the 

character needs.

Shrek needs to be 

surrounded by people 

who love him and 

accept him as he is.

Positive character arc: SHREK



Inner 

Conflict

Lie hero 

believes
Ghost

What hero 

wants
Change 

hero needs

Positive character arc: SHREK



CLOSER TO WANT

The MC should get 

closer to what he wants 

and further from what 

he needs.

Shrek is taking Fiona to 

Lord Farquaad. They 

donôt get along. Heôs 

mean to Donkey.

TOOLS TO DEFEAT LIE

The MC should be given 

tools to defeat Lie and 

find it hard to continue 

believing it.

Donkey tells Shrek what 

his problem is. After 

getting to know Fiona, he 

develops feelings for her.

FIRST PLOT POINT

Major event happens 

that changes everything 

and propels story in 

new direction.

Shrek goes on 

adventure to rescue 

Fiona and get his 

swamp back.

Positive character arc: SHREK



FALSE VICTORY

The MC appears to 

have victory in his/her 

grasp.

We know Fiona returns 

his love and that Shrek 

will get everything he 

wants if he opens up.

TAKE ACTION

The MC now takes action 

to escape the Lie due to 

new understanding.

Shrek goes to tell Fiona 

he loves her.

MIDPOINT

Something happens that 

prompts MC to be ready 

to change. Realization.

Shrek falls in love with 

Fiona.

Positive character arc: SHREK



SECOND PLOT POINT

Another major event. 

Choice of want/need. 

MC commits to need. 

Old self dies, rebirth.

Shrek learns Fiona 

wasnôt talking about him 

and resolves to accept 

Donkey as friend and 

rescue Fiona.

SPELL OUT THE NEED

What the MC needs 

should be blatantly 

spelled out for him, 

typically by the Ally.

Donkey tells Shrek he 

needs love but turns 

people away who love 

him.

ALL HOPE IS LOST

MC appears to be 

defeated.

Shrek overhears Fiona 

and believes she finds 

him repulsive. Goes 

back to swamp, which 

seems empty now.

Positive character arc: SHREK



REALIZE

The final act 

assembles all 

characters and ties up 

all subplots and 

foreshadowing.

Fionaôs and 

Farquaadôs wedding.

RISING STAKES

The stakes should be 

jacked to the max to test 

the MCôs new self and 

resolve.

Fiona is going to marry 

Lord Farquaad.

CLIMAX

P/A confrontation 

inevitable. MC goes all in 

against antagonist. 

Conviction ultimately 

tested, Lie rejected.

Armed with friendship 

(Donkey and Dragon), 

Shrek goes to Duloc and 

defeats Lord Farquaad.

Positive character arc: SHREK



RESOLUTION

Tie up loose ends, show MCôs new self in 

new Normal, relax readers after climax, 

clearly answer thematic question, give 

reader a chance to say farewell.

Fiona permanently becomes an ogre 

(interesting twist on kiss turning frog to 

prince). They get married. The fairy tale 

characters celebrate.

Lesson: Itôs better to take risks to have 

love and friends than to be safe and alone. 

If you accept yourself as you are, you will 

find others who will too.

Positive character arc: SHREK



Dialogue



Every piece of dialogue 

should do one of these:

ÅSet the tone

ÅSet the scene

ÅReveal character

ÅReveal story information

ÅReveal theme

Story role of dialogue



The grinning ghost lurched

down the stairs in a series

of horrific freeze frames.

Option A: ñMurder,ò John 

murmured. ñBloody, rank

death is coming for us.ò

Option B: ñPretty neat,ò

John exclaimed, ñbut weôd

better make tracks before 

that ghost pulls a number on us.ò 

Dialogue should enhance tone



Dialogue should 

sound natural 

without being real.

Real talk is boring.

Dialogue should sound natural



Read your dialogue aloud 

to see how it sounds to 

the ear. In fact, itôs 

recommended to read 

your entire book aloud.

Reading aloud test



For natural-sounding dialogue, consider:

ÅShort sentences, shorter than narration 

ÅSentence fragments okay

ÅShorter feels real, better readability

ÅShorter paragraphs (Hough recommends 
1-3 sentences, preferably 1-2)

ÅUse contractions

ÅCharacters can interrupt 
each other

ÅEllipse for halting speech

Achieving natural dialogue



For natural dialogue, avoid:

ÅOverusing characters saying each 

otherôs name

ÅRepetition unless to drive a point home

ÅTics of real speech (hello,

goodbye, um, ah, uh, 

how are you, etc.ðunless

shaded with meaning)

Achieving natural dialogue



Broad-stroke scene upfront or sprinkle 

throughout. Have characters do 

something while they talk.

Avoid talking heads in white space

Something é Example:

Mundane (easy way out) Have a meal

Something discordant Picking flowers for the funeral 

while planning the murder

Something relevant to the plot Working on the car before the 

big drag race



ñGod, that water,ò Jane said. ñReminds 
me of a turquoise ring I lost back in 
Canada.ò

John said, ñI can see right to the 
bottom. The pirate ship ðitôs down 
there!ò

ñThe desert just goes on and on,ò John 
moaned. ñBut that shimmeréò

ñMirage,ò Jane said. ñItôs not what 
you want it to be.ò

Dialogue can set scene directly



Vocabulary: general level, 

distinctive phrases/words 

(signatures for character)

Verbosity: length of speech

Velocity: pace and rhythm

Viewpoint: point of view (story), 

point of view (characterôs 

worldview)

Venom: emotional intensity

Using dialogue to reveal character



Reveal character and move 
the story through conflicting 
goals or agendas. Can be 
outright or subterfuge.

Jane wants John, who is severely 
ill, to get out of the house and live 
his life to the fullest. Depressed, 
John wants to mope.

ñItôs a beautiful day,ò 
Jane said.

He shrugged. ñItôs a day.ò

Using dialogue to reveal character



People talk in books to push 
their agenda. For everything 
they say, there must be a 
reason.

Example:

John wants to sleep.

Jane wants tell him about a self-help 
book sheôs reading.

At end, the combination of the book 
and his refusal to engage might spark 
a decision to leave him on the spot.

Using dialogue to reveal character



Raise the conflict 
level by keeping it 
short and simple.

ÅShort, clipped Anglo-
Saxon words (e.g., ñbox,ò
not ñcontainerò)

ÅShort sentences

ÅStrings of short sentences

ÅShort paragraphs

ÅRepetition adds emphasis

ÅImperative: ñI do,ò not ñI think I doò

Using dialogue to reveal conflict



ÅTurn statements into questions:
A: ñYou havenôt left the house in days.ò

B: ñWhenôs the last time you left the house?ò

ÅWithhold the answer:
Q: ñWhenôs the last time you left the 

house?ò

A: ñI have everything I need right here.ò

ÅEvade, ignore, misdirect, Q with Q:
Q: ñWhenôs the last time you left the 

house?ò

A: ñDo we have to talk about this 

right now?ò

Using dialogue to reveal conflict



ÅMisunderstanding:
John: ñHow are you?ò

Jane: ñWhat?ò

John: ñHow are you?ò

Jane: ñI canôt hear you over the music.ò

ÅIndirect discourse:
John: ñHow are you?ò

Jane: ñLook at them over there. So happy.ò

ÅSucker punch:

John: ñHow are you?ò

Jane: ñMind your own business.ò

Using dialogue to reveal conflict



ÅInterruption:
John: ñWill you marry me, Jane?ò

Jane: ñJohn! I donôt know what to sayðò

Man: ñDown on the floor! This is a robbery!ò

ÅWhat/Why:
John: ñDid you kill him?ò

Jane: ñHe just wouldnôt shut his mouth.ò

ÅReplying to perceived real question: 
John: ñSo you canôt account for your 

whereabouts that night.ò

Jane: ñI didnôt kill him. I loved him.ò

Using dialogue to reveal conflict



Reveal character through 
sharp, colorful dialogue.

ÅGive each character a 
unique voice

ÅReflect on a primary trait or 
goal (angry, bitter, outgoing, 
cynical, etc.)

ÅZingers (snappy comebacks) 
make a character seem 
superior and likeable

Using dialogue to reveal character



Character Trait Dialogue

Self-centered I, me, my, mine

Insecure I would like, maybe, if you donôt 

mind, sentences that end in 

question

Pompous Pompous, multisyllabic words

Bossy Commands

Status Drop names and status symbols

Expressive Exaggerations, totally, never, 

forever, the most, the best

Using dialogue to reveal character



What a character doesnôt 

say can be meaningful.

Using dialogue to reveal character



Reveal character with internal dialogue.

Å For point of view character

ÅMust he honest, revealing

Å Can slow the pace

Å Deep POV can blend external and 
internal dialogue in same tense

Å No need for quotes or italics, or a 
dialogue tagðe.g.:

 

A: Mom called me. ñWhat now?ò I 
wondered.

B. Mom called me. What now?

Using dialogue to reveal character



Save info dumps for big 

reveals laced with 

emotion.

Better to spread out, 

here and there if just basic 

info or to flavor the story.

Using dialogue to reveal story



Instead of giving history of 

dragons, reference in narration and 

dialogue.

His daughter held up a dragonôs 

tooth. ñLook what I found at the 

market today!ò

John was old enough to remember the 

dragons. He shivered and forced a 

smile. ñThatôs a great find, 

sweetie.ò

Using dialogue to reveal story



Avoid exposition in dialogue (particularly what 
characters already know or info that shows too 
great an awareness of the story). That said, you 
can do more telling in dialogue than you should 
in narrative.

ñMomôs not here?ò

ñShe went to work at 7AM.ò

(Mom has a job, so presumably works every day. We donôt seem to 
need the 7AM. Buté)

ñWhy so early?

(Ah, now the 7AM works. Context is vital.)

Using dialogue to reveal story



Dialogue is the only place in the book 
the author can talk about theme.

ÅPostulate theme

ÅProduce opposing view

ÅHave two characters
argue it out

ÅAfter this scene, any 
arguing can be simply 
because they donôt like 
each other

Using dialogue to reveal theme



ÅStrong verb tags and beats

ÅShort tight sentences

ÅOkay to interrupt a lot

ÅQuestions/sentences 

can repeat but with 

different replies

ÅOverall succinct

How to have an argument



Said is standard, but other words can be 

used for emphasis, exaggeration or to add a 

little variety.

ñ____,ò he commanded.

ñ___,ò he hissed, ñ___.ò

He cried, ñ____.ò

He roared: ñ_____.ò

Fundamentals



Minimize overused tags such as ñsighed.ò

Minimize complicated tags 

such as ñexpostulated.ò

ñAskedò may be redundant 

if used with ñ?ò

Avoid using actions such as ñlaughedò and 

ñsmiledò as tags.

Fundamentals



Use as few tags as possible.

ñ___,ò Jane said.

ñ___,ò John said.

ñ___,ò Jane said.

ñ___,ò John said.

ñ___,ò Jane said.

ñ___,ò John said.

Fundamentals



Replace tags with dialogue beatsðaction, 
facial expression, tone of voice.

If a character does 
something in same 
paragraph as dialogue, 
no tag is needed.

She pumped her fist. 
ñYes!ò

She smiled. ñYes.ò

Her voice rose an octave. ñYes!ò

Fundamentals



Stage direction (like beats) can provide a 
short pause but with more drama.

A: ñIôm going to finish

this beer. Then Iôm 

gonna kill you.ò

B: ñIôm going to finish

this beer.ò He pulled

a knife from his boot

and set it on the table. 

ñThen Iôm gonna kill you.ò

Fundamentals



Body language is a form of dialogue that 

can be used for dialogue beats.

#1: ñJane?ò

She frowned and turned 

away.

#2: ñJane?ò

Her eyes seemed to 

dance. ñWhat?ò

Fundamentals



Body language reinforces or belies 

dialogue.

He pounded his fist 

against the table. 

ñNo more of this!ò

He grimaced. ñHappy to

do it, honey.ò

Fundamentals



Avoid overused actions in final draft. 

Examples: sigh, shrug, 
nod, turn, look, pause

Use software to 
generate frequency of 
repeat words

Also ensure actions fit 
character. Would an optimist 
sigh? A decisive person shrug?

Fundamentals



Dialogue can convey facial expression 
based on context.

ñI despise you,ò she

said.

(We can ñhearò the glare.)

ñSo, you want to come

upstairs for a drink?ò

she said.

(We can ñhearò her playful smile.)

Fundamentals



If adverbs used, use them to convey rather 
than reinforce meaning.

RIGHT: ñI love you,ò he

said dully.

WRONG: ñHelp me,ò she

said beseechingly.

Alternate to ñdullyò:

ñI love you.ò He said it with all the 

enthusiasm of noting the time.

Fundamentals



Break time!



Theme



Subject

Character

Plot

Setting

Theme

Mind Map

Dialogue
Image 

System



What is theme?

ñAn idea that recurs of 

pervades a work of art or 

literature.ò



What is theme?

Å The nonfiction concept of 

the story

Å A unifying idea

Å The moral of the story

Å The storyôs soul

Å A description of a story in a 

single sentence

Å Multiple themes are 

possible



Plot   What happens

Character   Why it happens

Setting   Where it happens

Theme  What is all means


