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Best Practices for Critiquing Fiction
Panel Discussion — November 17, 2010

Moderator: Karen Gansel
Panel Members: Samantha Craggs and Rick Theisen

Theme: Providing Encouraging Feedback for Fellow Witers

Now that you, the writer, have completed the fihstft of your short story, personal
essay or manuscript and have edited it to theddegiur abilities, what's next? You
probably need an objective second opinion or tworeenvading into the publishing
world. We can recommend several ways of achieviigyriext step starting with
reviewing it in a writers’ group. Alternatives inde using two or three volunteer
readers, or getting advice from an writing expempmfessional editor. What should you
expect from these critiquing methods? Your exgexia should be based on the six
topics addressed here.

1. Critiques should be respectful and constructe

A good critique will use what's known as a sandwagproach, starting with a subjective
response focused on what works for the reademichiapter or story, moving on to
what’s missing or needs improving and ending wittatnopportunities are there for
development. As a writer, you should be able taitifiethat the reader has understand
your intention in writing the story and knows thenge you’ve chosen. The critique
should be specific as to what areas need to begeldeemd make some suggestions.

2. Critiques need to challenge the writer

Not good enough is not good enough. The critidueaikl push the writer to work hard to
make the story better. Would an agent or publisssessing this story think its good

enough? In fact, would he think it's not just gaatbugh, but inspiring or influential
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enough to catch the attention of a much wider axa#ievhen published? Does the
critique clearly identify where this is not happapin the story and make some
suggestions on how excitement could be added?

3. Tips in evaluating the impact of your criticisn when you are a member of a
group

When providing criticism, it's important to recoggithat the writer may accept your
comments or reject them if she feels they donwith her intention or her particular
story. If a few other members of the group idgmngitnilar problems with the story, then
the writer should be able to understand that tmengents aren’t personal or individual.
This will encourage them to take the criticism sasly and to make the necessary
changes. If your criticism is different from wreateryone else has said, that doesn’t
mean that it's wrong. There may be reasons whyhaue a better understanding of the
story such as you might write in the same genréhe@ise, you may be more
experienced at critiquing or the story may be idieg to generate different reactions
from each reader.

4. Developing a Good Critique Group

Probably the most important element of any critigu@up is that the members be writers
themselves in some capacity. This helps in undedishg what makes for good writing
and in developing sensitivity to the passion aniderability that a writer has invested in
the story. Members will need to agree on someclrages or principles that will govern
the group so each presenter knows what to exgddeast a general understanding of
the structure and key factors of how to write 6atis essential to critiquing. If any

members don’t have this knowledge, they can acqgui®ugh reading (some examples
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will be provided later) or through listening to ettmembers and taking a turn to try out
some suggestions during a session.

5. Basic Factors for Critiquing

Members should start with providing their overatpression of the story. Does it work
for you? If not, what would you like to see mof@ drhe opening should introduce
character, conflict and setting. The premise ghbel clear to the reader from the first
one or two paragraphs. The first page needs tmbwelling in order to encourage the
reader to continue. Does the story have an enadtimpact? The plot needs to hook the
reader and develop some intrigue or complexity.miders should have some questions
about where it's going next and be able to feekémsion as the story builds towards a
climax. Does the ending of the chapter lead the@eon to the next one or fall flat?

Can members easily identify the protagonist arghésa compelling character? Does the
story come to a smooth close resolving all outstapdonflicts? Does the ending link
back to the beginning and the purpose?

6. Technical Issues for Consideration When Critiging

As a member did you find that each scene and/qtehavas satisfying? Either the
narrator or the point-of-view character(s) shoudgda strong voice. Are all of the
characters distinct with a life or their own? Alne relationships between characters well
established? Does the prose or grammar needdiedeed up? Is each scene based on a
point-of-view character? If not, does switching\Prause confusion for the reader?

Was the writer consistent with use of either pagiresent tense?
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In summary, the purpose of the Canadian Author®éiation includes opportunities for
professional development, networking and a commofitvriters who are at different
stages in the process offering their support. MensHonly editing and writing groups
can help you. You don’t have to be published t@ a#tvantage of what the association
can provide.
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