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THE #WRITEMENTOR 
CRAFT GUIDE 

Some of the mentors from #WriteMentor have put 
together this writing craft guide to give some insights, 
tips, and guidelines on writing for children and young 
adults, and to hold your hand in the querying process. 

We examine: 

THE QUERY LETTER 

THE SYNOPSIS 

OPENING PAGES 

STORY STRUCTURE 

CHARACTERISATION 

CONFLICT 

DIALOGUE 

GENERAL ADVICE 

We hope you find this useful as you continue on your 
writing and querying journeys. We are all in this together. 

Keep on keeping on. 

The WriteMentor team 
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PURPOSE 

It’s a teaser. Don’t reveal the 
big, bad ending. Suck them in 
and get them wanting to know 
more. A bit like the blurb on a 
book jacket, just a tad longer. 
Marisa Noelle 

Think of your query/covering 
letter in business terms, like a 
cover letter for your resume/CV 
when applying for a job. Sarah J 
Carlson 

The purpose of the query letter is 
to get an agent to read your 
enclosed opening chapters. It’s a 
selling tool. Kathryn Clark

WRITEMENTOR 
 THE QUERY LETTER

TOP TIPS 

Make the writing pop. This is your 
first opportunity to show your skills. 
Try to make the style of the query 
engaging and capture some of the 
flavour of the writing style of your 
book. Julie Marney Leigh 

Keep it short. One side of A4 is all 
an agent will want to print off, and 
their boss will appreciate it too! 
200-250 words for story outline and 
themes of the book, 50 words 
about yourself at the end. Melissa 
Welliver

ESSENTIALS 

In your query and synopsis, make sure the stakes are 
very clear. What's the conflict and what obstacles will 
the character(s) face? Here are a few resources: http://
www.writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/guide-to-literary-
agents/pubtips-query and https://
www.janefriedman.com/query-letters/ Sarah J Carlson 

Get to the story right away! State the MC goal(s) 
clearly, as well as whatever is keeping the MC from 
attaining those (the stakes). Have a voice too, but make 
sure you’re covering the story arc. Chris Billingsley 

Ask yourself the following questions when writing your 
query — what does your character want, why do they 
want it, what keeps them from getting it? AM Dassu 

When reading through a lot of query letters at once, 
agents look for words that indicate whether the story 
will appeal to their tastes. This doesn’t necessarily mean 
declaring outright that the story is a heist or fairy tale 
retelling, but give enough information on who the main 
character is and what their journey is, and make it 
abundantly clear what type of story the reader is in 
for: something funny? Fast-paced? Dark? A mystery? A 
romance? Karah Sutton 

Make sure you’re specific in your query. Don’t use 
generic stakes like “a great danger awaits” or “the world 
as she knows it will end.” Focus on making your 
character, your world, and your plot appear unique and 
exciting. Jodi Herlick

http://www.writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/guide-to-literary-agents/pubtips-query
http://www.writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/guide-to-literary-agents/pubtips-query
http://www.writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/guide-to-literary-agents/pubtips-query
https://www.janefriedman.com/query-letters/
https://www.janefriedman.com/query-letters/
http://www.writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/guide-to-literary-agents/pubtips-query
http://www.writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/guide-to-literary-agents/pubtips-query
http://www.writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/guide-to-literary-agents/pubtips-query
https://www.janefriedman.com/query-letters/
https://www.janefriedman.com/query-letters/
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TOP TIPS 

Make sure the writing in your query is stellar. If the query 
is bland, the agent will likely assume that the writing in 
the manuscript is equally bland. Make every word 
count by limiting your use of adverbs and adjectives 
and replacing them with strong, engaging nouns and 
verbs. Avoid passive voice unless there’s no way 
around it. Some word repetition is necessary, but use 
synonyms or rephrase sentences to avoid overusing 
words too much. Get rid of clichés unless you give 
them a clever twist. Try to give your query a voice that’s 
similar to your manuscript, whether it be lyrical or 
humorous or dark. Jodi Herlick

SHALL I COMPARE? 

Use comparisons. We all hate it. 
but it gives an agent an idea of 
where you would sit in the market 
(US agents are bigger on this). But 
make sure you get it right, 
otherwise it leads to 
disappointment. Marisa Noelle 

I have heard various agents speak 
about this and (in the UK at least) it’s 
not essential. You could compare to 
certain authors, rather than specific 
books, eg, The Jagged Star would 
appeal to readers of Patrick Ness 
and Kevin Brooks. Make sure they 
are authors who sell a decent 
amount of books! The key is to 
show that you have an awareness 
of the market and where your 
book fits. Kathryn Clark

BRIEF BIO 

Definitely mention if the book is 
#ownvoices. Agents want to know 
why YOU are the right person to 
have written this particular story. 
Caroline Murphy 

The balance of the query should be 
on your story, not on you, where 
you live, or what inspires you. Add 
those details in small doses! Bios 
are good, but ultimately it’s the 
story that matters, because an 
agent’s job first and foremost is to 
sell the book. Karah Sutton 

If might not have literary credits to 
put in your bio. But can you say you 
are a member of the SCBWI? That 
you’re active in a critique group?  
That you've taken writing courses? 
This signals to the agent that you 
take your craft seriously. Caroline 
Murphy

THE PERSONAL TOUCH 

Address the agent personally, eg Dear Betty (most 
agents are quite happy with the informality of a first-
name), never Dear Agent or Sir/Madam. You need to 
show that you are applying thoughtfully, that your query 
is tailored for them. Make them feel wanted. Carolyn 
Ward 

Research the agent. Address them by name. If you have 
met them or heard them speak at an event you can use 
that as an opening. Read up about what the agent is 
looking for and say what it is about your book that meets 
their requirement. If other agents have asked for the full, 
state that in the letter (but don’t name the other agent). 
Kathryn Clark 

I read a lot of query emails on behalf of my agent (I help 
sift the subs). A good letter acknowledges you know who 
the agent is. It helps if you do your research and know 
who at least some of their clients are. Would your book 
fit on their list? Of course they’re going to look at your 
writing and synopsis anyway, but you’ll definitely get 
more attention if you’ve made sure you know who 
you’re emailing. Chris Billingsley 
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JUST DON’T… 

…compare yourself to JK 
Rowling, Stephanie Meyer, 
etc.  It suggests you haven’t 
read much in your genre, 
makes you seem boastful (or 
delusional) and sets the agent 
up for swift disappointment 
when your first pages don’t 
scream: “Multi-million pound 
franchise in-the-making”. 

…send your query letter by 
post with gifts or gimmicks 
included. The agent doesn’t 
want a shower of glitter to give 
a feel for your unicorn novel, 
nor to open a box to find your 
sci-fi query wrapped around a 
small radioactive meteorite.  

…ignore the agency 
guidelines. If they ask for 
three chapters, send three 
chapters. “But it gets exciting 
in the fourth chapter” tells an 
agent there is a problem with 
your manuscript.  

Caroline Murphy

STUART’S QUERY LETTER METHOD 

1 sentence pitch to start.  

3 paragraphs about your novel - main conflicts but no reveal.  

1 paragraph with relevant info about your book, like comps, 
word count, genre, etc.  

1 paragraph about you.  

This is listed in order of importance. Any book that's going to do 
well these days need to be distilled into an eye-catching and stand-
out one sentence pitch. 

You'll have heard the term ‘high concept’, and this is what so many 
in the industry are looking for right now. 

High concept - having a striking and easily communicable idea. 

The bulk of the letter will deal with your short synopsis. Three 
paragraphs is a general rule, but not set in stone. 

It helps to show that you have a good grip on current releases in 
your genre and comparison titles can be useful here. Some agents 
like them, some don’t, but either way, I’m sure it's not an auto-NO if 
you include or don’t include them. 

Add a little bit of information about you, particularly if it's relevant 
to the story you are telling.  

Stuart White

TOP TIP 

Write your query before you 
write your book. You should 
know your MC’s goals, what’s at 
stake, and what she must do to 
get what she wants before you 
start writing. These things drive 
your story. If they’re not evident 
in the query, an agent will know 
they’re likely not evident in the 
story. If you write ahead of time, 
it’s easy to tweak once the story 
is complete. Queries are often 
so hard because an author 
can’t concisely name the 
elements of their story. KC Karr

USEFUL RESOURCES 

US literary agent Janet Reid’s blog “Query 
Shark” (queryshark.blogspot.com) is one of the best 
ways to learn about how to craft a query letter. There are 
hundreds of examples to read through, and Janet pulls 
no punches as she critiques these letters. Be warned, 
you could lose a day of your life on Query Shark (but it 
will be a day well spent).  

Another very useful site which breaks down the query 
letter into simple steps is agentquery.com (Choose ‘how 
to write a query’ from the Writers menu).  
Caroline Murphy

http://queryshark.blogspot.com
http://agentquery.com
http://queryshark.blogspot.com
http://agentquery.com
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WRITEMENTOR 
THE SYNOPSIS

LOVE IT OR LOATHE IT? 

Eurgh! Synopses suck. Every time. I use the Publishing Crawl template and haven’t looked back. (http://
www.publishingcrawl.com/2012/04/17/how-to-write-a-1-page-synopsis/) Marisa Noelle 

As much as we all hate writing synopses, you need to write them even after you get an agent. And 
this time you’ll need to write one before you’ve even written your next book! So become friends with 
synopses, your next one might just get you your next book deal! A M Dassu 

I’m the weirdo who enjoys writing a synopsis… sometimes I do it at the start to give myself an outline 
to follow. I stick it on the wall and draw all over it, before editing it and printing it out again. Carolyn Ward 

Everyone hates writing a synopsis! Okay, everyone apart from Carolyn Ward. But a good synopsis is 
essential. Yes, you need to summarise the plot - but you need to do it in an engaging and entertaining 
way. It isn’t a list of everything that happens - even though it lists everything that happens! Just as your 
plot in the book is exciting and engaging and funny/scary/thrilling, so this explanation of your plot 
should also be exciting and engaging and funny/scary/thrilling. Not easy, granted - but so much fun to 
read if it’s written well. And it makes someone immediately want to reach for the book. Mission 
accomplished. Julie Marney Leigh

ALL ABOUT PLOT 

Sometimes having to boil your 
story down to a synopsis 
reveals plot holes or contrived 
plot devices. It forces you to 
lay out what's at stake and how 
your MC's choices are driving 
the story (or not…eek). An 
invaluable exercise if nothing 
else.  Everything in the 
synopsis should be causally 
connected, build on the last 
sentence, to show the plot and 
characters progressing. Focus 
on how your characters' 
choices are driving the plot 
forward to the inevitable end. 
Don't offer your interpretation 
as author. Sarah J Carlson

PLOT POINTS 

A synopsis won’t make or 
break you. It’s simply a 
device to “spoil” the 
story for agents. That 
being said, it should 
include every major plot 
point as well as the 
resolution to the story. It’s 
literally a “play by play” of 
the novel. Don’t worry 
about being voicey or 
using flowery language. 
Be concise, get in and get 
out. KC Karr 

FOLLOW THE PLOT 

A great way to structure 
your synopsis is by 
following your plot 
structure. I use the three act 
structure a lot to plot. Using 
the key points in each act is 
a great start to the synopsis. 
BB Swann 

Focus on the key plot 
points. Don’t summarise 
what happens but what 
MUST happen to move the 
plot forward to get towards 
the ending. AM Dassu 
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TOP TIPS 

Keep your synopsis concise. 
Don’t explain all your sub-plots. 
It’s easy to throw every event and 
every character into your synopsis 
- resist the urge! Three to four 
characters max and make sure 
they further the plot. Chris 
Billingsley 

If you’re struggling with TMI in the 
synopsis, try looking at it a 
different way: write a one-
sentence pitch (character, goal, 
conflict, stakes), then expand to a 
paragraph, and keep expanding, 
adding only information that 
takes the growing synopsis to the 
next level. An inability to write a 
short pitch can reveal bigger 
problems in your MS. I always 
pitch a Shiny New Thing to myself 
to see if it’s a workable idea! 
Emma Dykes 

Always write the synopsis in 
present tense. It will feel weird if 
you’re used to writing in past, but 
most times, it is preferred by 
agents and editors. BB Swann 

Some agents like two pages, 
some one. Synopses are single-
spaced, but remember: however 
long yours is, every single word 
counts. Carolyn Ward 

The first time you introduce a 
character, their name needs to be 
entirely in CAPITALS. Every other 
time you mention them, they can 
be lower case. Chris Billingsley 

STUART’S SYNOPSIS METHOD 

Write down ONE sentence for each of the following:  
1.Set-up (character in their world) 
2. Inciting incident  
3. Biggest conflicts/obstacles 
4. Escalation  
5. Crisis 
6. Climax 
7. Resolution  

Then expand on each, layering each into the other. If you do 
this, starting with the biggest moments in the book, then 
working your way down, by the time you filled a page, you'll 
have covered all the main story structure points and you'll have 
expanded on the most important. 

Stories with dual- or multi-POV, or dual timelines, will struggle to 
fit all those elements in, but for most linear, single POV stories, 
this should work. Stuart White

When writing the synopsis, the best advice I can give is 
to make sure that you've answered and highlighted 
these four questions below (credit to The Snowflake 
Method - a great resource if you are so inclined). I’ll use 
the Hunger Games Book 1 as an example.  

1. What does the character want (Ambition - think Big 
Picture) HG: Katniss wants to provide for her family and 
see the Capitol destroyed.  

2. What does the character want (Story goal - be more 
specific) HG: To accomplish her goal above, Katniss 
must win the Hunger games.  

3. What is standing in her way (Conflict) HG: 23 other 
tributes in the hunger games are all trying to kill her. Her 
ally and friend Peeta is also in the arena and for her to 
win, she will have to kill him. 

4. What happens if she doesn’t accomplish her Story 
goal? (Stakes) HG: She will die and her sister will be left 
to fend on her own in District 12 with an absent mother. 
The Hunger Games will continue as an annual tradition.  

Chris Billingsley 



#WRITEMENTOR CRAFT GUIDE MAY 2018

�7

WHERE TO BEGIN? 

Your first line is the most important line in your novel 
for hooking a reader. Does it express the Holy Trinity of 
Storytelling: setting, voice and conflict? Melissa Welliver 

Prologues divide a lot of people. Some people hate 
them, some love them. A lot of kids skip past them not 
realising they’re part of the story. Put the flashback that 
you wanted to use as a prologue somewhere in your 
story. If at a later date, your agent/editor feels it’s 
needed, you could move it or add it again. AM Dassu 

Look back at all of your favourite books. How do they 
start? How do they draw you in? There is no magic 
formula… just begin at the beginning. You can always 
edit/delete/burn it. I’ve seen advice to always delete 
your first paragraph and start from there. Carolyn Ward 

I once read some excellent advice from Kurt Vonnegut - 
“Start as close to the end as possible.” This advice 
forced me to think about plot, turning points, action, and 
tension, because these usually occur close to the end. 
Not just close to the end of the book, but also close to 
the end of the chapter, and close to end of the scene. 
Starting as close to the end as possible forces me to get 
right to the point. Julie Marney Leigh

CLICHES 

No dreams. No looking in mirrors. 
No video game scenes. Insert us 
right in the middle of the action. 
Give us an internal thought that is 
so powerful we have to know 
more. Dialogue can work quite 
well too, drop us in the of a 
conversation; an argument, a 
declaration of love, something to 
make us want to know what the 
hell is going on! Marisa Noelle 

A lot of agents say they will ditch a 
book almost automatically when it 
starts with certain cliches. These 
include dream sequences, the first 
day of school, anything involving 
the main character being bullied in 
the classroom. You may feel this is 
unfair - I found it really hard to cut 
one of my dream sequences! - but 
there’s bound to be a more 
original way to get across what 
you want to say. And it’s not 
worth alienating the agents just 
because you have a cliche! Alice 
Ross

WRITEMENTOR 
OPENING PAGES

There are a million different ways to begin a book successfully, but I do find that books that 
start with a removed voice — as in, a narrator commentating on the world the story takes place 
in, or making quirky comments about the main character — tend to be harder to get into. You 
see this done very well in a lot of published books, but I think it’s harder for an unpublished 
author to stand out in the slush this way. Being grounded in a scene and introduced to a 
character, seeing them do something interesting and relatable, makes readers identify with 
the character and feel invested in the journey that the character is about to begin.  
Karah Sutton
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HOOK THE READER 

The biggest thing that draws 
me into a story on the first 
pages is the narrative voice, 
whether it’s first person or third 
person point of view. Is this a 
character or a narrative style I 
want to stick with for a few 
hundred of pages? Does the 
character have a unique 
outlook that makes me want to 
know more about them? What 
makes your MC unique? Let 
that come through in their 
word choice and the way they 
view the world around them.  

Also, beware of backstory 
and exposition in your first 
chapter. It can be very 
tempting, especially in fantasy, 
to pause to make sure the 
reader understands the world 
you’ve crafted, the MC’s family 
dynamics, the political 
landscape, etc. The problem is 
that this kind of exposition 
halts all momentum of your 
plot. Only include details that 
are essential for understanding 
what is happening in your first 
chapter. Use dialogue, or 
(better yet!) have the 
characters interact with each 
other and the world around 
them. Let your world-building 
occur naturally by having the 
action of the first chapter 
revolve around the setting. 
Jodi Herlick 

The conflict must start on the 
first page. We need to know 
right away what the character 
wants and WHY. I find that 
answering WHY is the most 
important thing you can do at 
any point in a novel. KC Karr

STUART’S OPENING PAGES METHOD 

1. Establish your MC and make the reader feel an emotional 
connection — if I don't feel anything towards a character within a 
page or two, I'm going to struggle to read on. Relatable, emotion-
filled scenarios are a good way to hook a reader. Try to show an 
admirable quality in your MC to make us care enough to read more. 
But not too goody-goody. We love those flawed MCs, too! 

2. Make your MC active and with agency (let them drive the story 
forward) — nearly everything that happens in the story should be as 
a consequence of what the MC does. Or the antagonistic actions of 
whoever/whatever is against your MC. At the very least, the MC 
should be taking decisions, should want something and be 
driving towards it. My best example is Moana, always striving 
towards restoring the heart. That's the heartbeat of that story. 
Imagine she was a bit meh about it. Nothing would happen. You've 
got to have an MC with agency or there's no real story there. 

3. Keep it simple — introduce complex worlds and new characters 
gradually — there is nothing more alienating than reading an 
opening chapter where ten new characters are named, but none are 
explored, and new places and worlds and objects with strange 
names are thrown at you. Everything has to be done gently when 
world-building, subtly. Make new things relatable to something the 
reader will know. Make each character distinctive and make sure 
each is established in the reader’s mind before you bring too many 
on stage. I prefer smaller, intimate scenes to open my books. 

4. Stakes — make them high and personal — the big stakes don't 
need to be on page 1— but there needs to be some kind of stake 
introduced early on. Something for the MC to win or lose, to save or 
not. It might be helping a cat down from a tree, or remembering 
everything on the shopping list, or completing an exam on time. 
Minor risks, but the point is that we need something that is 
important to the MC to be at stake at all times. Otherwise there is no 
tension, there is no conflict. And there is no story 

Stuart White

TOP TIP 

Activate our senses very early on. Page one. Ground us in 
the scene so we feel like we're there with the MC. Push 
yourself to go beyond sight to include smell, texture, sound, 
light/shadow, or even taste. (Not all at once though.) Do this 
on all your pages. First pages get you in the door but the rest 
of your MS needs to be just as good. Sarah J Carlson
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WRITEMENTOR 
STORY STRUCTURE

RULES ARE THERE FOR A REASON 

Some people believe that rules on structure don’t need to be followed and that can be true, 
but it will be much harder for an unpublished author to get an agent without following 
rules of structure. Once you’ve got that first book under your belt, or better yet, a few books, 
you can start breaking the rules a bit. But as a querying author, make sure you have all the key 
points: your main character wants something, there’s an inciting incident, they make a choice 
to go after what they want at the risk of losing something else important to them, they have a 
moment where they think they’ve lost everything, and they realise what is ultimately truly 
important to them and grow by the end of the story. Karah Sutton 

I’m not big on using a formulaic structure to write books. What Karah said is a perfect, drilled-
down explanation of how a story should work. But, explaining how to write a story is 
something that’ll work differently for different people. My advice is to read a lot of different 
craft books and then use the method that works for you, whether it’s beat sheets, the hero’s 
journey, Story Genius, or anything else. Make it your own. KC Karr 

Story structure is one of those tricky topics that some writers love and some hate. But whether 
you want to follow the rules or break them, first of all you have to know them. Personally, 
I love story structure. I like to follow the three-act plan. It breaks the writing process down 
nicely, and makes it easy to know where I’m up to in the story as I write. I find that the nature of 
writing means that I inevitably drift away from the plan at times. I always go from plotting to 
pantsing and back again. Julie Marney Leigh 

TOP TIPS 

When it comes to story structure, my personal preference is to 
begin with a loose outline. If I don’t outline at all, I have no idea 
where the story is going. If I have a highly detailed outline, I barrel 
through and come out the other side with a book that feels too 
sparse. So, I prefer to keep it loose. Once I set the basics of my 
story structure, I know the major points I’m working toward, but I 
can explore along the way. Jodi Herlick 

Make sure every scene has a purpose. That it moves plot/
characterisation forward. If the scene can be cut without impacting 
the reader's ability to understand, it probably should be. Otherwise 
it just slows down pacing and drains tension.  Sarah J Carlson 

Are you a pantser? You fly by 
the seat of your pants, never 
quite knowing the shape of 
your story or what might 
happen next. 

Are you a plotter? You set out 
your outline, hit your beats, 
follow a recognised structure. 

Or are you a plantser? You 
successfully combine the two 
methods — a loose structure, a 
leap of faith. Yes, it can work. 
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RULE OF THREE 

The three-act structure was 
beloved by the ancient Greeks 
and is still popular in 
Hollywood today. Take your 
cue from screenwriting.  

Essentially, your story is 
divided into three parts: the 
set-up, confrontation and 
resolution (or climax).   

The set-up is an opportunity 
for exposition, but modern 
readers want this done subtly. 
Pages of backstory will not get 
you out of the slush pile. 
Somewhere in your set-up, 
you need your inciting 
incident — traditionally, this 
was late in the set-up, just 
before Act II, but it seems that 
to hold readers’ attention, it’s 
now getting closer to the 
beginning of the book. 

In the confrontation or “rising 
action”, the longest section of 
your book, your protagonist is 
thwarted at every turn by the 
antagonist; conflict builds, 
tension rises and the seeds of 
change are sown. 

In the climax or resolution of 
your story, everything wraps 
up. An explosive scene 
releases the tension you built 
in your second act, your MC 
shows their new skills or 
understanding to resolve the 
conflict, and we (usually) finish 
with a satisfying ending with 
all loose ends neatly tied up. 

Caroline Murphy 

Pantsing or plotting is a personal choice. I was a diehard 
pantser at first. I wrote my story and let the characters 
take me where they wanted to go. And it worked (for the 
most part). But then I tried plotting and I know I’ll never 
go back! As a romance writer, I find that the three-act 
structure works best for me. Having an outline of all the 
major events in a story helps me know where I need to 
get to, like a map of my character’s world. A plot outline 
isn’t set in stone. It should be fluid, allowing for changes 
and twists that you may not see coming until they flow 
from your fingers to the computer. But as an 
unpublished/pre-agented writer, you should at least try to 
use a plot structure when writing to be sure you hit all the 
necessary components of a good story: character, stakes, 
conflict and action/reaction. BB Swann

RESOURCES 

My favourite books on structure come from 
screenwriting: SCREENPLAY: THE FOUNDATIONS OF 
SCREENWRITING by Syd Field; THE ANATOMY OF 
STORY by John Truby; THE WRITER’S JOURNEY by 
Christopher Vogler; SAVE THE CAT by Blake Snyder. Julie 
Marney Leigh 

Julie mentions Blake Snyder’s book, SAVE THE CAT, 
above, and the website of the same name is a great 
resource for beat sheets — dissecting the structure of 
popular movies so you can see what “All is Lost” or “Dark 
Night of the Soul” moments look like, and then apply the 
same principles to your novel. Caroline Murphy  

My go-to books on story structure are SCREENWRITING 
TRICKS FOR AUTHORS by Alexandra Sokoloff and 
CREATING CHARACTER ARCS by KM Weiland. Yes, the 
second one is about character, but it focuses on tying 
character in with story structure, so I still count it as a 
book on structure. Jodi Herlick 

Two of my favorite resources for plotting are 20 MASTER 
PLOTS AND HOW TO BUILD THEM by Ronald B Tobias 
and FICTION UNIVERSITY — an online resource for writers 
by Janice Hardy: blog.janicehardy.com. BB Swann 
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WRITEMENTOR 
CHARACTERISATION

TREAT THEM MEAN 

Be sure you torture your 
characters. It sounds harsh, but 
it’s necessary to develop their 
character arcs. A flat character, 
one who always wins or gets 
exactly what they need without 
conflict, will be just that: two-
dimensional. You want your 
reader to identify with your 
character, and nobody has a 
perfect life. Bad things happen, 
we make bad decisions, we 
lose things or people close to 
us. Your character should face 
those same issues. Give them 
conflict, raise the stakes, make 
them suffer so when they win 
in the end, your reader believes 
they earned it. BB Swann

KNOW YOUR CHARACTER 

One of the single best exercises I use when plotting a book 
is to list ten life-defining memories of all your major 
players. You might not even refer to them, but it helps 
flesh out a rounded person in your head that can take 
those scars or successes into the pages of your books and 
react to new experiences accordingly. It gives a much 
clearer sense of who they are and often give them their 
own motivations and conflicts. Marisa Noelle 

Character sheets can be useful — there are a plethora 
available online, but like world-building tools, they can 
lead to procrastination, so beware! My sheets focus on 
what my characters want and what they need (usually quite 
different!); what they’re trying to hide, and how they hide it, 
what their role is in the story, what they like/dislike, objects 
that are important to them, and their values. I also use 
comps (actors, friends, that odd bloke on the train, etc) to 
describe their voice, and I always have a picture poached 
from Google images. And I do this for all my characters, 
not just the MC and antagonist. They all have their own 
story to tell, even if it’s only a minor subplot. Emma Dykes 

What makes a character believable is understanding WHY 
they do the things they do. The why is what makes a 
reader empathetic to a character’s plight. All of this will 
come from a character’s past. I like to write four backstory 
scenes that show why my character has a certain misbelief 
that they must overcome by the end of the story. These 
scenes might then filter into my novel as the characters 
works through the present storyline. Usually, in my 
characters’ childhood, something happened to change 
their worldview, and when my novel starts, it’ll be the main 
thing holding them back from achieving their dreams. A 
character’s past must be specific and as much a part of 
the story as the present. Don’t waste your time creating 
pages of info about your character’s favourite colour or TV 
show; only dig up the stuff that’s relevant to the story you 
are telling now. KC Karr 

TOP TIPS 

If you get stuck, try 
freewriting, as if you are your 
character on an ordinary day, 
going shopping or to a 
restaurant: what would they 
buy or eat? Then, put them 
in an extraordinary situation. 
How would they react in an 
emergency, in danger or 
under stress? If you know 
their psychological make-
up, you’ll know the 
answers. It might not go in 
your book but it will help 
shape your characterisation. 
Emma Finlayson-Palmer 
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To really get into my characters’ heads and make them feel real and consistent, I apply 
psychological principles when writing how my characters respond. After an event 
occurs, our brain must first interpret it, this THOUGHT determines how we FEEL about it, 
then our feeling impacts how we choose to REACT.  I show it in that order on the page when 
I write. Here’s a blog post I wrote about it. https://sjcarlsonauthor.com/2014/12/03/applying-
psychology-to-writing-using-icebergs-to-flesh-out-your-characters/ 

It’s also a called Motivation-Reaction-Unit. Here’s someone else’s blog post about that. 
https://www.helpingwritersbecomeauthors.com/motivation-reaction-units/   

Our core beliefs about ourselves, others, and the world (largely created by past 
experiences and temperament) have a great impact on HOW we interpret events and the 
thoughts we have as a result. Here’s a blog post I wrote on that: https://sjcarlsonauthor.com/
2017/11/04/using-core-beliefs-to-create-authentic-characters/  Sarah J Carlson 

TOP TIPS 

To get to grips with which POV will work best for your 
MCs story, try writing a paragraph or two from first or 
third person and see which voice feels right. Some 
writers even re-write whole books from a different POV - 
it’s a huge task! Better to get nail the POV in your first 
draft.  Emma Finlayson-Palmer 

Keep a little notebook on you at all times and if you stop 
for a coffee, observe who is around you. Collect them 
and harvest their souls into your book. Think about 
people you used to know from school, clubs, groups, 
older people, younger people. Use Pinterest to search 
out a selection of faces to inspire you. Make them come 
alive by deciding things in ‘their’ way and speaking 
consistently throughout your book. Make them liars 
and killers and pure utter evil… but show us why — 
what happened in their lives to make them that way? We 
all have a history unique to ourselves that make us ‘us’, 
and so must your characters. Carolyn Ward

Character is king. It’s rare for a person to love a book but not love (or hate or feel very strongly in 
some way) about the characters. Make them larger than life, make them do things we wish we could, 
make them evil, good or anti-hero. Whatever you do, make them memorable. Stuart White 

Characters do not need to be likeable! But they do need to be relatable. The reader needs to root 
for them, even if they do find them prickly, slightly annoying, or frustrating (Lyra Belacqua, anyone?!) 
Flawed characters are so much more interesting, and readers tend to be put off by the perfect ‘Mary-
Sue’ as they are simply not realistic. Carolyn Ward 

RESOURCES 

The (free) FutureLearn novel 
writing course provides excellent 
insight into character development. 
Carolyn Ward 

Two books: Please Understand 
Me II: Temperament, Character, 
Intelligence by David Keirsey and 
The Five Love Languages by Gary 
Chapman. These, in my opinion, 
have the best insights into the 
human mind. From this, you can 
learn why your character would 
behave certain ways and what life 
experiences might have influenced 
their behaviours. Carla Lewis  

The Writers HQ short online 
Characterisation Masterclass 
helped me drill down and create 
‘real’ people. Caroline Murphy

https://www.helpingwritersbecomeauthors.com/motivation-reaction-units/
https://sjcarlsonauthor.com/2017/11/04/using-core-beliefs-to-create-authentic-characters/
https://sjcarlsonauthor.com/2017/11/04/using-core-beliefs-to-create-authentic-characters/
https://www.helpingwritersbecomeauthors.com/motivation-reaction-units/
https://sjcarlsonauthor.com/2017/11/04/using-core-beliefs-to-create-authentic-characters/
https://sjcarlsonauthor.com/2017/11/04/using-core-beliefs-to-create-authentic-characters/
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WRITEMENTOR 
DIALOGUE

EAVESDROPPING 

Listen to people on the bus and 
write down their conversations 
word for word. Just don’t get 
caught! How many turns of 
phrase do they use? Accent? 
Dialect? How many fillers? And 
how many times do they speak 
with intended meaning?  

Example of a real conversation 
from my own notebook: 

(Train Station platform) 

Woman one: You heard what he 
did, right? 
Woman two: I KNOW! I can’t 
believe it! 
Woman one: do you think she 
should… 
Woman two: Trying it on? He 
better not! 

(to this day I SO want to know 
what he did!) Melissa Welliver 

NOT JUST IDLE CHIT-CHAT 

Dialogue in a novel is done in a slightly different way to 
normal speech because it needs to contain conflict, be 
used to develop character or even for subtle exposition. 
It’s a powerful tool in a writer's craft box, but with great 
power comes great responsibility. Stuart White 

Characters shouldn’t talk just to talk. Dialogue should 
always be necessary and move the story forward. 
Questions should only be asked if they’re going to reveal 
something about the character. What really makes 
dialogue effective is the disconnect between what a 
character says and what a character thinks. This is how you 
reveal a character. KC Karr 

Dialogue makes the reader feel as if they are right there in 
the middle of the scene. It gives the reader a sense of 
presence, of reality — as if they’re taking part in the scene 
themselves. It can make your writing come alive. But to do 
this, it must have purpose. It’s a tool for driving plot and 
revealing character. Julie Marney Leigh 

The key to writing good dialogue is to give the illusion that 
it sounds like real speech without it actually sounding like 
real speech. Real dialogue is usually boring, filled with 
unnecessary repetition and filler. You want your dialogue 
to be much snappier. One trick is to avoid having your 
characters answer each other directly. So if one character 
asks another a yes/no question, don’t have the second 
character say “yes” or “no.” Imply the answer with what 
they say. This will make your dialogue flow in a more 
engaging way. Also, make sure your characters aren’t 
info dumping as a means to convey information to the 
reader. The dialogue won’t feel natural if they’re explaining 
processes to each other or reminiscing with too much 
detail about a piece of backstory that you, as the author, 
want the reader to understand. Jodi Herlick 

TOP TIPS 

Read it out loud to yourself! 
If it sounds like real speech, 
you’re doing okay.  

Never, ever goo too farrr w’iv 
tha’ accents. ‘Tis turribly 
distractin’ so ‘tis.  

Carolyn Ward 
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DIFFERENT VOICES 

Keep the individual voices of your characters consistent 
throughout your book. A good way to check this is to 
highlight the speech of just one character and read all that 
dialogue from start to finish of your manuscript. Does the 
character start off speaking formally and end up speaking 
slang? Do they use wildly different speech patterns in 
chapter one compared to your final chapter? If the 
dialogue style changes (and it’s not down to character 
development), you need to find a consistent pattern and 
stick with it. Caroline Murphy 

If you are a female writing a male voice, or a male writing a 
female, RESEARCH! Don’t just assume you know how 
the other gender will speak. Sometimes, female authors 
tend to attribute more feminine thoughts and phrases to 
male characters, whether it’s because a word is offensive to 
us or we don’t want to be the ones offending others.  

After sending my MS out to betas, one male reader told 
me he came across a word I used in my male MC’s “voice” 
that didn’t sit well with him. He surveyed the males he 
worked with and they all agreed I needed a different word 
because “guys would say it differently.”  

And guys, the same goes for you, because sometimes, 
women DO get offended.  BB Swann  

None of us are middle-graders or teens any more. Do we 
really know how young children speak? how teens speak? 
Are we in sync with their slang and cultural references 
and grammatical idioms? 

If you don’t have kids of your own, borrow some! Or 
eavesdrop on groups of students on the bus or train. 
Watch Youtube clips, TV shows, listen to how children in 
the supermarket talk to each other and to their parents.  

I would say try to give some flavour to your young 
characters’ voice, but don’t be too specific with slang —
language is an ever-developing entity. Even if we think 
we’re “down with it”, we rarely are. And by the time your 
book is published, last year’s slang is… so-last-year. 
Caroline Murphy 

TOP TIPS 

When writing for children, 
dialogue is the key to your 
characters’ souls.  

Generally you will want lots 
of dialogue — keep the 
speech short, but keep it 
coming.  

If you’ve written a few long, 
dense paragraphs, break the 
flow with some dialogue. It 
creates white space on the 
page and makes the book 
seem more accessible to 
young readers. 

Try not to distract your 
reader with too many 
‘inventive’ dialogue tags. A 
fluent reader will gloss over 
the ‘he said/she said/they 
said, and this is good — it will 
be clear who is talking, but it 
won’t pull the reader out of 
the flow of the dialogue.  

If it’s clear who is talking 
from what they’re saying, 
you can even leave out 
dialogue tags altogether.  

Use action beats, if your 
dialogue tags are getting 
repetitive (eg, “I don’t know.” 
Jake scratched his head.) — 
but don’t overdo it for the 
younger reader, it may get 
tiring.  

I find that dialogue is often 
where my beta readers/CPs 
are superstars — they will tell 
you if it’s unclear who is 
talking. Emma Dykes  
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WRITEMENTOR 
CONFLICT

Conflict is the foundation of any good novel. We need a character that desperately wants 
something. We need something to stop them getting it. And there’s the conflict. But it’s not 
always as easy as that. Stuart White 

Conflict is the interesting bit… the power, the passion and the pizzazz of your book. Make it 
hard for your protagonists, make their worlds crash and burn around them. How do they 
fight their way out? How do they argue with their bully? How do they solve the most difficult 
and terrifying problems? Carolyn Ward

GETTING PERSONAL 

Conflict comes from within your 
characters (story), not the external 
events of the novel (plot). Once you 
know what your character wants and 
why, you can devise a plot that will 
challenge their desires and goals. The 
plot (external) serves the story 
(internal), not the other way around. 
What does every event means to your 
character? This is what causes conflict. 
It has to be personal. Knowing that a 
plane crashed killing 300 people 
doesn’t affect us nearly as much as 
knowing that one mother was on that 
flight to tell her imprisoned husband 
that their son is dying of cancer. (See 
how making it personal punches you in 
the gut and makes you start asking 
questions. What will the husband do? 
Will the son survive?) KC Karr 

Conflict is not arguments between characters. Conflict is what happens when two characters want 
two very different things. It will happen organically when you create two characters who each have 
their own narrative drive, their own wants and their own stakes. And, crucially, these are different from 
each other’s. Each character is invested in a different outcome, and for very believable reasons. Put 
them together in a scene, and you have immediate conflict. Hold off from putting them together in a 
scene, and you have tension. How much tension can we bear, before you bring them together and 
give us the conflict we’ve been waiting for? Julie Marney Leigh

TOP TIPS 

What does your character want? Give them an inner 
problem that makes them unable to reach their 
want. Then give them external obstacles they have 
to overcome to achieve their goal. Marisa Noelle 

To give your character ‘agency’, try to have much of 
the conflict driven by the characters themselves, 
rather than chance events. For example, your MC 
wants to meet up with a friend who has information 
vital for completing the overarching story goal. But, 
there’s an obstacle: Option a) there’s a flood,  Option 
b) they are grounded after lying to their parents. 

Option a sounds exciting, but leaves the MC 
helpless. Option b gives more insight into your 
character, and, more importantly, leaves your MC 
responsible for potentially failing to meet the goal. 
There will no doubt be consequences to this… 
Emma Dykes
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WRITEMENTOR 
GENERAL ADVICE

LESS IS MORE 

If you can say something in 
fewer words, it's pretty 
much always more powerful 
to do so. Being too verbose 
or over-explaining drowns 
out the best stuff, in 
dialogue and narration. Let 
your most beautiful words 
shine! Sarah J Carlson  

Writing for children is not 
the same as writing for 
adults, and writing for 
younger children is different 
again. Descriptions that an 
adult reader would find 
immersive and sumptuous 
may bore a child. Tell your 
young reader they’re on a 
pirate ship and they will 
close their eyes and 
imagine one far more 
amazing than you could 
ever write! Emma Dykes 

Courtesy of my junior 
English teacher: specific is 
terrific. Sprinkling in 
occasional specific details 
about setting or food or 
clothing etc can pull the 
reader deeper into the 
scene, make the world feel 
more real, and reveal things 
about the character.  
Sarah J Carlson

WHAT FORMAT? 

An agent’s querying rules are 
usually clearly stated on their 
website. Read them!  

Typically, they request query 
letter, synopsis and first three 
chapters, and you’ll find 
yourself copying and pasting 
your first pages into an email 
(as very few agents accept 
unsolicited attachments).  

However, when you do send all 
or a portion of your manuscript 
as an attachment (hopefully 
because you got an agent 
request!), make sure you follow 
proper manuscript format. This 
includes a header with your 
last name, the title (or a 
shortened version of it), and 
the page number. Here’s an 
excellent detailed resource: 
https://firstmanuscript.com/
proper-manuscript-format/.  

Also, it’s immensely helpful if 
you name your document with 
your last name and the title so 
the recipient (who probably 
receives lots of manuscripts 
named “First 50 pages”) 
doesn’t have to rename it in 
order to find it again.  

Jodi Herlick 

WORDS MATTER 

Choose the right words. 
Stephen King, in his excellent 
book, On Writing, urges 
against the use of adverbs. 
Instead, pick the correct verb. 
So instead of “She sat lazily”, 
use “She slouched” or “She 
lazed” or “She slumped” — all 
of which are more interesting 
verbs than “to sit” and all of 
which make the adverb 
redundant. Caroline Murphy 

Edit out filler words: that, just, 
suddenly, slightly, began to, 
started to, seem, very, really. 
Removing them generally 
tightens up your writing. Make 
every word you use work hard. 
Marisa Noelle

TOP TIPS 

Word Count! MG is 50k. 
55K MAX! YA between 
55-80K, MAYBE longer if it’s 
fantasy. If your book is too 
long or too short, edit 
accordingly. Sending in a 
75k MG will make an agent 
think you have no idea what 
market you’re writing for. 
We all know there are 
exceptions, but don’t make 
it harder for yourself now. 
Marisa Noelle
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A few final words 

The craft guide is reward to you for trusting us with your words. We really do appreciate and value 
that you applied to us. Feel free to use this, share it and direct others to it. But if you do, do 
acknowledge our knowledgable mentors.

And so many of you have expressed your gratitude for all that the mentors have done. The very 
best way to repay them is to buy their books and leave reviews. That's it. You win with an 
enjoyable book, they get more reviews and sales, two major factors in a writer's career.

We'd love to have all of back applying with #WriteMentor next year, though hopefully many of 
you will be agented/published by then and applying to join us on this side of the fence.

We wish you very best of luck with your writing. 

May the force be with you.
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