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EXCERPT 
 
 

Section of Chapter One: The Foundation of Plot 
 

Raw doesn’t mean terrible. It’s just not ready for prime time. 
 
 
Foundation—story structure—underlies everything that writers produce. No matter how avant-garde 

a literary work might appear on the surface, dig deep enough and a skeleton lies underneath. 

Solidifying that underlying foundation can come at any point during the writing process. It could 

be in an outline before writing a single sentence, much as a carpenter uses a blueprint to build a house. 

Or it could be during a rough draft, determining the foundation through trial and error with character 

and action, like a dancer experimenting with choreography while the music plays. 

What’s important is that the process suits the writer for each individual project. For one project, 

a writer might benefit from building an outline first, while another project might evolve better with 

an organic method, discovering the foundation during a first draft.  

There’s no right or wrong about writing from an outline or relying on an organic process—only 

that the writer finishes that often stubborn first draft. Some writers mix and match, starting by writing 

organically, then creating an outline partway through, or changing the original outline completely as 

scenes begin to unfold. Or writers might create a simple outline, then figure out the bulk of the project 

while building the scenes on the page.  

It’s never too late to make repairs. Even after multiple drafts, a writer can still improve a 

manuscript’s foundation.  

Regardless of when the writer pays attention to foundation, the manuscript will continue to 

evolve through each rewrite. From the first inklings of an idea to the final, polished manuscript, 

writers—whether they know it or not—shape and reshape the foundation of their work.  



One concept that will be useful before going deeper into foundation is the difference between 

story and plot. Once that concept is clear, it may be easier to identify what does or doesn’t work in a 

current project. 

 
Story Versus Plot 
 

As used in this guide, story is all-encompassing. It includes what happens before a book starts, 

everything in all the scenes, and everything that occurs off the page. It even includes what happens 

after the manuscript is finished, when the reader’s imagination runs wild after “the end.” 

Plot, on the other hand, is made up solely of the events on the page. 

One error writers make in their early—and sometimes even late—drafts is to include parts of the 

story that aren’t necessary for the plot or leave out scenes a reader most needs on the page. This comes 

back to foundation. Those errors would be like using either too many joists to hold up a floor—

making it heavy, cumbersome, and expensive—or not enough joists—causing the floor to fail the first 

time it bears weight. 

In both of those instances, the writer has confused story and plot.  

Falling in love with our own words, our characters, and the scenes that play out in our heads are 

constant dangers for writers. We want to include everything we research and invent. Sometimes this 

causes us to start too early in the lives of the characters and include scenes that are potentially 

beautifully written and explore behavior, motivation, and backstory but don’t move the plot forward. 

We love our characters and believe a reader will be just as curious as we are about every aspect of their 

lives. 

Readers, for the most part, want to follow a series of connected events leading to a satisfying 

conclusion. They don’t want to read a series of unconnected events that send them in circles or down 

alleys that ultimately lead nowhere.  

That is not the same as sending a reader down a wrong path for dramatic effect, as in a mystery 

where the detective follows the wrong lead. That experience can add to the plot, as a wrong lead can 

increase suspense. But it can be a problem if a detective goes down a wrong path and learns nothing 

from it. 

Readers want each road the writer takes them down to add to the overall story—even when that 

road teaches the protagonist what they don’t want or what won’t solve the problem at hand. 



A detective determining who isn’t the culprit can be just as important—and satisfying in its own 

way—as when the detective catches the killer.  

Readers may not be able to put this concept into words, but we’ve all heard comments like, “it 

took several chapters before I got into it” or “the writing was fine, but nothing happened at the 

beginning” or “I lost interest halfway through.” Those are instances when a writer likely included 

material the reader didn’t need—no matter how good the quality of the writing. 

Don’t confuse well-written sentences with a well-written book. High quality paints and canvases 

and excellent brushstrokes can still turn out an unsuccessful painting. A solid manuscript is more than 

just well-written sentences, beautifully crafted paragraphs, or even interesting chapters. A solid 

manuscript has a clear story arc, with each scene in each chapter adding to the whole and building a 

solid foundation. 


