Story Notes—Life Writers Feedback Session
July 11, 2023

1. Check(list) it out and then run with it. Add these story notes to your own personal editing checklist. (We all have our own favorite errors we might overlook while writing, so use this list—added to previous notes—to help you check the next stories you write before you submit them for review.)
2. Form follows function; formatting forms your writing to function nicely. Make a habit of setting up the margins, line spaces, and indentation on your document software before you begin typing. Save time, finger stress, and eyesight by indenting paragraphs (not using the block style with extra lines between paragraphs or manually indenting with tabs or spaces) and inserting page numbers to make your manuscript read like a book instead of a business email.
a. Create double-spaced, indented paragraphs without extra line spaces. Select the paragraph drop-down menu. Adjusting the indentation and line spacing options at the same time. (See the diagram at the end of this document for how-tos.) Do this, and like magic, your next paragraph after hitting the ENTER key will automatically indent for you!
b. Set up page numbers through the pagination options on Word’s Insert tab.
3. Once is enough. Use one space—only one space—after a period or colon. (Since you’ve by now already set up your paragraph indentation, the only time you might ever need to hit the space bar more than once at a time is while shaping poetry—but most published poets use indentation settings for poems too!)
4. Activate your active verbs (and inspect your -ing words). Try, try, try to keep verbs active rather than relying on am, is, was, or were.
a. Constructions like I was jogging, she was diving, or he was spelunking can usually work in the simple past tense as I jogged, she dove, or he spelunked.
We were giving away our furniture. > We gave away our furniture.
I am walking to school. > I walk to school.
b. Also watch for too many phrases or clauses using -ing words. (I sat in my father’s big leather chair, reading a new book. Sitting in my father’s big leather chair, I read a new book.)
c. A smattering of -ing words is fine and sometimes necessary to emphasize an ongoing process or condition. (But please don’t overuse them.)
5. Commas, commas, and more commas. 
a. Commas separate similar adjectives in a description. Generally, if the description would make as much sense if the adjectives were reversed or if you could place the word and between them, use a comma to separate them. (Her little black dress fit just right, but the threadbare, faded fabric had seen better days.) Look up the royal order of adjectives for more examples.
b. Commas needed for clarification inside a list of items require semicolons to separate the listed items. Johnny invited his cousins, Clara and Tomás; his parents; his three best friends, Big Tim, Little Ralph, and Ricky; and his favorite uncle, not the one on his mother’s side but his father’s, to celebrate at the park.
c. Use a comma before the conjunction in a series of more than two. (He cooked bacon and scrambled eggs. But she wished he’d made sausage, fried eggs, and pancakes.)
d. Use a comma before the conjunction (and, but, for, nor, or, so, yet) to join two complete sentences. (I planted flowers, but my dog dug them up. The road was slippery, for it rained all night.)
6. A capital approach. Capitalize only proper nouns (official names or nicknames). 
a. An official department or program name might be capitalized within a specific company, but a general description is not. (The XYZ Hospital Emergency Department [an official name] forbids smoking inside triage areas. The emergency department [a description of a place’s function] also forbids cell phones inside treatment areas.)
b. School courses are capitalized only if part of a formal name. (I had to take a lot of math courses before I could work in the hospital pharmacy. My favorite was Geometry II in high school because I had a fun teacher.)
c. Capitalize job titles only when they immediately precede a person’s name as if the title is a prefix to their name. In other arrangements, job titles are lowercase. (The current mayor of Orlando, Buddy Dyer, said in a press release…Orlando Mayor Buddy Dyer said in a press release…) (The company’s chief financial officer, Scrooge McDuck, told investors…When asked, Chief Financial Officer Scrooge McDuck said…)
7. Do you expect an answer? For rhetorical questions (when the speaker or narrator doesn’t expect someone to answer) just like regular questions, punctuate the end of the sentence with a question mark (inside the quotation marks if spoken aloud) or perhaps an exclamation point if that seems more appropriate to the emotion being conveyed. (How could you do such a thing? How could you do such a thing! Who would have imagined? Who would have imagined!)
8. Pardon my bleep. To represent omitted profanity (or to omit some aspect of identity), choose ONE of the approaches below to apply consistently throughout your work. (The most identifiable method is first; the least identifiable is last.) Examples below obscure the words bleep (in bold at the beginning), Joe, and Orlando:
a. B---p. A hyphen replaces each letter except the first and the last (J-e, O-----o).
b. B----. A hyphen replaces every letter after the first (J--, O------).
c. B——p. A two–em dash, typed as CTRL+ALT+MINUS twice (——) or typed as four HYPHENS in a row (----), replaces every letter except the first and last no matter how long the word is (J——e, O——o).
d. B——. A two–em dash, typed as CTRL+ALT+MINUS twice (——) or typed as four HYPHENS in a row (----), replaces every letter after the first no matter how long the word is (J——, O——).
9. “A couple” vs. “a couple of.” 
a. Use a couple as a noun to connect a pair—two people or items (lovers, lovebirds, salt and pepper shakers…)—that belongs together. (That puppy and kitten sure make a cute couple!)
b. Use a couple of to describe a not-necessarily-counted quantity of items—might be two or might be a few more. (I need a couple of minutes to finish this task. I’ve never left the library with as few as a couple of books.)
c. (Exception: Inside dialogue, to represent a person’s unique speech pattern, you might use a couple instead of a couple of for that one individual’s words.)
10. By the numbers. In most situations,
a. Spell out whole numbers zero through one hundred.
b. Use figures for decimals and for whole numbers 101 and higher. 
c. When starting a sentence with a number, spell it out—or rearrange the sentence. (Seven hundred twenty-five people rushed into the store when the doors opened. OR When the doors opened, 725 people rushed into the store.)
d. Spell out heights and ages. (The seventeen-year-old girl was already six foot four. By the time the boy was three feet four at age five years old, he could reach the light switch by himself.)
11. It’s about time.
a. Use figures with a colon separating the hours from the minutes and include a.m. or p.m. for precise times (6:00 a.m., 3:47 p.m., 10:32 p.m., etc.).
b. Spell out o’clock expressions. This includes real times (seven o’clock in the morning) as well as figurative times (five-o’clock shadow or oh-dark-thirty o’clock).
c. Spell out midnight and noon for clarity instead of using 12:00 a.m. and 12:00 p.m.
d. Say it only once: If using the word morning, afternoon, evening, or night is important in your sentence, spell out the time and do not include a.m. or p.m. (Right: When the sun rose in the morning, I couldn’t believe I’d only slept until six o’clock. Wrong: I set my morning alarm for 3:40 a.m. [The words morning and a.m. both say the same thing. Plus, that’s just too early!])
12. Encourage eavesdropping. Use dialogue between the people in your story to provide background information in an interesting way. This lets your reader overhear conversations to learn the details.
13. Listen to yourself. Here’s a proofreading trick that may help you catch simple typographical errors or missed words: Try reading your finished piece aloud to let your ears help you catch items your eyes may have overlooked.
14. Break in case of emergency. Sometimes it’s okay to write in fragments—groups of words that lack a clear subject and verb—but do so sparingly and deliberately. Sentence fragments can be especially effective in a fast-paced scene or to show extreme stress; otherwise, they might make readers pause to try to understand what the sentence is about. Consider which fragments work well below and which are confusing:
a. Gasping while trying to breathe, locked inside the metal building, tools to help escape.
Gasping. Can’t breathe. Trapped. Must break free.
b. Not believing eyes on all the same channels with planes and buildings crashing.
Disbelief. Channels all the same. Planes, towers, crashing, falling…
15. Bring your best (regional) words forward. In American English, we generally use the shorter forms of toward, forward, backward, etc. rather than the longer British English versions of towards, forwards, backwards, etc. Exceptions can be made inside dialogue to demonstrate a person’s unique voice patterns (or if the writer exclusively uses the longer form in all their speech and writing).
16. Come to your senses—and bring your readers. When you’ve finished your story draft, review whether you’ve invited readers to share sensory details from all the senses. Don’t forget smells, sounds, textures, sights, tastes, or temperatures!
17. Avoid repetition, shun redundancy, and stop repeating yourself—again. Except when you’re emphasizing a point, avoid twice-telling the same information, even if it’s worded differently. This includes summarizing about an event before or after showing the reader specific details inside it.
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