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THE 10 MOST COMMON MISTAKES IN STORYTELLING

1. Protagonist problems
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MOST COMMON MISTAKES  Cannot identify with protagonist

How are they 

different?



MOST COMMON MISTAKES  Under-defined Protagonist

Audience cannot 

“see” the protagonist 

or other important 

characters in the 

story.

LACK OF PHYSICAL 

DESCRIPTION
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THE 10 MOST COMMON MISTAKES IN STORYTELLING

1. Protagonist problems

2. No good answer to “Why should I care?”
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GOAL

How will he (or 

she) get there?

Why should I 

care?
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I have empathy for 

the protagonist.
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THE 10 MOST COMMON MISTAKES IN STORYTELLING

1. Protagonist problems

2. No good answer to “Why should I care?”

3. Too much, too soon



MOST COMMON MISTAKES Too Much, Too Soon



In September of 2007, Bonnie Simmons was sitting at her 

desk at the Stenton County Health Department when her 

phone rang. On the other end was Susan O'Brien. Susan was 

the manager at the Elmwood Park Apartments, which provided 

subsidized housing for the elderly and people with disabilities. 

Susan was calling to get more information as to how to 

address a tenant complaint.

The tenant was Bob Coughlin. Bob was an energetic, wiry 66-

year old former marathon runner. He lived at the Elmwood 

Park Apartments and was recovering from bladder cancer. 

Susan told Bonnie that another tenant, Bob's neighbor, was a 

heavy smoker and the tobacco smoke was entering Bob's 

apartment through a living room window. He had taken 

measures to seal the windows but it was summer and the heat 

was intolerable. Bob was asking Susan for help to create a 

smoke-free environment. Susan called Bonnie that day to see 

if Bob was protected under Washington's Smoking in Public 

Places law. Bonnie told Susan that she would look into a 

solution. When Bonnie hung up the phone she discussed the 

conversation with her colleague, Steve Brown.
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Park Apartments and was recovering from bladder cancer. 

Susan told Bonnie that another tenant, Bob's neighbor, was a 

heavy smoker and the tobacco smoke was entering Bob's 

apartment through a living room window. He had taken 

measures to seal the windows but it was summer and the heat 

was intolerable. Bob was asking Susan for help to create a 

smoke-free environment. Susan called Bonnie that day to see 

if Bob was protected under Washington's Smoking in Public 

Places law. Bonnie told Susan that she would look into a 

solution. When Bonnie hung up the phone she discussed the 

conversation with her colleague, Steve Brown.

MOST COMMON MISTAKES Too Much, Too Soon

5 

characters

2 

locations

a whole 

bunch

(187 words)



MOST COMMON MISTAKES Too Much, Too Soon (ver. 2)



It was the steady stream of “uh-huhs” coming from the desk 

next to his that caught Steve Brown's attention. Steve worked 

in tobacco prevention and control at the Stenton County 

Health Department, and his co-worker, Bonnie Simmons, 

was on the phone, talking to someone who clearly wasn't 

letting her get too many words in edgewise. 

Bonnie saw Steve looking her way and shrugged her 

shoulders, letting him know she was stuck in one of “those 

conversations.” When she finally hung up a few minutes later, 

Steve didn't even have to ask. “You know the Elmwood Park 

Apartments,” Bonnie said as she scribbled down the last 

notes from her call. “That was the manager. She's got a 

heavy smoker living next door to a non-smoker.” Steve could 

fill in the rest: it was summer, closing windows wasn't an 

option, so the manager had at least one unhappy tenant on 

her hands and was looking for help. The kind of help that 

only Bonnie and Steve could offer.
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in tobacco prevention and control at the Stenton County 

Health Department, and his co-worker, Bonnie Simmons, 

was on the phone, talking to someone who clearly wasn't 

letting her get too many words in edgewise. 

Bonnie saw Steve looking her way and shrugged her 
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Steve didn't even have to ask. “You know the Elmwood Park 

Apartments,” Bonnie said as she scribbled down the last 

notes from her call. “That was the manager. She's got a 

heavy smoker living next door to a non-smoker.” Steve could 
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THE 10 MOST COMMON MISTAKES IN STORYTELLING

1. Protagonist problems

2. No good answer to “Why should I care?”

3. Too much, too soon

4. Journalistic structure and quotes
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MOST COMMON MISTAKES Journalistic Quotes

“When I first met Karen, she was 

shy and quiet, which is typical of 

young girls when you first meet 

them,” says Hillary. 

As for Karen's take on their first 

meeting? “I felt scared,” she says. 

“I didn't know what to do.”



MOST COMMON MISTAKES Journalistic Quotes



Jerry Maguire's assistant, Dorothy, informed him that he was providing 

more information than necessary to prove his affection for her. 

A journalist might have written it this way…



But a scene needs dialogue, so…



“You had me at hello.”

But a scene needs dialogue, so…



Frustrated that previous entreaties had been rebuffed, Mr. Corleone 

recommended a new negotiating strategy that was guaranteed to end 

the impasse.

A journalist might have written it this way…



But a scene needs dialogue, so…



“We'll make him an offer he can't refuse.”

But a scene needs dialogue, so…



Darth Vader interrupted the altercation to inform Luke of their 

surprising familial connection.

A journalist might have written it this way…



But a scene needs dialogue, so…



“I am your father!”

But a scene needs dialogue, so…
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1. Protagonist problems

2. No good answer to “Why should I care?”

3. Too much, too soon

4. Journalistic structure and quotes

5. No real barriers
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MOST COMMON MISTAKES  No Real Barriers

PROTAGONIST

In most cases, 

you don't truly 

have a story 

worth telling 

until “I want”
runs into “You 

can't.”

BARRIER
INCITING 
INCIDENT



THE 10 MOST COMMON MISTAKES IN STORYTELLING

1. Protagonist problems

2. No good answer to “Why should I care?”

3. Too much, too soon

4. Journalistic structure and quotes

5. No real barriers

6. “Black box” storytelling
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MOST COMMON MISTAKES The Black Box

During a brutally cold week in November, the 

Jackson family arrived at the Harriet Lane Clinic 

at Johns Hopkins Medical Center, panicked by 

their three year-old's escalating asthma attacks. 

During the visit, the Jacksons disclosed to Dr. 

Peterson, the child's pediatrician, that they lived 

with their three young children and 11 other 

people in a dilapidated Baltimore apartment, 

amid asbestos and peeling lead paint. Unable to 

find regular work, the Jacksons stretched their 

income as far as possible, but often ran out of 

food at the end of the month. A week prior, the 

utilities company cut off their heat and gas, 

precipitating their son's increasingly frequent 

asthma attacks.
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During a brutally cold week in November, the 

Jackson family arrived at the Harriet Lane Clinic 

at Johns Hopkins Medical Center, panicked by 

their three year-old's escalating asthma attacks. 

During the visit, the Jacksons disclosed to Dr. 

Peterson, the child's pediatrician, that they lived 

with their three young children and 11 other 
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MOST COMMON MISTAKES The Black Box

After talking with the family, the doctor prescribed 

medicine for the child's asthma and a visit to 

Health Leads in the clinic waiting room. Sonia 

Sarkar, then a sophomore at Johns Hopkins 

University and a Health Leads volunteer, tackled 

the case.

Within a few weeks, her advocacy had yielded 

remarkable results: With Sonia's help the entire 

Jackson family enrolled in health insurance, 

reducing their reliance on expensive emergency 

room visits. The family also obtained financial 

assistance to turn back on their heat and buy 

healthy food for their children, and Mrs. Jackson 

enrolled in a job training program, putting her 

family on the path to financial stability and good 

health.
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After talking with the family, the doctor prescribed 

medicine for the child's asthma and a visit to 

Health Leads in the clinic waiting room. Sonia 
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“Her advocacy had yielded 

remarkable results.”
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THE 10 MOST COMMON MISTAKES IN STORYTELLING

1. Protagonist problems

2. No good answer to “Why should I care?”

3. Too much, too soon

4. Journalistic structure and quotes

5. No real barriers

6. “Black box” storytelling

7. All summary, no scenes
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MOST COMMON MISTAKES  All Summary, No Scenes

Writing Fiction: a guide 

to narrative craft
Janet Burroway

(Longman © 2000)



MOST COMMON MISTAKES  All Summary, No Scenes

Summary and scene are methods of 

treating time in fiction. A summary

covers a relatively long period of time 

in relatively short compass; a scene

deals at length with a relatively short 

period of time.



MOST COMMON MISTAKES  All Summary, No Scenes

Summary and scene are methods of 

treating time in fiction. A summary

covers a relatively long period of time 

in relatively short compass; a scene

deals at length with a relatively short 

period of time.

It is quite possible to write a short 

story in a single scene, without any 

summary at all. It is not possible to 

write a successful story entirely in 

summary.

Janet Burroway



THE 10 MOST COMMON MISTAKES IN STORYTELLING

1. Protagonist problems

2. No good answer to “Why should I care?”

3. Too much, too soon

4. Journalistic structure and quotes

5. No real barriers

6. “Black box” storytelling

7. All summary, no scenes

8. Jargon, abstract, and technical language
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The client, who was 17, 

was struggling to keep 

up with her one-year old 

son. He was extremely 

active and was into 

everything he could get 

his hands on. By the 

end of the day, the client 

was very frustrated and 

distraught.
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The client, who was 17, 

was struggling to keep 

up with her one-year old 

son. He was extremely 

active and was into 

everything he could get 

his hands on. By the 

end of the day, the client 

was very frustrated and 

distraught.

ABSTRACT 

WORDS DO NOT 

HELP AUDIENCE 

VISUALIZE



MOST COMMON MISTAKES  Jargon, abstract, technical 

The client, who was 17, 

was struggling to keep 

up with her one-year old 

son. He was extremely 

active and was into 

everything he could get 

his hands on. By the 

end of the day, the client 

was very frustrated and 

distraught.

Karen, 17, struggled to 

keep up with Marco, who 

had just turned one. He 

would frequently climb all 

over her, open her purse, 

and dump its contents on 

the floor. By day’s end, 

Karen would often have 

tears streaming down 

her cheeks. 



THE 10 MOST COMMON MISTAKES IN STORYTELLING

1. Protagonist problems

2. No good answer to “Why should I care?”

3. Too much, too soon

4. Journalistic structure and quotes

5. No real barriers

6. “Black box” storytelling

7. All summary, no scenes

8. Jargon, abstract, and technical language

9. Didactic, heavy-handed resolution



ACT I ACT II ACT III

PROTAGONIST

BARRIER

BARRIER

BARRIER

RESOLUTION

INCITING 
INCIDENT

GOAL

INTERNAL/EXTERNAL

END

REFLECTION

MOST COMMON MISTAKES  Didactic resolution
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MOST COMMON MISTAKES  Didactic resolution

Huffington Post • May 5, 2014



THE 10 MOST COMMON MISTAKES IN STORYTELLING

1. Protagonist problems

2. No good answer to “Why should I care?”

3. Too much, too soon

4. Journalistic structure and quotes

5. No real barriers

6. “Black box” storytelling

7. All summary, no scenes

8. Jargon, abstract, and technical language

9. Didactic, heavy-handed resolution

10.Problem solved – what do you need me 

for?



MOST COMMON MISTAKES  Problem Solved!



Comments Take-AwaysQuestions

YOUR TURN…



STORYTELLING 201 Agenda

Review: The structure of a well-told story

The10 Most Common Mistakes

How to Get the Whole Story

Short on Space or Time? Try        

“Connecting Narrative Moments”



INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  How to Get the Whole Story



INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  How to Get the Whole Story

People will rarely tell 

you the whole story 

the first time around.



INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  How to Get the Whole Story



Well, I'll never forget this one young woman. She 

came from an underserved community, and she 

was just so shy, but I knew right away UDM 

would be a good fit for her. So, I stayed after her 

until she applied, and then we helped her apply 

for financial aid so her family could afford to 

send her. And now she's a junior, she's doing 

great, and she's starting to think about a career 

in health care.

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  How to Get the Whole Story



• Don't accept jargon.

Tim Keelan, Founder 

StoryQuest

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  How to Get the Whole Story



Okay, hold on right

there for a second. When

you say “underserved,”
what do you mean 

exactly?

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  Don't Accept Jargon

Well, like I said, Tina came 

from an underserved 

community, and…



INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  Don't Accept Jargon

Oh, well, the recession had hit her 

neighborhood pretty hard. There were a lot 

of empty storefronts, and a couple of 

schools had closed. In fact, her high school 

was so overcrowded, they parked a couple 

of double-wide trailers on the football field 

and used them as extra classrooms.



INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  Don't Accept Jargon

Oh, well, the recession had hit her 

neighborhood pretty hard. There were a lot 

of empty storefronts, and a couple of 

schools had closed. In fact, her high school 

was so overcrowded, they parked a couple 

of double-wide trailers on the football field 

and used them as extra classrooms.



• Don't accept jargon.

• Map out a timeline of 

the story.

Tim Keelan, Founder 

StoryQuest

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  How to Get the Whole Story



But like I said, we really

worked with her because

we could all see her 

potential.

Sounds good, but let's

take it one step at a time.

First, tell me about

how you met Tina.

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  Map Out a Timeline



FIRST 
MEETING

NO APP, 
CALLED HER

DID APP 
TOGETHER 
AT UDM

ACCEPTED, 
BUT NO 
REPLY

FAMILY SAYS 
CAN'T AFFORD

CONVINCED 
MOM

NOW IN JR. 
YEAR

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  Map Out a Timeline



• Don't accept jargon.

• Map out a timeline of 

the story.

• Don't accept “we.”

Tim Keelan, Founder 

StoryQuest

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  How to Get the Whole Story



Once we convinced

Tina's mom that the

application process wasn't

that complicated, the rest

was mostly paperwork.

Oh, that would 

be Ted.

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  Don't Accept “We”

And when you say “we,”
who else was working

with you to help Tina?



At first, Tina's mom was pretty

adamant about not accepting any

aid, but when we showed her

the figures about the number 

of students on scholarship,

she finally agreed.

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  Don't Accept “We”



Tim Keelan, Founder 

StoryQuest

• Don't accept jargon.

• Map out a timeline of 

the story.

• Don't accept “we.”

• Look for moments of 

vulnerability.

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  How to Get the Whole Story



SUPERMAN

- KRYPTONITE

BORING

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  Look for Vulnerability



Honestly, I started

to get discouraged. I mean,

her daughter has a chance

to go to college, and she just 

doesn't want to deal 

with it!?!

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  Look for Vulnerability

And when Tina's mom

didn't want to deal with

the financial aid process,

how did you feel?



Tim Keelan, Founder 

StoryQuest

• Don't accept jargon.

• Map out a timeline of 

the story.

• Don't accept “we.”

• Look for moments of 

vulnerability.

• Press for direct 

quotes.

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  How to Get the Whole Story



Ted said Tina's mom

was “pretty adamant”.
Do you remember

what she said?

Yeah, she said, “This family

has never taken any handouts

and we're not about to

start now”.

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  Press for Direct Quotes



Tim Keelan, Founder

StoryQuest

• Don't accept jargon.

• Map out a timeline of 

the story.

• Don't accept “we.”

• Look for moments of 

vulnerability.

• Press for direct 

quotes.

• Ask for surrounding 

details.

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  How to Get the Whole Story



Actually, I saw Tina and

her mom on campus last week, 

and her mom came up to me, took 

my hand, and said, “Thank you 

for helping my daughter.”

Anything else we 

should know about 

Tina's story?

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  Ask for Surrounding Details



Tim Keelan, Founder 

StoryQuest

• Don't accept jargon.

• Map out a timeline of 

the story.

• Don't accept “we.”

• Look for moments of 

vulnerability.

• Press for direct 

quotes.

• Ask for surrounding 

details.

INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES  How to Get the Whole Story



Comments Take-AwaysQuestions

YOUR TURN…



STORYTELLING 201 Agenda

Review: The structure of a well-told story

The10 Most Common Mistakes

How to Get the Whole Story

Short on Space or Time? Try        

“Connecting Narrative Moments”



CONNECTING NARRATIVE MOMENTS

www.thewrittenvoice.org



Connecting narrative moment

Issue

Genetically 

Modified Food

Objective

Attract people to 

meeting

Dear Friend:

During the past few months, you 

probably have read or heard in the 

media about the experimental foods 

created through a controversial new 

technology called genetic 

engineering.  

We invite you to join us for an 

evening with the experts on this 

critical issue so that you can find out 

how this technology touches your 

family and learn about current 

legislation.



Connecting narrative moment

Dear Friend:

Picture a shopper pushing a cart 

down a supermarket aisle. Like 

everybody else, she grabs different 

items from the shelves: a can of 

soup, a jar of peanuts, a few ears 

of fresh corn, a gallon of milk. 

Unlike everybody else, however, 

this particular shopper is wearing a 

blindfold. Although she’s blithely 

filling her cart, she doesn’t really 

know what she’s putting in it. And 

here’s the surprise ending: that 

shopper is you.

Issue

Genetically 

Modified Food

Objective

Attract people to 

meeting



Connecting narrative moment



Connecting narrative moment



Connecting narrative moment



Comments Take-AwaysQuestions

YOUR TURN…



A ROUND OF APPLAUSE, PLEASE…



Join The Conversation

Sign up for our Newsletter:
www.pacf.org

Follow us on Social Media:

• Facebook.com/PrincetonAreaCF
• Twitter.com/PrincetonAreaCF

Tweet About Today’s Program:
#PACFseminars


