


This guide was created as a result of a novel planning series I shared on my blog: 12 Days of
Planning a Novel. It is intended to be completely manageable for someone who is writing on the
side and has a day job. Whether you write full time or part time, feel free to complete as many
steps at a time as you feel works best for you.

This is the process I used while outlining my first historical romance which was a work in
progress at the end of 2018. This guide is intended for the beginning novelist, but I hope writers
of any experience level will gain some useful tips.

Enjoy!

Day 1: What Will You Write?
Welcome to Day 1 of Planning Your Novel. This guide came about as the result of wanting to do
something fun based on one of my favourite Christmas songs: The 12 Days of Christmas.

Now, the 12 days of Christmas are actually December 25 - January 5, but I wanted to release all
12 parts of this series before Christmas so that if you are following along with me, you’ll be all
set to write during the actual 12 days of Christmas, a time when many people have some time
off. Of course, you can work through this series anytime you want! I understand the
holidays can be a very busy time!

Before you even start thinking about planning your
novel, you need to figure out what you want to write
about. This goes for non-fiction as well. It helps if you
have a very clear idea about what you are planning to
write before starting the plan for your book. Your
planning will be a lot easier once you have a clear
direction.

One of the editors I’ve worked with, Rachelle Rea
Cobb, used to offer a free online course about planning
your novel in five days. She recommends doing a brain
dump on day one, and this is also what I recommend.

If you’re like me and feel a bit intimidated doing brain
dumps, I’ve broken it down into some simple steps you can follow, including examples of what I
will be doing for my next novel.
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Step 1: Think Like a Reader

This step is really simple. What do you like to read? What genres do you love? This is a great
place to start. You’ve probably heard the saying, “Write what you know”, and this is why starting
with the types of stories you like to read is a great idea.

I love writing thrillers, but I want to try something different this time, so this novel is going to be a
romance.

Step 2: Find a Home

Finding a home is all about the world your story will take place in. This can be a specific time
period, a city you love, or even a world like wine-making or A-list celebrities. You don’t have to
limit yourself at this point. Remember, you’re brainstorming right now.

The home for this romance novel I’m working on is England and Canada during World War II.

Step 3: Fill the Home

As you’re brainstorming about the worlds you might like to write about, think about the types of
characters that will live in those worlds and make a note of them on your brainstorming sheet.
You may need a new piece of paper by now and that’s totally fine.

My characters are going to be based on my grandparents, but because they aren’t alive, I’ll be
taking lots of liberties regarding the other characters they’ll be interacting with in my novel.

So, now that you’ve worked through these three steps, you should have quite a few ideas to
work with. For Day 2, we’re going to start the research part of the planning process, so try and
choose a story idea or at least the genre you want to write before proceeding.

Day 2: Research, Research, Research

I hope you enjoyed Day 1 of planning your novel. Now that
you've figured out what type of novel you want to write, it’s
time to move on to the next stage: research. Even if you're
writing a story that takes place in a completely made up
world, you'll still have a bit of research to do.

At this point you don't want to get so involved in your
research that it takes forever to start on your novel, but it
helps to know a few things before you start writing. There are
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three types of research that I like to do before starting a new project. I like to know as much as
possible about the genre I'm writing, I like to read books in that genre, and I like to make sure I
have my facts right, so I’ll do some fact-based research regarding my specific storyline.

Understand Conventions and Obligatory Scenes

When you write in a specific genre, readers have expectations of that genre. Failing to meet
those expectations will result in readers not enjoying your work. Expectations vary depending on
the genre, but each story in a genre has things that must happen for the story to work. For
example, a murder mystery must have a murder and a romance must have a romance. Of
course, I’m simplifying here—there’s much more to it than that.

A Google search for “obligatory scenes” plus your chosen genre will generate enough
information to get you started. Steven Pressfield and Shawn Coyne have some great blog posts
on this topic. If you’ve chosen to write a genre that you read a lot, you will likely already know
many of the obligatory scenes.

Since I am planning a historical romance while I’m writing this 12 Days of Planning Your Novel
series, I’ll be referring to this helpful post about obligatory scenes in a love story while planning
my novel.

Read Your Favourite Books

One of my favourite ways to understand the
requirements of a certain genre is by reading
books in that genre. Good and bad. Reading both
good and bad books will help you see why the
bad ones don’t work and hopefully help you avoid
those mistakes in your own writing.

Ask for other people’s opinions. You might not
always agree with them, but it’s a good starting
place if you haven’t read many books in a given
genre. I don’t remember reading a historical
romance before so I paid attention to what friends
of mine were reading. I also found one that was
set during the second world war because that’s
the same time period I want to write about.

© Michelle Cornish | 2019 (Last updated in 2021)
3

https://stevenpressfield.com/2017/01/love-story-cheat-sheetobligatory-scenes/


Get the Facts Right

Readers are smart and they're going to know if you don't have your facts straight. This may not
matter as much for some genres like fantasy and sci-fi, but for stories that are based on actual
places or events, making mistakes with the facts can mean losing readers and getting bad
reviews.

Now’s a great time to make a note of the types of facts you’ll need to research before you start
writing. You can also stop and research during the writing process, so don’t worry too much
about missing something.

Research can be conducted online, in your library, or even by visiting a place in person. For my
World War II romance, I’m going to be researching places, slang, clothing styles, how
relationships were conducted, and how people went about their day-to-day lives. I’ll use Google,
but I’ve also noted some non-fiction books about WWII I plan to read in preparation.

Day 3: Character Development
Now that you know what genre you want to write and have started your research, it’s time to talk
about the key thing that makes your story come alive: your characters.

The characters of the stories we read are what pull us in. We live vicariously through them and
we feel what they feel so it’s really important to do some thinking about your characters before
you start writing your novel.

If you already have an idea for what you want to write about,
there’s a good chance some characters have started
forming in your mind as well. Today, I want you to start
making some notes and thinking about details that are really
going to make your characters come alive.

Don’t worry if you don’t have a story idea yet. That’s totally
okay. If you don’t know what your story is going to be about,
you can use the genre you’ve chosen or favourite
characters you’ve read about to help you start creating your
own characters.

For example, I’m going to be writing a romance so I know I’m going to have two people that will
fall in love. In many romances there is also a third person that creates tension and conflict.
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The more you can put your characters through, the more exciting and relatable your story will
be. We will revisit this when we get into detailed plotting. For now, I want you to start thinking
about character details like this:

The fundamentals: name, sex, race, age, birth date, occupation.
Once I have the fundamentals down, I like to start adding personality details. This part can be a
lot of fun.

Personality: quirks, dislikes, weaknesses, guilty pleasures, fears,
secret talents, etc.
There are two different schools of thought around character development. Some people believe
you should have as many details as possible and know absolutely everything about your
characters before writing your novel. If I did this, I would never start writing my books, so I like to
jot down a few main things and go from there.

If you like the idea of knowing as many details about your characters as possible, you can
create their back story and life history. It can be a lot of fun to find images of what your
characters might look like too.

The key with your characters is they need to act consistently otherwise your story won’t be
believable. So, if you have a character who is deathly afraid of heights, you’d have to have a life
threatening reason for them to be on the roof of a building.

If you’d like to learn even more about character development, check out my writing coach, Kevin
T. Johns’s 4-part series. You can find part 1 here:
How to Create Charismatic Characters - Part 1: Assigning Physical Attributes

You might also enjoy these posts about character development:
What is Character Development - Writer’s Digest
Character Development: How to Write Characters Your Readers Won’t Forget - Reedsy

Now, go create some memorable characters and meet me on the next page for Day 4!
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Day 4: Story vs. Plot
Here we are at day (or step) number four in planning a novel. I
hope you’re getting excited to start creating a story involving the
characters you created in step three. Today I want to discuss
the ‘big picture’ when it comes to your novel so I’ll be discussing
the difference between story and plot.

Story vs. Plot
It wasn’t that long ago that I thought story and plot were the same thing, but they really aren’t.
Your story is the big picture. If you were to pick out the main points in your novel, such as the
introduction, the rising action, the climax, and the resolution, these are the elements that make
up your story.

But your story isn’t complete without the plot. The plot contains all the juicy details of your story
and is made up of individual scenes that include different settings and characters. Where the
story is the main backbone of your novel, the plot is what can make or break your story.

Main Genre-Specific Scenes
Thinking about the genre you’re writing, jot down the main things that tend to happen in those
types of stories. I’m working on planning a historical romance so I’m going to have things like
boy meets girl, boy gets girl, boy and girl can’t be together for whatever reason, and boy and girl
find a way to live happily ever after or boy loses girl forever.

All of these ideas I’ve noted for my story are ‘big picture’ events. The plot is where I start figuring
out the where, how, and why these events are happening as well as each of the characters’
motivations. Here’s where the character back stories you created in the last step will come in
handy.

Your Favourite Scenes
A great tip I got from my writing coach, Kevin T. Johns, is to think about some of your favourite
scenes in books and movies. Why do you like these scenes? Do you want to include scenes like
these in your novel?
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Lots of my favourite scenes involve the death of a main character. At first this made me wonder
what was wrong with me, but I realized the reason I love those scenes is because of all the
emotion behind them. Because my historical romance is taking place during World War II, you
can bet there will be one or more scenes about death.

There you have it. Today’s step is pretty simple.

In the next step, you’ll be mapping out your story based on the traditional conventions of the
genre you’ve chosen. You’ll take the ideas you’ve generated today and start positioning them in
a rough outline as well as consider any major scenes you may have missed. This will give you a
great starting point.

Day 5: Obligatory Scenes and Conventions
The next step in planning your novel involves mapping out the major scenes in your novel.
Yesterday, I talked about the difference between story and plot, and today we are going to be
moving on from your story and starting to work more on your plot.

When I talked about conducting research for your novel, I
mentioned how genre stories have obligatory scenes. We
are going to be working with those obligatory scenes today,
so if you haven’t finished researching the kinds of scenes
you need for your novel, this is a great place to start.

Obligatory scenes and conventions are important for your
novel if it is going to have a chance at being successful in
the genre you’ve chosen. These are the scenes you must
include no matter what. Readers have expectations based
on the genre they’re reading, and if you don’t meet their
expectations, there’s a good chance they won’t like your
book.

As I mentioned, I’m plotting a historical romance. I will need to include some scenes based on
the facts I’ve researched about the time period the romance is taking place, World War II. I will
also need to include classic love scenes like the ones mentioned in this love story cheat sheet
on Steven Pressfield’s blog.

Here are some great posts about the scenes required in a few other genres:

● The Monster Mash Up on the Story Grid Blog (obligatory scenes in the thriller genre)
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● 10 Essential Elements of a Mystery Story

● Writing the Cozy Mystery by Stephen D. Rogers

● 5 Essential Elements Every Fantasy Novel Needs by Writer’s Edit

● Secrets of the Horror Genre by the Story Grid

If I haven’t listed your genre here, or you’re stuck coming up with the major scenes you need to
include in your novel, this post on the Story Grid blog provides three simple steps to discovering
your obligatory scenes:

1. Choose a genre,
2. Read several books in that genre, and
3. List everything these stories have in common.

So, go ahead and make a note of the obligatory scenes you’ve just researched. Now brainstorm
what those scenes might look like involving the characters you created on day three. Don’t
worry about getting every exact detail worked out. You’ll be filling in the blanks in future steps
and even as you write your novel.

There are many ways to start plotting your novel and coming up with a more detailed outline is
going to be the focus over the next few steps. The method you choose will depend on what you
enjoy. I invite you to explore your options and customize your outline for your writing style.

Day 6: Creating Conflict Through Character
Motivation
Wow, we are halfway through my twelve day
novel planning series already! I hope you have
been enjoying the steps so far and are gleaning
some useful tips. These steps are intended to
prepare you to start working on your novel
during a time you might have a week or two to
dedicate to writing, but you can use these tips to
get started anytime.

You don’t have to take twelve days to go
through the steps. I created the steps this way
to make it completely doable even if you have a
day job and you’re writing your novel on the
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side. But if you have more time, by all means, complete as many steps as you like each day.

If you’ve completed all the steps to this point, you’ve probably got some interesting characters
and the main scenes you need to include in your novel based on the genre you’re writing. This
is a great start, but if you’re going to write a full length novel, which I hope you will, you’re going
to need a lot more scenes!

Today I’m sharing my favourite way to come up with ideas for all the connecting scenes in your
novel—conflict! Like many people, in real life I generally shy away from conflict, but it always
rears its ugly head eventually. Your characters will need to experience this too.

Conflict is a gold mine of material when it comes to thinking about your connecting scenes. Here
are a few ways you can create conflict in your novel.

Character Motivation

This is one of the easiest ways to create conflict. Your main characters should have an
overarching goal that is part of the main plot, so they are trying to accomplish this goal by the
end of your story. But, your characters will likely have other goals too. These can be personal or
professional.

Stumbling Blocks

Your characters aren’t going to achieve all their goals right away, otherwise, you won’t have
much of a plot. It’s your job to set up roadblocks for them and create difficult circumstances they
need to find a way out of. Your characters’ goals can be internally motivated or externally
motivated or both. The more you put your characters through, the more you’ll have to write
about.

Change and Growth

By the end of your novel, your characters will have accomplished their goals or not. Or maybe
they’ve only accomplished some of them. Either way, your main characters must change in
some way by the end of the story.

Since I’m writing this in December, let’s talk about Dr. Seuss’s The
Grinch. The Grinch’s goal is to ruin Christmas and he has some
obstacles to overcome (mainly logistics) in order to do that. On a
physical level, he reaches his goal, but the Whos block him from
feeling emotionally satisfied because they don’t care that he stole
all their stuff. They’re going to celebrate Christmas anyway. That’s
when the Grinch realizes the true meaning of Christmas and we
see him experience his big change.
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Of course, I’m simplifying here, but hopefully that gives you an idea of how you can use conflict,
character motivation, and character change to generate additional scenes for your novel.

Go brainstorm some more scene ideas based on your characters’ goals and what’s going to get
in their way.

Day 7: Story Inspiration
At this point, you probably have a pretty good outline but you might be wondering if you have
enough ideas to write a full length novel. Don’t worry! The next few steps in this process will
provide you with a few more ways you can add scenes to your outline, so when it comes time to
write your novel, you’ll have plenty to work from.

Today, I want to share an idea I learned from author Geoff Shaw through his Udemy course
Reverse Engineer Riveting Fiction and Write Best Selling Books. As the name of his class
suggests, Geoff recommends starting with a finished product (a piece of riveting fiction) and
working backwards.

I highly recommend Geoff’s class, so I’m not going to give away everything here, but I do want
to touch on these four steps to help you beef up your novel outline.

Step 1: Find a Piece of Riveting Fiction

Think about some of your favourite shows
(preferably in the genre you are currently
working in). You can use a movie, but Geoff
recommends choosing a TV show because they
are typically organized in a four act structure
similar to Larry Brooks’s four-act story structure.
Ever notice how commercials typically cut a
one-hour show into quarters? That’s not a
coincidence.

If you can’t think of a show in your genre, check
out the Internet Movie Database at
www.imdb.com.
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Step 2: Break it Down

Now you’re going to watch the show you’ve chosen and write down what happens, essentially
creating the outline for the show. Be sure and note what time in the show each event takes
place. This will help you with the pacing of your own outline.

Step 3: Identifying the Four Quarters
Larry Brooks’s four-act structure consists of:

1. The Set Up - We are introduced to the characters and what’s at stake for the hero or
heroine.

2. The Response - The protagonist’s response to whatever is preventing them from
achieving their goal and how they are going to handle whatever conflict is introduced.

3. The Attack - The protagonist takes action on whatever they’ve been plotting in “the
response” stage.

4. The Resolution - The hero solves the major problem (or discovers something new) and
is changed in the process.

Go through the notes you made in Step 2 and figure out where each of the four acts ends.

Step 4: Create Your Own Outline
Now that you’ve reverse-engineered the outline for the show you chose, you’re going to create
an outline for your novel based on the scenes and major plot points that occurred in the show,
but considering the characters and plot points you already have in your own novel outline.

The point of this exercise isn’t to start from scratch, you’ve already got the start of a great
outline. This exercise will give you some ideas for scenes you might be missing in your outline
so you can add them before you start writing your novel. After you are finished this exercise and
have added any extra scenes you need, you should be able to see the four act structure
shaping up in your outline.

I thought this was a fun little trick from Geoff that you can use to make sure you’ve got all the
necessary scenes to ensure your novel’s success in your genre. Also, the more scenes you
have in your outline, the easier it’s going to be when you start writing your novel.
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If you’re interested in finding out more details on how to reverse engineer riveting fiction, you
can find Geoff Shaw’s class here on Udemy.

Day 8: Subplots
Adding subplots to your novel is a really great way to make
your story more interesting as well as help you hit your word
count goal. Let’s talk about the importance of subplots and
how you can add them to your outline in a natural way.

Subplots add depth and interest to your story. Think about
your favourite novels or movies. Did they focus on one main
story line the whole time? Likely not. That’s why they’re your
favourite. They probably have complicated characters with
complicated problems. This is the easiest way to come up
with an idea for your subplot: focus on your characters.

Use Your Main Characters to Drive Your Subplot
Think back to the section on character development. Did you write a backstory for your main
character? Does your main character have an odd hobby or quirk that could form an interesting
subplot? Here are some ideas for subplots based on your main characters:

● Backstories,
● Quirks or hobbies,
● Secret crush or romance,
● Goals or motivations that are secondary to the main story.

A good subplot will help develop your main plot. This will include things like showing your
readers a different side of your main characters, increasing tension, or adding some suspense.

Create Suspense with a Subplot
Suspense is a great way to keep your readers turning the pages and wanting more. I recently
learned that suspense doesn’t necessarily have to be a surprise to your reader, and that it’s
actually more effective if you show the readers something that the protagonist doesn’t know.
They’re going to keep reading to find out if, how, and when the protagonist will learn about this
information.

To use suspense as a subplot, you might show your readers what’s going on behind the scenes.
Your subplot could be the story from the point of view of your villain. You might show your
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readers what the villain is doing to stop your hero from reaching their goal and your readers will
be on the edge of their seats wondering what’s going to happen.

Highlight a Secondary Character in your Subplot
Secondary characters are a great way to naturally include subplots in your story, because these
characters are involved with the main characters in some way, and sharing some of their story
gives the readers more insight into your story as a whole. Here are some secondary characters
that lend themselves well to subplots:

● Best friend of the protagonist,
● Accomplice to the antagonist,
● Relative of a main character,
● Love interest of a main character.

The key to creating a subplot that flows naturally in your story is making sure it’s connected and
secondary to your main plot. In Murder Audit, one subplot was an affair I created between two
secondary characters. Try mapping out your subplot separately from your main plot and then
use your outline to figure out how the scenes in your subplot will interconnect with and fit into
your main plot.

Don’t worry if you’re not completely sure where the scenes in your subplot(s) will occur in
relation to your main plot. You can always move them around during the editing process.

For more information on creating natural subplots that add to your story rather than distract from
it, check out these two blog posts:

How to Add Subplots to Your Story
Subplots Ideas: 5 Tips for Writing Better Subplots

Now, go brainstorm how you will seamlessly incorporate subplots into your novel.

Day 9: Setting as a Character
Today I’m going to cover another tip to help beef up your outline.
I know by this point, you are probably itching to get writing your
novel, but unless you are a pantser (I don’t think you would be
reading this if you are), you’ll appreciate having a very detailed
outline once you start writing.

When I was querying agents and publishers for my novel Murder
Audit, I got one response that, at the time, I thought was a bit
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harsh. The agent said my writing was flat. I was horrified and annoyed that she dared to say
such a thing. Once I got over the initial sting, I realized she was right and I went on to make
edits accordingly.

Last month I read the book Writing the Breakout Novel by Donald Maass and it opened my eyes
to what that agent was getting at when she said my writing was flat. I often get so wrapped up in
my characters that I miss the necessary exposition that lets the reader get a better sense of
where my scenes are taking place. The best tip I got from Maass’s book was to make your
setting a character.

Making your setting a character is also a great thing to think about when you are working on
your novel outline, because you can take some time to make notes about your various scenes
and what you want your readers to know about their setting.

You can start thinking of your setting as a character by asking yourself the following questions.

What mood are you trying to portray?
I love how novelists and film producers use the weather to add a special quality to their scenes.
Have you ever noticed how it’s often dark and maybe even raining when suspenseful scenes
are taking place.

Movies have the advantage of being able to use music to help heighten the mood. In writing, we
need to make sure our words describe the setting in a way that helps create the right mood for
whatever is going on in our plot.

Is time of day or day of the week important?
Oftentimes certain scenes are best carried out at a certain time of the day, so remember to let
you readers know this. Rather than simply saying, “It was lunch time,” you could describe the
setting by saying it was a hot day and the sun was directly overhead.

If it wasn’t a hot day, what else can you think of that would let the reader know it was noon? Of
course, this kind of description only makes sense if it is important to your story.

How does your setting help your characters?
This is a question you can really have some fun with. Maybe your character is trying to break
into a house, but they arrived empty handed. When describing the setting, you’re going to want
to make sure there’s a rock or a brick (or something else) nearby that they can use to get into
that house.
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There are many other ways to think of the setting of your novel as a character. The point is,
don’t forget about your setting. Go through your outline and note any places where you’re going
to need to treat your setting like a character by providing some descriptive details that add to
your plot.

Once you’re done thinking about the setting, you’re ready to move on to hooks and cliffhangers
which I will be discussing next.

Day 10: Hooks and Cliffhangers
If you’ve read this far, I really appreciate you hanging in
there with me. We are so close to being ready to start
drafting a novel! There’s just one last thing I want to talk
about: hooks and cliffhangers. Okay, maybe that is two
things!

When I really started enjoying the thriller genre, it was
because of author Greg Iles. He is a master at creating
hooks and cliffhangers and if you feel like you struggle
in this area, I highly recommend his books. I almost
never stop reading at the end of a chapter because I
have to know what happened.

In my opinion, it’s the hooks and cliffhangers that make a book truly spectacular. You want your
readers to tell their friends, “I can’t believe this happened! I didn’t see it coming.” As a suspense
writer, I can’t think of a better compliment.

Let’s dig a bit deeper into hooks and cliffhangers and how you can incorporate them into your
story.

Hooks
Generally, the biggest hook in your novel will take place as close to the beginning as possible.
This is what’s going to determine if readers continue reading or put the book down in favour of
something more interesting.

Hooks aren’t only used at the beginning of your story though. You want your reader to stay
interested throughout your novel, so you can work hooks in at the beginning of an act, a
chapter, or even a scene.
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Here are some ways to come up with a great hook:

● Start with a high action scene,
● Introduce a mystery,
● Share something ironic, or
● Begin with a conflict or a puzzle.

This post from Writer’s Digest has a few more ideas for creating intriguing hooks.

Cliffhangers
The most common place for a cliffhanger is at the end of a chapter or at the end of a novel if you
are writing a series. Again, this is a device used to keep the reader’s attention. Always
remember your reader while you are creating your outline.

A cliffhanger can be exciting or suspenseful and sometimes it’s both. Here are some cliffhanger
ideas from the Writer’s Write site:

● An accident,
● A secret,
● An unanswered question, or
● A death.

Remember, a death doesn’t always have to be the death of a person. It can be any kind of loss,
for example, the death of a relationship. The key is to make it something that the reader wasn’t
expecting and something they want to know more about so they will keep reading.

Think of your favourite books and how they held your attention. Did the authors use a lot of
hooks and cliffhangers? Is there a certain type of cliffhanger you can’t resist. You might want to
consider having one of these in your novel.

Now that you know more about creating hooks and cliffhangers, take a look at your outline and
see where you need to add some.

Day 11: Maintaining Order and Flexibility (Part 1)
Just two days left to go in 12 Days of Planning a Novel. If you’re like me, you probably have
tons of notes for your outline but you’re feeling a bit overwhelmed. As you’ve been working
through this series, you’ve made a lot of additions and maybe some changes. Your tidy notes
now have arrows and scribbles all over the place.
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Don’t worry, these last two posts are going to show you how to organize your outline while
maintaining the flexibility that’s often required when writing a novel. Part 1 will focus on the
physical methods you can use to do this and in the next post, Part 2, I will discuss some digital
ways to do this.

I love stationery products, so any chance I get to use colourful paper and markers, I’m going to
take it. That’s why I love this novel outline idea from my author friend K. Kris Loomis who sadly
passed away in 2021. Here’s a summary of how Kris used sticky notes to outline her novels.

1. Identify the Main Sections
(or Acts) of Your Novel
You can use a standard three act structure
with Act II having two parts or Larry Brooks’s
four-act structure that I mention in my post
about story inspiration. Choose a colour to
represent each act. These sticky notes will go
on the top line of your sticky note wall. Go
through your outline and identify where your
plot shifts to a new act and write these plot
points on the colour you’ve chosen to
represent your acts.

These sticky notes should represent the main
thing happening in your story in each of these
acts. Thinking about what your protagonist is
trying to do in each act can help.

2. Write Down Your Major Plot Points (Obligatory Scenes)
Now you’re going to note your major plot points. These are the required scenes you thought
about when first starting to outline your novel. Choose a different colour for your major plot
points, write each one on a sticky note, then post it under the appropriate act where these major
plot points will take place. Make sure to leave some space between each major plot point
because, in Step 3, we’ll be filling in the gaps with all the other scenes from your outline.

3. Incorporate Everything Else
Choose a third sticky note colour for all the story beats in your outline that aren’t a major plot
point. This step might also help you come up with more things you need to include in your
outline. As you start placing sticky notes on your wall, you may notice you missed a step when
trying to get your character from point A to point B.
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Some of the advantages sticky notes offer when organizing your novel outline is that they are
easy to more around, you can add and remove scenes as necessary, and having the
colour-coded notes on your wall is a great visual.

For more information about using sticky notes to outline a novel, read Kris’s full post here.

Another Option
If you don’t have a free wall to cover in sticky notes, try recipe cards. You can get colour-coded
recipe cards or use white ones with coloured markers instead. Recipe cards are easy to spread
out anywhere.

Something I’ve tried before is using one colour of recipe card and drawing a dot of colour in the
top right hand corner so I know what the card represents. Just make sure you have a legend for
all your colours and symbols so you know what’s what!

So there you have it—a couple of fun ways to organize your novel outline while still allowing
plenty of flexibility for changes. In my next and final post in this series, I’ll share a couple of
ways to digitally organize your outline.

All this talk about sticky notes and recipe cards has me wanting to run to the stationery store. I’d
love to know if you love office supplies or if you’re more of a digital person? Let me know in the
comments.

Day 12: Maintaining Order and Flexibility (Part 2)
Woohoo! It’s the final day in 12 Days of Planning a Novel.
I’ve had a lot of fun writing this series and I’m a little sad
it’s coming to an end, but I hope it’s helped you create an
amazing novel outline that will help you breeze through
writing your novel.

Today I want to talk a bit more about staying organized
while still having the flexibility to make changes in your
novel outline without causing yourself a lot of extra work.
Day 11 focused on how to do this using sticky notes or
recipe cards. Today is for those of you that prefer to use
as little paper as possible.

There is a lot of software out there to help you plan and write a novel. I like to keep things
simple (and free) so I’m going to share my favourite way to do this: Google apps. I have a lot of
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writer friends who swear by Scrivener, and while it’s not free, it’s very affordable (with a free trial
option) and you get a lot of bang for your buck, so I’ll also share some of the things Scrivener
can do too.

My favourite Google apps for creating novel outlines and writing are Google Keep and Google
Docs.

Google Keep
I discovered Google Keep earlier this year and instantly wondered why I hadn’t heard of it
before. It was a real game changer for organizing my writing. Google Keep is what I like to call
“virtual sticky notes”. You can add labels, colour-code each sticky note, and easily move them
around in Keep. If you prefer digital organization, but like the sticky note method I discussed on
Day 11, Google Keep is a great way to set that up online.

Installing the Google Keep Chrome extension, makes it really easy to keep track of your
research. If you come across an article online that you want to read later, simply click the Keep
extension to create a sticky note in Keep and save the web address. You can use Keep’s virtual
sticky notes for almost anything: keeping track of characters, major plot points, and creating
to-do lists.

There’s even an option to draw on the sticky notes with your finger if you prefer handwriting or
want to make a quick doodle!

Google Docs
When I first started using Google Docs, I admit, I was a little hesitant to have my writing online. I
was nervous about the security of it, but it’s linked to your gmail account, so there’s really
nothing to worry about. Having your writing online also means it’s automatically saved and
backed up.

Google Keep and Google Docs are fully integratable so you can pull up your outline (which
might be several Google Keep sticky notes) while you are in Google Docs and start working
from it. Google Docs also has an outline feature that acts like a table of contents, so if you use
proper headline formatting in your document, you can easily jump between chapters.

My favourite Google Docs feature is the ability to access it anywhere—on my PC, my tablet, or
my phone. There have been many times where I’ve pulled out my phone at the playground and
worked on my writing while my kids played.

Both Google Docs and Google Keep are set up for voice-to-text which is my second favourite
feature. When I’m at the playground with my kids, it’s usually easier for me to speak my
thoughts than type on my phone’s tiny keyboard.
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There are so many things you can use Google Keep and Google Docs for, I’ve barely scratched
the surface here. Check out this YouTube video from Simpletivity that shows some great ideas
for using Google Keep and Google Docs for writing.

I like creating my outline in Google Keep and then bringing it over to Google Docs when I start
drafting my novel.

Scrivener
I know a lot of writers who love Scrivener for keeping their writing organized. Since I don’t use
Scrivener myself, in order to share some of the highlights of Scrivener, I enlisted the help of my
writer friends.

Scrivener is totally customizable, allowing you to view your outline in traditional outline mode or
in notecard mode, as recipe cards on a virtual bulletin board that can be moved around. It’s
easy to refer to your research while you outline or write with Scrivener’s ‘binder’ system that
allows your research to be stored in the same file as your writing.

Once you start writing, Scrivener lets you set trackable word count goals and allows you to
easily move chapters around. You can also use voice-to-text by integrating Dragon with
Scrivener to help you write faster.

If you’re planning on self-publishing, Scrivener allows you to export your book to a mobi or epub
file for publishing as an ebook, saving you time and money. Learn more about Scrivener here.

A huge thank you to all my writer friends for sharing their thoughts about Scrivener.

Thank you for joining me in this novel planning series. Feel free to contact me with questions
any time at inspired@michellecornish.com. Good luck with your novel!
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