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● The Big Picture - Chapters and Structure
● Backstory and Worldbuilding - The dreaded info dump
● Scenes - The meat of the story
● Rounding up the Usual Suspects - when all else fails
● Exceptions - Because there always are
● Resources and Links for further info

Structure of the Class



Part One: The Big Picture

● To start, write the piece. Ignore all these rules while you are getting your 
creative on, and write. We can worry about cutting when it’s time to edit.

● Done writing? Leave it. Ideally, for a week or more. Don’t have a week? Stand 
up, do a chore or two, change your outfit, anything to get into a different 
mindset.

● Now, look at the full structure of the novel:
○ Are you starting your novel where you really need? Do you have scenes or even full chapters 

that are unnecessary? Do they just introduce a character without any sign of conflict? Do you 
have chapters that go off in wild directions that stall the action of your story?  

○ Concentrate on those (usually at the beginning). They might need to be cut, or combined 
with other chapters to make a stronger story.



The Princess Bride, “abridged” by William Goldman

I didn’t even know this chapter existed until I began the “good parts” version. All that my father used to say 
at this point was, ‘What with one thing and another, three years passed.’
…
Would you believe that in the original Morgenstern this is the longest single chapter in the book?
…
Fifteen pages about how Humperdinck can't marry a common subject, so they fight and argue with the 
nobles...
…
Then the miracle man began improving King Lotharon, and eighteen pages are used up in describing the 
cures.
…
And seventy-two--count ‘em--seventy-two pages on the training of a princess. 
…
But from a narrative point of view, in 105 pages nothing happens. Except this ‘What with one thing and 
another, three years passed.’



The Big Picture Challenge

● Next time you have come to your critique group with a new project, give 
them chapter 2 with no context. 

● You might find that people are more excited by that chapter than the first!



Part Two: Backstory and Worldbuilding

● This is where the biggest cuts can be made. You do not need as much backstory or 
world building as you think you do!
○ Ascribe to the iceberg theory: you may care that your character is obsessive about paying 

cash for things because he got into severe credit card debt in college, but your readers don’t, 
unless it is relevant to the story you are telling.

○ Even if it is, don’t tell us about it all at once, in a big chunk that is hard to chew. Readers will 
get bored and skip it. (or worse, put the book down!)

● Instead of this:
○ He couldn’t look at the letter from his mother. He remembered when he was sixteen and she 

had kicked him out of the house, leaving his five year old brother alone with that bastard of a 
boyfriend. He’d been defenceless, just a kid walking the streets (etc. etc. ad nauseam)

● Do this:
○ A letter from his mother. What the hell was she thinking, writing to him after all this time? Did 

she think he would just forgive her? He tossed the letter aside. 



Part Two: Backstory and Worldbuilding

● The same principle works for worldbuilding. You want to have the flavor of your world, 
but not every single mechanic of it. 

What do we know of the world John Wick lives in?

● There is a real world (John Wick with his wife) underworld (mob, 
assassins).

● It operates on a gold coin system, that acts as both ticket for entry and 
currency.

● “No business is to be conducted on the grounds of The Continental.”
● Who built The Continental? How did the owner become the owner? How 

are the rules enforced? Who trains the assassins? How do you first get a 
ticket into the underworld? Where are the coins mined? Where minted? 
How much are they worth? Who started this organization? Who’s in charge 
of the assassins? 



Backstory/Worldbuilding Challenge

● List 50 unique things about your character’s backstory and/or your 
worldbuilding.  Really dig deep, because most likely your first 15 are not 
unique enough.

● Pick 5-10 from that list that are vital to this story. Describe those in loving 
detail, and use the rest to sprinkle flavor into the work.



Part Three: Scenes
● Do your scenes accomplish what you want them to? Are they the best for 

your work?
○ A scene should accomplish more than one thing. A scene that just introduces a character or 

setting does not advance the story, and every scene should advance the story either with 
action or emotion.

● There are two types of scenes, and in general they follow in an A/B 
sequence:
○ Action scenes: something happens to the characters, or they go out to do something, and 

they either accomplish it or not
○ Reaction scenes: the characters react emotionally to what has happened in a previous scene

● You don’t have to follow the A/B sequence, or your reaction could be just a 
beat in the scene, but if you don’t have a balance of both, the reader will get 
exhausted by whatever scene you are overusing.



Part Three: Scenes

● James Scott Bell has three requirements for scenes (depending on type).
○ Action scenes need:

■ Objective: something that your POV character wants to accomplish
■ Obstacle: something preventing that outcome, known or unknown to POV 
■ Outcome: an ending. It ends well, not so well, or terribly.

○ Reaction scenes need:
■ Emotion: the initial gut reaction to the previous scene
■ Analysis: “What are we gonna do now?”
■ Decision: “Ok, we have a plan. On to the next action scene.”

● If your scenes are not accomplishing this, time to cut them!



Star Wars



First Scene

● Han in trouble with Jabba, owes him 
money.

● Has the money, but needs to do this 
job before he can pay.

● Has a price on his head.
● Drops shipments at the first sign of an 

imperial cruiser.
● Willing to kill and run, not so reliable, 

maybe.



Second Scene

● Han in trouble with Jabba, owes him 
money.

● Drops shipments at the first sign of an 
imperial cruiser.

● Has the money, but needs to do this 
job before he can pay.

● Will have a price on his head.
● Willing to kill and run, not so reliable, 

maybe.



Scene Challenge

● If you currently have a full manuscript:
○ Make a chart of all the scenes in your work. Include a brief summary of the scene, a place 

and time, whatever helps you identify it. List what new information/ideas/emotions the 
scene conveys. Does it advance the A plot or B plot? 

○ Look at your list. Are there scenes that aren’t pulling their weight? Can they be combined 
with another scene? Is the scene better as a beat in another scene?

● If you currently do not have a full manuscript:
○ Get 5-10 DVDs/Blu rays in the genre of your next project (the good kind, with special 

features). Watch the movie if you haven’t seen it, then watch the deleted/extended scenes 
(without commentary). See if you can tell why the scene was cut.



Part Four: Words

● This is where we look deep into your writing, looking at each individual word. 
Do your chosen words tell your story in the way that works best?

● This is the place for distancing words, feeling words, adverbs, repeated 
words and phrases. 
○ Distancing words: to see, to hear, to wonder, to look, to seem, to decide, 

to note
○ Feeling words: to be angry, sad, happy; or to be made angry, sad, happy; 

to feel
○ Adverbs: up, so, now, more, also, here, only, very, really, ever



Word Challenge: Round Up the Usual Suspects

● From The 10% Solution, author Ken Rand has 
a list of the “usual suspects” that he puts into 
his find and replace for every piece. For each 
word found, he asks himself:
○ Is this word clear? Is it accurate? Is it brief?
○ Is this word the best way to say what I 

want? Do I keep it? Change it? Delete it?
● The goal is to cut 10% of the story.
● The list is also modular and adjustable: if you 

have a short time, you can work on a shorter 
problem area, and you can adjust to include 
other problem words as well.

THE LIST

● -ly
● Of 
● That
● Said
● was/were 
● By 
● his/her
● Very 
● About
● -ing

● And
● But
● Like
● -ion
● Felt
● Hear
● Smell
● Saw
● Taste
● [Insert problem 

word here]



Part Five: There are Always Exceptions!

● Most of these rules should be applied to all fiction and nonfiction, but some 
genres (women’s fiction, literary fiction) allows for more words, longer 
sentences, a slower opening, etc. 

● If you are writing an older style, as in steampunk, you might choose, for 
stylistic purposes, to write in that older style. Just make sure that you are 
consistent through the book while maintaining a bit of modern flare. The 
stylistic techniques of Charles Dickens or Victor Hugo will not sell very well 
in today’s market.

● Padding out sentences and paragraphs and even chapters also works when 
you are writing humor. The more you exaggerate, the funnier it gets!



Life, the Universe, and Everything 
By Douglas Adams

“I see you have lost the bag,” said the voice, “probably got bored with it, did you?”

Arthur shook his head helplessly. He wanted to explain that he had been in fact very fond of the bag, and 
had looked after it very well and had taken it with him wherever he went, but that somehow every time he 
traveled anywhere he seemed inexplicably to end up with the wrong bag, and that, curiously enough, even 
as they stood there, he was just noticing for the first time that the bag he had with him at the moment 
appeared to be made out of rather nasty fake leopard skin, and wasn’t the one he’d had a few moments 
ago before he arrived in this whatever place this was, and wasn’t one he would have chosen himself and 
heaven knew what would be in it as it wasn’t his, and he would much rather have his original bag back, 
except that he was of course terribly sorry for having so peremptorily removed it, or rather its component 
parts, i.e. the rabbit skin, from its previous owner, viz., the rabbit whom he currently had the honor of 
attempting vainly to address. 

All he actually managed to say was “Erp.”



Resources and Sources
Revision and Self-Editing: Techniques for transforming you first draft into a finished 
novel by James Scott Bell, Writer’s Digest Books, 2008

Self-Editing for Fiction Writers: How to edit yourself into print by Renni Browne and 
Dave King, William Morrow, 2004

The Ten Percent Solution: Self-editing for the Modern Writer by Ken Rand, Fairwood 
Press, 1998

Style: Lessons in Clarity and Grace by Joseph M. Williams and Joseph Bizup, Pearson, 
2016 (12th edition)

When Good People Write Bad Sentences: 12 Steps to Better Writing Habits by Robert 
W. Harris, St. Martin’s Griffin, 2003



Resources

● How to know what to cut from a novel, by Nathan Bransford
● Four Ways to Cut Your Novel’s Draft, by Ali Luke
● Pro Writing Aid’s List of Clichés
● Filter Words
● Edit Your Copy
● Apps for line editing

○ Hemingway
○ Grammarly 

https://nathanbransford.com/blog/2019/11/how-to-know-what-to-cut-from-a-novel
https://www.aliventures.com/cut-novel-draft/
https://prowritingaid.com/art/21/List-of-Cliches.aspx
http://www.publishingcrawl.com/2012/05/21/filter-words/
https://thewritelife.com/edit-your-copy/
http://www.hemingwayapp.com/
https://app.grammarly.com/


Resources and Sources

Slides available on my website:

Tokengeekgirl.blog

Under the “Geek Tutorials” tab

More Questions?

Email me at JoAnneTurnerWrites@gmail.com


