CREATIVE NONFICTION CRITIQUE GUIDE

Critique of: Click or tap here to enter text.
By: Click or tap here to enter text.
From: Click or tap here to enter text.

Creative nonfiction is different from “straight” or “functional” nonfiction. The former includes biographies, autobiographies (but not memoirs), personal essays, travelogues, editorials/opinion pieces, etc. Any piece, in other words, that tells a story—and so employs many of the techniques of fiction—while being centered in facts. Straight nonfiction, on the other hand, is strictly factual, for example, reports, how-to guides, or studies. 
Because of the variety of work that comprises creative nonfiction, some of the criteria below will not apply to all pieces. These are identified with asterisks (*). Skip them if they do not apply. Be sure to also identify things the author did particularly well and why they were so effective.

TITLE (If present. Does the title give a clear indication of what the piece is about? Does it draw the reader’s interest?)

Click or tap here to enter text.

GENRE OR TYPE (What kind of piece is this? For example, is it a personal essay, a biography, an article for a newsletter or a blog, or a devotional?)

Click or tap here to enter text.

TARGET AUDIENCE OR MARKET (Who are the piece’s intended readers? Is it appropriate for them? Is the piece intended to be part of a book, such as a collection of essays, or is it meant to stand alone? If it’s to stand alone, where would the author like to have it published? If you know, how well does it fit that market? What other markets might the author consider?)

Click or tap here to enter text.

OPENING (Does the opening quickly grab your attention and interest? Does it immediately identify the piece’s topic or purpose and, if appropriate, the people involved, the lessons the author wants to share, etc.? Does it establish the author’s voice and authority, if appropriate? If the piece is the second or later one in a connected series, does it establish that connection?)

Click or tap here to enter text.

* CONFLICT & TENSION (Some kinds of works, like an investigative report or a history, involve conflict between people. If this is the case, does the piece make that conflict and the reasons for it clear? Does it convey the tensions that existed among the participants and create tension in you as the conflict grows?)

Click or tap here to enter text.

* STAKES (Does the piece identify which of the characters had something to gain or lose, and how significant it was to them and to others? Does it make clear what the consequences of gaining or losing that were for everyone involved? It’s possible a final resolution has not been achieved yet or may not be at all. In that case, does it identify what that means for all concerned?)

Click or tap here to enter text.

* STORY ARC, PLOT, AND SUBPLOTS (Subplots will likely not be relevant (or even possible) if the piece is short. However, any piece that tells a story should identify an initial problem, contain increasing action or conflict, a climax, and some kind of resolution, perhaps an incomplete one. Those events define the arc and plot. Are they present? Are they effectively related?)

Click or tap here to enter text.

* DESCRIPTION & SETTING (Does the author provide sufficient detail for you to develop a clear picture of the time, place, and situation of the piece? Is there so much information that it interferes with the flow of the story? Is important information missing? If so, what?)

Click or tap here to enter text.

SHOW VS. TELL (Does the author use both techniques: “showing” through, for example, the use of sensory details, or presenting the actions of characters to illustrate their emotional state; and “telling” through narrative reporting? Is the balance of “showing” versus “telling” appropriate for the piece?)

Click or tap here to enter text.

POINT OF VIEW or VIEWPOINT (This kind of work can use either “point of view” (POV) in the fiction sense or “viewpoint” in the nonfiction sense, or both. In the former case—for biographies, histories, and personal essays, for example—do you experience the story consistently through the perspective of one character? Or, if the piece contains multiple POV characters, are those POVs clearly distinguished and separated? For other pieces, does the author clearly express their opinion or perspective? Do they give appropriate attention to other viewpoints or approaches? Do they “prove” their viewpoint with data and evidence, or are they offering opinions or hearsay as fact?)

Click or tap here to enter text.

CHARACTERIZATION (Every piece will have at least one character, if only the author. Does the author clearly identify the central character—the protagonist—early on? Does the author identify opposing characters—the antagonist(s)—and the reason for their opposition to the protagonist? Does the author provide enough information about each character to “bring them alive?” Do they seem like real people? Does the author provide information about each character’s personality, motivations, interests, fears, or concerns, as appropriate and necessary, as opposed to simply describing their appearance?)

Click or tap here to enter text.

* DIALOGUE (If there is more than one character in the piece, and they talk to each other, do their conversations feel natural to your mental ear? Try reading them out loud. Do they sound natural? Do the characters use dialogue to deliver information to each other and/or to the reader in “info-dumps?” Is any use of dialect or jargon limited to only what is necessary to establish certain characteristics of the speaker? NOTE: “Dialogue” includes interior monologue, or thought—the character talking to him- or herself. This too should sound like a real person speaking, even if they’re not speaking out loud.)

Click or tap here to enter text.

NARRATIVE VOICE OR STYLE (Is the style of the writing consistent throughout the piece and appropriate to the story and its genre? Does the way the author tells the story contribute to its mood at each point?)

Click or tap here to enter text.

PACING (Does the speed at which the story passes fit with the events, mood, and degree of conflict and tension of the moment? Does it maintain your interest or does it allow your mind to wander?)

Click or tap here to enter text.

STRUCTURE & FLOW (Does the sequence of the events of the piece, or the observations or assertions and arguments, allow you to understand and maintain your interest in the piece? Do the events, observations, or assertions and arguments move naturally from one to the next? If they do not, is this intentional on the part of the author, for example to illustrate conflict or increase tension?)

Click or tap here to enter text.

CLOSING (Does the end of the piece provide a satisfying conclusion—that is, one in which all of the major story questions have been resolved—if appropriate? Or, do the observations, assertions, or arguments lead to a logical conclusion, even if you do not agree with it? If the closing is to a scene, chapter, or longer work that is not the last in a series, does it leave some things unresolved to pique your curiosity and encourage you to continue reading?)

Click or tap here to enter text.

“MECHANICS” (Are there any problems with the grammar, spelling, punctuation, capitalization, the format of the text, etc.? Are there any places that are unclear or confusing? If there are, what made them so and how can they be improved?)

Click or tap here to enter text.

OTHER (Use this space to discuss any other problems or successes that were not addressed in the other categories.)

Click or tap here to enter text.

OVERALL IMPRESSION (What was your overall impression of the piece? Did it “work,” that is, was it effective at telling its story? Why or why not? Were there places where you were confused and that did not seem to be the author’s intent? Was there something about the piece that was especially successful?)

Click or tap here to enter text.
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