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Spicing Up Your Narrative Writing
The magic of narrative writing can be hard to find after writing so many academic essays. Here are some tips that can help you bring your writing to life.
Colorful Descriptors
While research papers aim for conciseness and pure information, the goal of narrative writing is to pull the reader into the world you’ve made. You don’t want to bore the reader with a 300-word paragraph describing a scene inessential to your story. But you also don’t want to leave them hanging with a sequence of events in an empty void.
For example:
The sedan rolled down the street of my childhood neighborhood.
Reading this, we get a sense of the setting, a neighborhood of some sort; an action that’s happening, the car going down the street; and the connection to the writer, that this is a component of their childhood.
This gets the basic action across and sets the scene, but this leaves a little too much to the imagination. There aren’t enough descriptors for the reader to engage in. Treat this like a game of connect the dots. If you don’t place enough dots, readers can’t connect them in a meaningful way.
Now, try adding some extra visual and tactile details. Which details stand out the most? The time of day? The colors? The textures? What do you think makes this scene important to the story?
For example:
The silver sedan rolled down the street, its rusty underbelly contrasting the afternoon sun shining off its polished roof and silver handles. The houses on either side, while worn down and missing a few shingles, still bore the familiarity of my childhood.
Right away, we get more information about the scene. The car feels well-used. The rusting of the car’s underside adds a texture to imagine, and a context clue that this car has been driven on roads that have been salted. One could imagine this car driving around in a snowy environment, splashing up the leftover saltwater on the road. The mood of the space changes a lot as soon as we clarify the lighting and the time of day. If the sky were cloudy or if it were night, the older houses in this neighborhood might feel a lot less inviting.
If you’re recounting something that actually happened, don’t be afraid to stray from what you remember! Imagining a few details to make the story more engaging is fair game.


Keeping the Dialogue Fresh
It’s easy to fall into reusing the same pattern of “he said,” “she said,” and “they said” when writing dialogue. These phrases that identify the speaker are called dialogue tags. If you find yourself repeating the same dialogue tag over and over, take a step back. Think about what tone the person in the story is using. Are they angry? Sad? Excited? Emotions are expressed in not just what someone says, but how they say it.
For example:
“What are you doing?” he blurted.
“WHAT ARE YOU DOING!?” they screamed.
She sighed, “What are you doing?”
These are some examples of different dialogue tags. Aside from the tone, keep in mind that using the same dialogue tags more than once or twice in a single interaction will get stale really fast. It’s harder to enjoy the story if all the dialogue is presented as “[dialogue]” they (past-tense verb for speaking).
Try switching things up! If it’s a one-on-one conversation, try skipping the dialogue tags after the first one and rely on tone and speaking order to show who’s saying what instead. There are a ton of ways to introduce a conversation, and the fastest way to learn them is to read some books. Pick up a book, and look at how the author introduces dialogue. If you see something you like, steal it!
Chronological Order
Keeping your story in chronological order can be hard sometimes. If there’s a brief flashback needed to introduce some necessary information to the reader, or if you need to skip forwards in time to get to the main event of the story, it can get surprisingly hard to decide how you want to order the events in your story.
Sometimes, rather than telling things in the order that they actually happen, it’s better to start on the day that the main event happens, and build onto that using flashbacks to provide more information. Other times, telling the story in the order that it happened increases the impact. These decisions are a creative choice that you decide as the writer. Don't be afraid to experiment with these strategies to make your story more compelling.
No matter how you choose to present your story, make sure that the reader can follow you! The setting is both the time and the place, and if your setting changes, make it clear. A good way to check if you’ve done a good job is by asking someone else, whether it’s a friend, a tutor, or a professor, to read through the story. Then, ask them to put the events and settings in chronological order. Can they do it?
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