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How to Use These Blueprints

This collection gathers twenty-six outlines for building a piece of writing: eight for poems, six for short stories,
six for novels, and six for short memoirs of ten pages or fewer. Each blueprint names the shape, says what
kinds of work it suits, lays out the structure step by step, gives a brief example, and ends with a writing prompt
and a revision checklist.

The outlines are designed to be used one at a time. A teacher can hand out a single blueprint for a single
lesson; a writer can try three different blueprints on the same idea and see which one releases it. No outline is
better than another. Each is a different way of asking the same question: what must happen, and in what
order, for this piece to matter?

Several of the story and novel outlines come from well-known craft teachers, whose names and books are
given at the end of the collection. They are summarized here in compact form; the original books are worth
reading in full.
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Poetry

Outline 1: The Lyric-Emotional Arc

Following emotion from trigger to transformed understanding

Best for: Personal poems, elegies, meditations  ·  Target length: Open length

Follows the internal emotional journey of the speaker — from a triggering moment to a deepened
understanding.

STRUCTURE

Opening Image / Catalyst — A vivid sensory image that sparks the emotion.

Emotional Immersion — Deepen through metaphor and reflection.

Complication or Contrast — A tension or memory that unsettles the opening feeling.

Volta / Turn — Perception shifts; new awareness arrives.

Surprising and inevitable.

Closing Image / Resolution — Resonant image; releases tension without over-explaining.

Example: Grief poem: empty chair → unexpected laughter → quiet acceptance.

WRITING PROMP T

Write about a feeling that changed while you were feeling it. Begin with one specific image. Let the poem turn.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening image establish the poem’s emotional key?

☐  Is abstract language replaced with concrete sensory detail?

☐  Is there a clear turn or shift (volta)?

☐  Does each line earn its place?

☐  Does the closing image carry full weight without over-explaining?

Outline 2: The Narrative Arc

Telling a story through the compression of verse

Best for: Ballads, dramatic monologues, story poems  ·  Target length: 12–30 lines

Narrative poems tell a story, borrowing from fiction structure while preserving poetic compression.

STRUCTURE

Exposition — Establish setting, character, tone.

Inciting Event — Introduce the conflict or quest.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

• 

1. 

1. 

2. 
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Rising Action — Build tension through detail and images.

Climax — Peak moment.

Denouement — Brief resolution or lingering ambiguity.

Example: Immigrant’s arrival: ship → harbor → customs line → stranger’s kindness → last glance back.

WRITING PROMP T

Choose a moment from someone else’s life. Write their story as a poem in five stanzas.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening image establish the poem’s emotional key?

☐  Is abstract language replaced with concrete sensory detail?

☐  Is there a clear turn or shift (volta)?

☐  Does each line earn its place?

☐  Does the closing image carry full weight without over-explaining?

Outline 3: The Image Sequence (Free Verse)

Building meaning through a chain of accumulated images

Best for: Meditative, nature, ekphrastic, prose poems  ·  Target length: Open length

Organized around a chain of images that accumulate meaning. No argument stated; no narrative required.

STRUCTURE

Anchor Image — One central image — the seed of the poem.

Expansion Cluster — 3–5 associated images.

Disruption Image — Breaks the pattern; creates surprise.

Deepening Image — Reaches toward abstraction or symbol.

Return / Echo — Anchor image returned, transformed.

Example: Autumn: amber leaf → cold air → child’s footprint → distant train → candle → leaf on floor of
empty house.

WRITING PROMP T

Choose one small specific thing you’ve seen this week. Write five images around it. Do not explain —
accumulate.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening image establish the poem’s emotional key?

☐  Is abstract language replaced with concrete sensory detail?

3. 

4. 

5. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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☐  Is there a clear turn or shift (volta)?

☐  Does each line earn its place?

☐  Does the closing image carry full weight without over-explaining?

Outline 4: The Structured Form Scaffold

Using a received form’s architecture as the poem’s skeleton

Best for: Formal poems, love poems, poems of argument  ·  Target length: 14 lines (Sonnet) / 19 lines (Villanelle)

Maps onto a received form. Two forms: Shakespearean Sonnet and Villanelle.

STRUCTURE

Sonnet — Three Quatrains — State premise; deepen; intensify.

Sonnet — Couplet — Turn and resolution.

Villanelle — Refrains — Write first; choose for resonance.

Spine of the poem.

Villanelle — Stanzas + Closing Quatrain — Both refrains land together.

Example: Dylan Thomas’s ’Do Not Go Gentle’ — refrains grow more desperate until the final stanza.

WRITING PROMP T

Write a Shakespearean sonnet arguing with yourself, OR a villanelle about something you cannot stop
returning to.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening image establish the poem’s emotional key?

☐  Is abstract language replaced with concrete sensory detail?

☐  Is there a clear turn or shift (volta)?

☐  Does each line earn its place?

☐  Does the closing image carry full weight without over-explaining?

Outline 5: The Descriptive-Meditative Structure

Moving from exterior to interior and back, transformed

Best for: Nature poems, poems of place, philosophical lyrics  ·  Target length: 20–40 lines

Opens on an external scene, turns inward for meditation, then returns to the scene transformed.

STRUCTURE

Scene Description — Precise sensory description; no editorializing.

1. 

2. 

3. 

• 

1. 

1. 
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External Trigger — The detail that pulls the speaker inward.

Interior Meditation — Scene recedes; reflection takes over.

Return to the Scene — Same images; altered emotional register.

Closing Observation — Final line holding interior and exterior in tension.

Example: A poem opens on a churchyard at dusk, meditates on faith and doubt, returns — the door is slightly
ajar.

WRITING PROMP T

Go somewhere specific. Write five observations. Write five things they make you remember. Now write the
poem.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening image establish the poem’s emotional key?

☐  Is abstract language replaced with concrete sensory detail?

☐  Is there a clear turn or shift (volta)?

☐  Does each line earn its place?

☐  Does the closing image carry full weight without over-explaining?

Outline 6: The Dialectical Argument Structure

Holding two contradictory truths in tension until the poem earns its position

Best for: Philosophical, political, ethical-tension poems  ·  Target length: 20–40 lines

Organized as thesis → antithesis → synthesis. Earns its position by genuinely holding two contradictory
truths in tension.

STRUCTURE

Thesis — Assert a clear, confident position.

Development — Expand and reinforce with imagery.

Antithesis / Turn — Counterpoint as convincing as the thesis.

Tension — Hold both positions; resist resolution.

Synthesis — New, complex position arrived at through the struggle.

Example: A poem argues love is certainty, then doubt, then arrives: both, and neither, at once.

WRITING PROMP T

Take a belief you hold strongly. Write the best possible argument against it. Now write the poem that holds
both.

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening image establish the poem’s emotional key?

☐  Is abstract language replaced with concrete sensory detail?

☐  Is there a clear turn or shift (volta)?

☐  Does each line earn its place?

☐  Does the closing image carry full weight without over-explaining?

Outline 7: The Ode Structure

Sustained elevated praise that earns itself by acknowledging complexity

Best for: Poems of praise, celebration, honoring subjects  ·  Target length: Open length

One of the oldest Western structures. Sustained elevated praise that earns itself by acknowledging the subject’s
shadow side.

STRUCTURE

Strophe — Praise — Address the subject with celebration.

Antistrophe — Complication — Introduce the shadow side.

This is what makes the ode honest.

Epode — Resolution — Bring praise and complication together.

Closing Address — Return to subject; enriched by the journey.

Example: Keats’s ’Ode on a Grecian Urn’: praise → bittersweet nature of art → ’Beauty is truth, truth beauty.’

WRITING PROMP T

Choose something you love without reservation. Write the ode that reserves something — finds the shadow
inside the love.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening image establish the poem’s emotional key?

☐  Is abstract language replaced with concrete sensory detail?

☐  Is there a clear turn or shift (volta)?

☐  Does each line earn its place?

☐  Does the closing image carry full weight without over-explaining?

Outline 8: The Confessional Poem Structure

Raw personal experience elevated through tight formal control

1. 

2. 

• 

1. 

2. 
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Best for: Autobiographical, trauma, recovery poems  ·  Target length: Open length

The speaker is the poet; the subject is raw personal experience. Craft is the frame that makes exposure
bearable.

STRUCTURE

The Wound / Inciting Memory — Open with a specific, unguarded moment.

Begin at maximum vulnerability.

Context and History — Biographical background.

The Confrontation — Name what has been suppressed.

Craft as Control — Tighten prosody as intensity peaks.

Ambiguous Release — End without easy resolution.

Example: Plath’s ’Daddy’ — nursery-rhyme rhythm makes the darkness more disturbing, not less.

WRITING PROMP T

Write the poem you have been avoiding. Begin with the moment before you knew what it would cost you.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening image establish the poem’s emotional key?

☐  Is abstract language replaced with concrete sensory detail?

☐  Is there a clear turn or shift (volta)?

☐  Does each line earn its place?

☐  Does the closing image carry full weight without over-explaining?

1. 

• 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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Short Story

Outline 1: Freytag’s Pyramid

Classic five-stage dramatic arc

Best for: Tragedy, literary fiction, character studies  ·  Target length: 1,000–7,500 words

Five stages around a central climax. Every choice in Rising Action should make the Climax feel inevitable.

STRUCTURE

Exposition — Introduce protagonist, setting, tone, and central tension.

Rising Action — Escalating events; choices that cannot be undone.

Climax — Peak tension; confrontation or irreversible decision.

Falling Action — Consequences unfold.

Denouement — Final resolution or ruin; world permanently changed.

Example: A woman discovers her husband’s secret; makes an unforgivable choice; ends alone but clear-eyed.

WRITING PROMP T

Write a story in which the climax is a single, silent decision. Everything before it builds; everything after falls.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening scene establish character, setting, and tension?

☐  Does each scene escalate stakes or reveal character?

☐  Is there a clear turning point or climax?

☐  Does the ending feel both surprising and inevitable?

☐  Has unnecessary backstory been trimmed?

Outline 2: The Three-Act Structure

The most versatile short story framework

Best for: Genre fiction, commercial stories, plot-driven narratives  ·  Target length: 1,000–7,500 words

Three acts built around two irreversible turning points. Each act turn must eliminate the option of going
back.

STRUCTURE

Act I — Setup — Ordinary world + inciting incident + first turning point.

Show what the protagonist stands to lose.

Act II — Confrontation — Rising complications + midpoint reversal + All Is Lost.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

1. 

• 

1. 
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Act III — Resolution — Climax + resolution; central question answered at a cost.

Example: Teen plans to confront bully (I); discovers cowardice and ally (II); finds courage through sacrifice (III).

WRITING PROMP T

Map all three acts before you write a single scene. Write the First Turning Point and the All Is Lost moment
first.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening scene establish character, setting, and tension?

☐  Does each scene escalate stakes or reveal character?

☐  Is there a clear turning point or climax?

☐  Does the ending feel both surprising and inevitable?

☐  Has unnecessary backstory been trimmed?

Outline 3: In Medias Res

Drop into action and reveal backstory as the frontstory moves forward

Best for: Flash fiction, suspense, psychological narratives  ·  Target length: 500–4,000 words

Opens at the story’s most urgent moment; fills in backstory as the story moves forward.

STRUCTURE

Crisis Opening — Drop reader into maximum tension; first line raises an urgent question.

Forward Momentum — Proceed chronologically from the opening.

Backstory Woven In — Brief flashbacks only when needed.

Never stop frontstory for a sustained backstory dump.

Rising Complication — New obstacles compound the opening problem.

Resolution — Frontstory resolved; backstory gives full weight.

Example: A man outside a hospital at 2 a.m. — the reader gradually learns whose room he cannot bring himself
to enter.

WRITING PROMP T

Open with your character in the middle of something they cannot escape. Do not explain. Let the reader’s
questions drive the story.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening scene establish character, setting, and tension?

☐  Does each scene escalate stakes or reveal character?

2. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

• 

1. 

2. 
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☐  Is there a clear turning point or climax?

☐  Does the ending feel both surprising and inevitable?

☐  Has unnecessary backstory been trimmed?

Outline 4: The Fichtean Curve

Crisis-driven structure built for relentless pacing

Best for: Action, thriller, mystery, suspense  ·  Target length: 1,000–6,000 words

Drops the reader into rising action and builds through escalating crises with no setup.

STRUCTURE

Open In Crisis 1 — Protagonist already inside a problem.

Character background must emerge through action.

Crisis 2 — Second complication before the first resolves.

Crisis 3 — Stakes now existential.

Climax — All crises converge.

Brief Resolution — Close quickly.

Resist over-explaining.

Example: Nurse’s night shift: patient coding → second patient missing → crises connected → corridor
confrontation.

WRITING PROMP T

Write a story in which three separate crises pile up before any of them is resolved. The climax is when all three
collide.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening scene establish character, setting, and tension?

☐  Does each scene escalate stakes or reveal character?

☐  Is there a clear turning point or climax?

☐  Does the ending feel both surprising and inevitable?

☐  Has unnecessary backstory been trimmed?

Outline 5: The Hero’s Journey (Condensed)

The monomyth distilled to six essential stages

1. 

• 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

• 
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Best for: Quest stories, coming-of-age, transformation narratives  ·  Target length: 1,500–7,500 words

Campbell’s monomyth condensed for short fiction. The hero must be changed, not merely victorious.

STRUCTURE

The Ordinary World — Establish the hero and what they lack.

The lack must be what the Ordeal addresses.

Call to Adventure — Event pulls hero from normal world.

Crossing the Threshold — Hero commits; no guaranteed return.

Trials and Allies — Obstacles and helpers; character revealed.

The Ordeal — Central confrontation; hero faces greatest fear.

Must cost something unrecoverable.

Return with the Elixir — Hero returns changed; brings wisdom that transforms others.

Example: A shy librarian testifies against a corrupt official, is helped by a stranger, faces the courtroom, and
returns — but walks differently now.

WRITING PROMP T

Identify your hero’s greatest fear before you write a word. Every stage of the journey should bring them closer
to facing it.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening scene establish character, setting, and tension?

☐  Does each scene escalate stakes or reveal character?

☐  Is there a clear turning point or climax?

☐  Does the ending feel both surprising and inevitable?

☐  Has unnecessary backstory been trimmed?

Outline 6: Kishōtenketsu

Four-act East Asian structure: meaning through juxtaposition, not conflict

Best for: Quiet literary fiction, slice-of-life, philosophical fiction  ·  Target length: 500–4,000 words

Builds a story through juxtaposition and revelation — not conflict. Asks: what unexpected element will force
the reader to see two worlds differently?

1. 

• 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

• 

1. 
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STRUCTURE

Ki — Introduction — Introduce characters and situation fully; no hint of where it is going.

Rich enough to stand alone.

Shō — Development — Expand and deepen; immersion, not escalation.

Ten — Twist — Completely unexpected element that recontextualizes everything.

Unrelated at first; inevitable in retrospect.

Ketsu — Reconciliation — Bring twist and setup together; resolve through understanding.

Example: Two elderly neighbors; a stranger arrives — a son given up for adoption; the neighbor watches, her
childless life reframed.

WRITING PROMP T

Write a story in which nothing goes wrong. In the Ten, bring a third element that makes the reader see both
worlds differently.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening scene establish character, setting, and tension?

☐  Does each scene escalate stakes or reveal character?

☐  Is there a clear turning point or climax?

☐  Does the ending feel both surprising and inevitable?

☐  Has unnecessary backstory been trimmed?

1. 

• 

1. 

2. 

• 

1. 
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Novel

Outline 1: The Snowflake Method

Iterative outline-building from one sentence to a full scene list

Best for: Plot-heavy fiction, mystery, thriller, fantasy  ·  Target length: Novel length

Builds a novel from the inside out — one sentence expanding until every scene is mapped.

STRUCTURE

One-Sentence Summary — 15-word hook: hero + goal + conflict.

Your north star.

One-Paragraph Summary — 5 sentences; four turning points.

Character Summary Sheets — Goal, motivation, conflict, epiphany for each character.

Expanding Synopses — Four paragraphs → four pages.

Scene List — Every scene: POV, what happens, what changes, structural purpose.

First Draft — Write from the scene list.

Example: A multigenerational saga — Snowflake tracks multiple timelines and connects every subplot to the
central thematic question.

WRITING PROMP T

Write your novel’s one-sentence summary today. If you cannot, you are not ready to draft.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Is the protagonist’s core goal and flaw established in the opening pages?

☐  Does each act turn raise the stakes meaningfully?

☐  Is the midpoint a genuine reversal?

☐  Does the climax resolve the story’s central question?

☐  Is the protagonist’s internal change as visible as the external plot?

Outline 2: Save the Cat Beat Sheet

15 specific beats mapped against word count

Best for: Commercial fiction, YA, genre novels  ·  Target length: 60,000–100,000 words

15 specific beats mapped against word count for commercial fiction.

STRUCTURE

Opening Image (1%) / Theme Stated (5%) — Before-snapshot; thematic hint.

1. 

• 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

1. 
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Setup + Catalyst (10%) — Ordinary world; inciting incident.

Debate + Break Into Two (20%) — Resist; then commit.

Fun and Games / Midpoint (50%) — Promise of premise; false peak.

All Is Lost (75%) / Dark Night — Lowest point; new truth found in darkness.

Break Into Three + Finale (80–99%) — Storm the castle.

Final Image (100%) — Mirror of Opening Image; transformation visible.

Example: Romance: Opening Image = alone and guarded; All Is Lost = misunderstanding destroys trust; Final
Image = vulnerable and loved.

WRITING PROMP T

Map your Opening Image and Final Image before you write a word. They should show the same world
through completely different eyes.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Is the protagonist’s core goal and flaw established in the opening pages?

☐  Does each act turn raise the stakes meaningfully?

☐  Is the midpoint a genuine reversal?

☐  Does the climax resolve the story’s central question?

☐  Is the protagonist’s internal change as visible as the external plot?

Outline 3: The Seven-Point Story Structure

Built backwards from Resolution — ensures every beat serves the ending

Best for: Character-driven literary fiction, multi-POV novels  ·  Target length: Novel length

Built backwards — begin with the Resolution and trace the skeleton back to the Hook.

STRUCTURE

Resolution (Determine First) — Where protagonist ends up emotionally and morally.

Write this before anything else.

Hook — Protagonist in exact opposite state from the Resolution.

Plot Turn 1 — Inciting event toward conflict.

Pinch 1 — First serious pressure; antagonist introduced.

Midpoint — Protagonist shifts from reacting to actively driving.

Pinch 2 — Darkest moment.

Plot Turn 2 — Final piece acquired; last act begins.

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

1. 

• 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 
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Example: Protagonist begins isolated and self-loathing; ends in genuine solidarity. Every Pinch makes the
transformation hard-won.

WRITING PROMP T

Write your Resolution first. Then write your Hook as the exact opposite state. Everything between them is
your novel.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Is the protagonist’s core goal and flaw established in the opening pages?

☐  Does each act turn raise the stakes meaningfully?

☐  Is the midpoint a genuine reversal?

☐  Does the climax resolve the story’s central question?

☐  Is the protagonist’s internal change as visible as the external plot?

Outline 4: Dan Harmon’s Story Circle

Campbell’s monomyth distilled to 8 steps on a repeating circle

Best for: Character-focused novels, literary fiction, coming-of-age  ·  Target length: Novel length

Eight steps on a circle. Transformation is circular — protagonist returns, changed.

STRUCTURE

You / Need — Ordinary world + Want vs. Need.

Gap between Want and Need is the arc.

Go / Search — Cross threshold; struggle to adapt.

Find / Take — Achieve stated goal; pay the price.

Return / Change — Come back transformed; truth embodied in action.

Example: Addiction novel: comfort zone = denial; circle descends through loss; protagonist returns to sobriety —
but unrecognizably wiser.

WRITING PROMP T

What does your protagonist want? What do they actually need? If these are the same thing, your novel has no
arc.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Is the protagonist’s core goal and flaw established in the opening pages?

☐  Does each act turn raise the stakes meaningfully?

☐  Is the midpoint a genuine reversal?

1. 

• 

1. 

2. 

3. 
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☐  Does the climax resolve the story’s central question?

☐  Is the protagonist’s internal change as visible as the external plot?

Outline 5: The Scene-Sequel Method

Chapter-by-chapter alternation of active conflict and reflective aftermath

Best for: Writers needing micro-level pacing and tension control  ·  Target length: Novel length

Alternates active conflict (Scene) with reflective aftermath (Sequel). Every Disaster generates the next
Dilemma; every Decision generates the next Scene Goal.

STRUCTURE

Scene — Goal / Conflict / Disaster — Specific want + obstacle + outcome in complication.

Vague goal = vague scene.

Sequel — Reaction / Dilemma / Decision — Emotional response + impossible choice + decision
launching next Scene.

Decision must feel earned by the Reaction.

Example: Legal thriller: every courtroom chapter ends in disaster; every hallway chapter is a sequel — reaction,
impossible choice, new plan.

WRITING PROMP T

Outline your next three chapters as Scene–Sequel–Scene. Does each Disaster genuinely force an impossible
choice?

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Is the protagonist’s core goal and flaw established in the opening pages?

☐  Does each act turn raise the stakes meaningfully?

☐  Is the midpoint a genuine reversal?

☐  Does the climax resolve the story’s central question?

☐  Is the protagonist’s internal change as visible as the external plot?

Outline 6: The Character Arc–Driven Outline

Building structure outward from a character’s inner wound and lie

Best for: Literary fiction, psychological novels, character studies  ·  Target length: Novel length

Builds the entire novel’s structure from a character’s inner wound, lie, and truth.

1. 

• 

1. 

• 
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STRUCTURE

The Wound and the Lie — Backstory wound + the false belief driving every bad decision.

Must be specific enough to generate specific bad choices.

The Want vs. The Need — Conscious pursuit vs. what would heal; the plot opposes these.

Ghost (Act I) + Inciting Event — Lie shown in action; external event challenges it.

Escalating Confrontation (Act II) — Plot forces confrontation with the Lie — then retreat.

Protagonist gets worse before better.

Crisis + Resolution — Final choice: Lie or Truth. Transformation embodied in concrete action.

Example: A woman who sabotages every relationship (Lie: ’People always leave’) — the crisis forces her to choose
vulnerability.

WRITING PROMP T

Name your protagonist’s Lie in one specific sentence. Every scene in your novel either confirms or cracks that
Lie.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Is the protagonist’s core goal and flaw established in the opening pages?

☐  Does each act turn raise the stakes meaningfully?

☐  Is the midpoint a genuine reversal?

☐  Does the climax resolve the story’s central question?

☐  Is the protagonist’s internal change as visible as the external plot?

1. 

• 

1. 

2. 

3. 

• 

1. 
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Short Memoir

Outline 1: The Single-Scene (Flash) Memoir

A freeze-frame moment illuminated from the inside out

Best for: First-time memoir writers; one defining moment  ·  Target length: 2–4 pages / 500–1,200 words

Focuses on one compressed moment in time. The smaller the scope, the deeper the excavation.

STRUCTURE

The Flashpoint Opening — Drop directly into scene at its most charged moment.

Ground reader in place and sensory detail within two sentences.

Scene Development — Unfold in real time using concrete sensory detail.

The Interior Turn — Pause for writer’s thoughts in real time.

The Complication or Surprise — Something tilts the scene.

The Closing Image — Concrete image carrying meaning without stating it.

No moralizing.

Echo the opening, transformed.

Example: A student writes about the moment her grandmother placed a rosary in her hand at the airport. The
memoir stays inside that ten-minute farewell.

WRITING PROMP T

Brainstorm five ’small enormous moments.’ Choose the least obviously dramatic one. Begin at the flashpoint.
Stay in the scene.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening drop the reader directly into experience (not summary)?

☐  Is specific sensory detail present on every page?

☐  Does the narrator’s present-day voice coexist with the past experience?

☐  Is there a genuine moment of insight — earned, not announced?

☐  Does the closing image carry weight without moralizing?

Outline 2: The Chronological Arc

A clear beginning-to-end narrative of a contained life event

1. 

• 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

• 

• 
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Best for: Students with a clear transformation story; all skill levels  ·  Target length: 5–10 pages / 1,500–3,000 words

Identifies a contained period and moves through it from beginning to end. The then-self and now-self double
perspective weaves throughout.

STRUCTURE

The Inciting Scene — Open with a scene — not a summary — establishing the emotional starting
point.

Background / Context (Brief ) — Minimum necessary context woven into early scenes.

Rising Complications — 3–5 key scenes; skip anything that doesn’t serve the arc.

The Crisis / Turning Point — Moment of maximum pressure that forces a change.

Reflection and Aftermath — Present-day narrator’s voice; earned insight.

Leave room for ambiguity.

Example: A student writes about failing out of college. Turning point: the phone call to her mother. Closing:
enrollment two years later.

WRITING PROMP T

Identify a contained period when something changed you. Write the ’before’ version of yourself. Write the
’after.’ Find the turning point between them.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening drop the reader directly into experience (not summary)?

☐  Is specific sensory detail present on every page?

☐  Does the narrator’s present-day voice coexist with the past experience?

☐  Is there a genuine moment of insight — earned, not announced?

☐  Does the closing image carry weight without moralizing?

Outline 3: The Braided Memoir

Two interwoven timelines that illuminate each other

Best for: Students with two equally important stories; identity and family across time  ·  Target length: 5–10 pages / 1,500–3,000
words

Weaves two separate narratives that comment on and deepen each other. Meaning emerges from their
relationship.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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STRUCTURE

Establish Thread A — Open with a scene from the present-tense strand.

End on unresolved tension.

Introduce Thread B — Open a second narrative that rhymes thematically with Thread A.

Alternate Both Threads — 2–4 sections each; escalate in both.

Use recurring images in both threads.

The Convergence — Both threads come into direct contact — a collision or shared image.

Resolution / Closing — Final image holds the weight of both stories.

Example: Thread A: Writer cleans out her late father’s apartment. Thread B: Childhood scenes with him.
Convergence: a photograph of him young — a look she never saw in life.

WRITING PROMP T

Write each thread separately first. Then alternate in sections separated by white space. Do not explain the
connection.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening drop the reader directly into experience (not summary)?

☐  Is specific sensory detail present on every page?

☐  Does the narrator’s present-day voice coexist with the past experience?

☐  Is there a genuine moment of insight — earned, not announced?

☐  Does the closing image carry weight without moralizing?

Outline 4: The Thematic Collage Memoir

Fragments and scenes gathered around a single central lens

Best for: Lyric essayists; students whose memories come in fragments  ·  Target length: 4–8 pages / 1,200–2,500 words

Organized by a central concrete subject that acts as a lens. Meaning accumulates through juxtaposition.

STRUCTURE

Establish the Central Lens — The concrete object or image organizing the memoir.

Not ’family’ — ’my grandmother’s sewing machine.’

Section 1: First Memory — The earliest memory connected to the lens.

1. 
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Sections 2–4: Associative Vignettes — 2–4 short sections from different times.

Vary tone and time period.

The Complicating Section — One section that darkens or contradicts the dominant feeling.

Closing Vignette / Return — Return to the lens from a new angle.

Example: Memoir around a sewing machine: childhood lesson → failed lesson → machine silent after stroke →
hand-sewing at college → machine in her own apartment, still threaded, still unused.

WRITING PROMP T

Brainstorm 10 objects that carry emotional weight. Choose the one that surprises you most. Write 5–7
sections separated by white space.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening drop the reader directly into experience (not summary)?

☐  Is specific sensory detail present on every page?

☐  Does the narrator’s present-day voice coexist with the past experience?

☐  Is there a genuine moment of insight — earned, not announced?

☐  Does the closing image carry weight without moralizing?

Outline 5: The Framed Memoir

A present-day experience that opens a window onto the past

Best for: Writers processing grief, return, or reunion  ·  Target length: 4–8 pages / 1,200–2,500 words

Uses a present-day experience as a structural frame through which the writer enters a deeper, older story.

STRUCTURE

Open the Frame (Present Scene) — Begin with a concrete, physical action.

End with a trigger that opens the past.

Enter the Interior Story (Past) — Move into the past story; signal the time shift clearly.

Develop the Interior Story — 2–4 scenes building toward emotional truth.

Return briefly to frame at least once.

The Revelatory Moment (Past) — The climax of the interior story.

Close the Frame (Present) — Return fully to the present; complete the opening action, transformed.

Example: A student cleans out her childhood bedroom (frame). A box of letters triggers the interior story. Back in
the frame, she tapes the box shut without opening the letters.
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WRITING PROMP T

What are you doing today that has the past inside it? Write the frame paragraph first. Then ask: what past
story does this action call up?

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening drop the reader directly into experience (not summary)?

☐  Is specific sensory detail present on every page?

☐  Does the narrator’s present-day voice coexist with the past experience?

☐  Is there a genuine moment of insight — earned, not announced?

☐  Does the closing image carry weight without moralizing?

Outline 6: The Reflective Argument Memoir

Personal experience as evidence for a larger claim about the world

Best for: Advanced writers; students with strong convictions  ·  Target length: 5–10 pages / 1,500–3,000 words

Uses personal experience as evidence for a claim. The writer arrives at the thesis through experience — not by
announcing it.

STRUCTURE

The Opening Scene — A vivid, specific scene; no thesis.

Only you could have written this.

Complication: A Second Scene — A second experience deepening the first question.

The Pivot to Reflection — Step back; articulate the question tentatively.

The Central Claim (Earned) — State the argument with the tentativeness of lived experience.

Testing the Claim / Counterpoint — Honestly consider what complicates the argument.

The counterpoint must be genuine.

Closing: The Scene That Holds It All — Image that embodies the argument without restating it.

Example: A student argues American schools taught her shame about her bilingualism. Closing: her daughter
refusing to answer in Spanish at home.

WRITING PROMP T

What do you know from experience that you wish the world understood? Write it as a scene — not a
statement.

REVISION CHECKLIST

☐  Does the opening drop the reader directly into experience (not summary)?
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☐  Is specific sensory detail present on every page?

☐  Does the narrator’s present-day voice coexist with the past experience?

☐  Is there a genuine moment of insight — earned, not announced?

☐  Does the closing image carry weight without moralizing?

End of Handout Collection · Creative Writing Outlines · April 2026
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Where the Named Methods Come From

METHOD ORIGIN

Freytag’s Pyramid Gustav Freytag, Die Technik des Dramas (1863), a five-part analysis of dramatic structure.

The Three-Act Structure A long-standing dramatic model, popularized for screenwriters by Syd Field, Screenplay
(1979).

In Medias Res Horace, Ars Poetica, praising Homer for beginning “in the middle of things.”

The Fichtean Curve Named by John Gardner in The Art of Fiction (1983) after the philosopher Johann Gottlieb
Fichte: a series of rising crises.

The Hero’s Journey Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949).

Kishōtenketsu A four-part structure (introduction, development, twist, reconciliation) from classical
Chinese and Japanese poetry and prose.

The Snowflake Method Randy Ingermanson, who described it in online essays and in How to Write a Novel Using
the Snowflake Method (2014).

Save the Cat Beat Sheet Blake Snyder, Save the Cat! (2005), adapted for novelists by Jessica Brody, Save the Cat!
Writes a Novel (2018).

The Seven-Point Story
Structure

Dan Wells, in a widely circulated lecture series.

Dan Harmon’s Story
Circle

The television writer Dan Harmon, adapting Campbell’s monomyth to eight steps.

The Scene–Sequel
Method

Dwight V. Swain, Techniques of the Selling Writer (1965).
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