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Below are some of the biggest issues we see in manuscripts.  
Please take a moment to read through them, and then apply them to 
your book. 

VOICE VOICE VOICE
WHAT IS VOICE IN FICTION WRITING?
ANSWER? IT’S EVERYTHING.
Without voice nothing else you do matters.  
With a great voice all mechanical issues are fixable.

SO WHAT IS VOICE?
It’s very hard to describe other than to say it’s the cadence of your writing—the 
tone you set to convey the sense of place, time, atmosphere, tone and person-
ality of your narrative/character.

TEXTURE
For us, description is the key to hooking your reader. It’s important not to 
over-describe extraneous details but rather to weave them into the action, so 
as we follow events that occur, we can “see, taste, feel, and hear” what the 
character does.

Texture Example: Shots ricocheted off the marble walls and shattered the 
chandeliers. Minerva lifted her torn petticoat and dashed behind the stately 
columns for cover.

Granted—not the best prose, but do you get the idea? The narrative paints 
a picture in the readers head without overdoing it. Something is happening 
to Minerva and from the bit of information folded into the action you know 
she’s being shot at, she’s dressed in an old fashioned gown, and something is 
really awry at a rather formal home or palace. And you also know that Minerva 
is in a bit of a pickle.

INCITING INCIDENT 
WHERE SHOULD YOUR STORY START? 

In our experience we’ve seen two very common mistakes. What makes a good 
plot? Character + Conflict + plot. So the first thing we need to know is a bit 
about your character, their circumstances, their world. 

Add in the initial conflict or INCITING INCIDENT—the moment circumstanc-
es spur your character into action—and voila! That’s where your story begins. 
Whatever important events occur before the INCITING INCIDENT is called 
BACK STORY and can be woven in in small bits through out the narrative.

SOME EXAMPLES OF “NOT GOOD STARTS”

THE SLOW ROLL starts with a long, boring lead up to action with extraneous 
and painstaking detail, before we even care or know what’s supposed to be 
happening to your main character. 

THE BIG BANG starts with too much action before we have any context or 
even know whom the character is.

TELLING VS SHOWING
Telling in a manuscript is simply the delivery of information to your reader 
without immersing them into the narrative. Would you want to watch a movie 
where the main character told you what they felt instead of watching the ac-
tion unfold? What if the main character in a dramatic moment turned to the 
audience and said—I’m so scared and basically broadcast their thoughts with-
out allowing you to experience it?

Your job as a writer is to drop your reader into the action.

Example: He affirmed and picked up his keys. “Yes, let’s go to the store.” 

You don’t need He affirmed. That’s telling. 



Just use: He picked up his keys. “Yes, let’s go to the store.” The action of picking up his 
keys and the spoken dialogue is showing. 

Example: She nodded her agreement. “Yes, I’d love that.” 

You don’t need the She nodded her agreement. That’s telling. 

Just use: “Yes, I’d love that.” OR you could use: She nodded. “I’d love that.” 

Dialogue tags . 

• Use them sparingly. If you can attribute dialogue to a character with an ac-
tion tag, do it! 

• Avoid using a said tag and an action tag combined. 

Example: He jingled his keys and said, “I am going to the store to buy bread.” 

Instead, use: He jingled his keys. “I am going to the store to buy bread.”

Just be careful every character isn’t looking to the side or smiling or nodding 
their head. Make the actions count. Must move the story forward.

• ONLY use “said” or “asked.” 

Getting creative with your dialogue tags isn’t really creative and will annoy 
your readers. The words “said” and “asked” in relation to dialogue are so 
commonplace they’ve become known as the invisible words. You can use them 
and readers won’t really notice. Their brains register the word, and then quick-
ly forgets. The exceptions to this rule are the following: whispered, muttered, 
mumbled. That’s it. If your character is shouting, yelling, screaming, hollering, 
etc., use an exclamation point instead of a period. 

•  There are certain words that should NEVER be used as dialogue tags. Peo-
ple cannot smile, frown, laugh, snort, chortle, chuckle, or sigh words. Those 
are all actions. 

A SPECIAL NOTE ABOUT DIALOGUE: 

Don’t ever tell dialogue. Ever! Always, always show it. 

AN EXAMPLE: She explained to him why she didn’t want to live in this neigh-
borhood a day longer than necessary. 

Here, you’re telling us that she said something to him, but we don’t know 
exactly what she said. The words she chooses to use, the emphasis on certain 
words, her body language, etc. all help to build characterization. Plus, seeing 
the actual dialogue is much more engaging for readers. 

THE EXCEPTION TO TELLING DIALOGUE:  
Readers see your character being questioned by the police. We are privy to 
the entire conversation, so there are no doubts about anything that was said. 
Your character then goes home and tells his/her spouse, best friend, etc. In-
stead of showing the entire conversation again, you can tell readers. For ex-
ample: She told him all about the police showing up and questioning her. Uti-
lizing this method will prevent you from repeating the same information and it 
will help with the overall pacing of the story. 

Contractions
Think about when you speak. Do you use contractions? 

Most people do, so most of your characters should. It’s rare people say “will 
not” unless they are trying to emphasis the “not.” They usually say won’t. They 
rarely say did not. They usually say didn’t. Again, you will have characters who 
should not or would not use these, and that’s okay. However, that specific 
character trait needs to be consistent throughout the manuscript, and it needs 
to be introduced with the character for the very first time. 



Telling words
The most common are: felt, saw, heard, knew, realized, and noticed.  
They pull the reader out of the point of view. Just show what the point of view 
character saw, heard or felt. The reader will know they saw, heard or felt it be-
cause they described it. Remove as many of these as possible.

Redundant words and phrases
Own is one of those words. You don’t need her own house. If you say her 
house, we know it was her own house. Whose else’s could it be? You don’t 
need down or up most of the time. Saying “She looked down at her feet” is 
redundant. Unless her feet are up, we know they’re down. Same with looking 
up at the clouds. Where else would they be?

Character Names
 Avoid using names that sound alike or very many that start with the same let-
ter. Even having your two main characters having names starting with the same 
letter can be confusing to readers. Studies have shown that when people read, 
they look at the first letter of a name and make a quick association with a spe-
cific character. So, if you have five different characters with names that all start 
with “J” it will be confusing the reader, and chances are it will pull them from 
the story.

Throw away words
They are: that, had, just, now, suddenly. Every time you encounter these words 
in your manuscript, read the sentence aloud with the word. Then read it aloud 
without the word. If the meaning doesn’t change when you remove the word – 
cut it! It’s unnecessary. 

AN EXAMPLE: “I just knew you were the best person for the job.” Removing 
the word “just” doesn’t change the meaning of this sentence. It can be cut. 

Adverbs
Those nasty –ly adverbs. There should only be one or two adverbs for every 
three pages of manuscript. And never, ever use them in conjunction with a 
dialogue tag. 

AN EXAMPLE OF WHAT NOT TO DO: “Oh, you’re the prettiest girl here,” 
she said excitedly. 

AN EXAMPLE OF WHAT TO DO: Her eyes widened with excitement. “Oh, 
you’re the prettiest girl here.”

Inner thoughts Flashbacks
These should always go in italics. Internal thoughts should be written in1st 
person present tense regardless of what tense or point of view the rest of the 
story is in. Dream sequences/flashbacks are a good tool for conveying back story to 
the readers, but use them sparingly. A great resource for determining when and how to use 
italics for inner thoughts: http://www.writing4success.com/Using-Italics-to-Show-Thoughts.
html
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Names in Dialogue
Use sparingly. Most people don’t say, “Hi, John, how are you?” 
“I’m fine, Ray, how are you?” Dialogue needs to be realistic. My personal rule 
of thumb is to only use a first name in dialogue if the scene is an emotional 
one. An argument or an intimate scene are the two most common situations. 
Also, a moment of recognition of a new character entering the scene for the 
first time is a good place to use a name in dialogue. For example, the main 
character is out at the grocery store and runs into her best friend from high 
school. “My Gosh, Molly, it’s been so long. How are you?” 

Pacing
THIS IS A BIGGIE. Every word, sentence, paragraph, scene, chapter MUST 
be moving your story forward in some way. If you can remove that scene, etc., 
and the story doesn’t change, it should be removed. 

This is an extremely helpful site to help with pacing and flow: http://jamigold.
com/for-writers/worksheets-for-writers/

Back Story  
and Information Dumps 
These two things usually go hand in hand. As authors, we have this compul-
sion to dump all the information about our characters and our world on the 
reader as soon as possible. Because…well, they just need to know everything, 
right? No. They don’t. Limit the amount of back story in the first 50 pages of 
your manuscript. Back story stops forward movement. Dribble it in. Make the 
reader learn things over time. Sometimes authors need to write the back story 
segments so they can tell the story, but the reader doesn’t need it in the story 
to understand everything. Readers are smart. I promise they can make correct 
assumptions about your characters and the story. You just have to let them.

Tension Conflict
Your book MUST have tension and conflict. Think of these two things as the 
engine in your car – without it the car won’t go. Tension and conflict are the 
driving force of your novel. Without these, your story will be perceived as bor-
ing. Now, I’m not saying you need some epic external conflict. Internal conflict 
is just as compelling, but it needs to be present. The more the better. 

Facial Expressions
Smiling. Frowning. Raising a brow. Furrowing a brow. Opening your eyes. 
Closing your eyes. Biting on your lip. Winking. Blinking. All these can go a 
long way to convey emotion and tone. However, they are typically overused. 
Be careful of this. A great resource for writers is the “Emotional Thesaurus.” 
by Angela Ackerman. It’s this great big book that gives different words, ac-
tions, and descriptions to help portray a wide range of emotions. 

A special area of note with facial expressions: Eyes. They are very limited in 
what they can actually do. They can: widen, narrow, open, close, and roll. They 
cannot: roam, follow, eat, take in, wander, bore into, searched etc. Your gaze, 
however, can do all of that. 

Wrong Way: My eyes wandered over his body, taking in everything about him. 
Right Way: My gaze wandered over his body, taking in everything about him. 

http://jamigold.com/for-writers/worksheets-for-writers/  
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WE HOPE THIS HELPS!
HAPPY CHOPPY! 

KARA LEIGH & LISA

visit us here for more information...

apply now! 

Stage Directions
This is a term used to describe when an author gives step-by-step explana-
tions of every single thing the character is doing. On the surface, this seems 
like a good idea, but it’s really not. Readers are smart. They can infer that 
certain actions are happening even though they’re not specifically spelled out 
in the book. In addition, when you have too many stage directions, you run 
the risk of telling what’s happening as opposed to showing. It can be hard to 
tell the difference of too much vs. not enough descriptive actions. So, here are 
some examples:

Bad: She walked to the office. She closed the office door. She sat at her desk 
and picked up the phone. She said hello.

Good: She walked to the office, closed the door, and picked up the phone. 
“Hello?”

Bad: She got her blanket from the back of the couch. She sat. Then she cov-
ered her legs and reached for the remote control.

Good: She sat on the couch with the blanket draped over her legs, remote in 
hand.
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