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Is it a Scene? — Stories are made up of scenes. In a short story, you might just have a single

scene. In a novel, each chapter should be at one complete scene.

Sometimes writers can get caught up in “Moments” when they are working on scene
development. Most will flesh out a Moment to give it movement and purpose in the larger
plot, turning it into a “Scene”. When parts of a Scene get left out, the result is usually

something un- or under-developed.

A Scene Has:

O Dialogue/Thoughts — How the Point of View character expresses their ideas either
aloud or to themselves. How they phrase things should be unique to their personality
and background.

O Actions — An action is usually spurred on by an event, and then the characters are put

into a position of reaction. Or an event took place previously, and we meet the

characters already started into their re-action. Something should be happening that’s

different from what's happened so far.

O Emotion — Emotions must be conveyed in at least one way, if not all of the following:
O Character Emotion: How a character feels internally, showing this physically

through body language, expressions, tone of voice or choice of words. This can also
run opposite by a character displaying one type of emotion but internalizing
another.

O Narrative Emotion - The mood and intensity of the scene. Through content build-up
and writing structures, the reader should be moved to feel something about the
potential gains or losses involved.

O Point of Tension — The reason for change. Something in the scene is about to be
revealed, lost, gained, or altered in a meaningful way, and it should have an impact on
the in-scene characters who are each dealing with their own source of conflict. The
more known consequences, the higher the stakes, and the greater the tension. Not
every scene needs to have a life-or-death point of tension, but if there is no
consequence of conflict in the whole scene then how is the character leading, being
pushed or pulled towards the plot?

O Beginning, Middle, End — Every scene should have a clear opening where we
understand the Who, What Where When. The middle should be where the tension,
obstacle, or change is faced (this is not necessarily the climax of the story, just the
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point of why this scene was included as essential). And the End means that we have
faced the moment of change, whether or not we see the full outcome of the change is
optional, as many times that creates the hook to keep reading to the next chapter. The
main takeaway is that the readers feels like something necessary happened before
moving on to the next scene.

O Sensory & World Elements — Appealing to our five senses is how the reader is able
to stay grounded and immersed in a story. It controls not only how well a reader can
picture what is happening, but the pacing of the scene. Slow low-stakes moments
have the action broken-up with observations and vivid descriptions. High-stakes
moments tent to move quickly from action to action. The balance of this is dependent
on the purpose of the scene. Too much world-building, and the reader loses track of
the action. Too much action, and the reader loses track of who is doing what and why.
No scene should lack any sensory or world elements just as no scene should lack any
action.

O First and Last Line Hooks — The hook is the reason to keep reading. The opening line

should pique curiosity without falling too far into confusion. While the end of a scene should
leave us feeling like something was accomplished here, unless it's the last page of the whole
story, the reader should be left with some questions left unanswered, some mysteries still to be
solved. Identifying good hooks usually comes down to personal preference, but a reader can
always identify if they are feeling confused or bored.

A Scene Does:

O Address the “"Why"? Even if the scene does not directly involve the Main Character,
the scene must provide a consequence for the Main Character or the source of

conflict. If neither the Main Character or the source of conflict is impacted, then ask
“what is the point of this scene?”

O Address the Conflict — Even if the scene does not directly involve the Main Conflict,
there must be tension created by conflict that a character must face either internally or
externally. Having conflicting thoughts, feelings, opinions, is a source of conflict, just as
having a physical barrier or attacker in the way is. These conflicts don't have to be
solved in the same scene, but they must either emerge, change, or be faced.

O Create Change - The in-scene character must change in some way in the end from
what they were or what they had at the start of it. They might not have a life-changing
revelation or undergone a physical transformation, but even obtaining something like
an object or piece of information should be enough for them to change their next
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goal, their next action, or trigger the next conflict. Even positive events have
consequences. If nothing about the character or their situation has changed at all,
then ask “what is the point of this scene?”

Character-Driven Plot — Start with the Main Character and see if you can follow a sequence
of their Want, their obstacle (But), and their change (So) from scene to scene. If there is a gap

of clarity or any one of these points are missing, it could be the sign of a hole in development.

You can recreate this same formula to follow any side-characters to see if they are developed

or serving as a plot prop.

O Somebody— Who is the in-scene character?

O Wants — What is the character’s goal at the start of this scene?

O But — What is the obstacle that's preventing the character from getting what they want
right now?

O So — What is the character’s new plan, action, or thinking in this scene that is their new
immediate goal?
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