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Before and During the Conference

Hello to all Young Authors’ Conference participants!
One of the most exciting aspects of the upcoming conference is the chance for 

you to share your writing and read the writing of other authors your own age.  To 
make that easier, the conference committee has split the participants into groups 
of four students.  Included in this packet is the writing sample submitted by each 
member of your group.  At the conference, you will have over an hour to discuss 
the work of your group.  The following guidelines are important to keep in mind 

when reading and discussing your group’s writing:

Read each story carefully and more than once:
It’s a great idea to read a story through once, just to get the idea 
of it.  Then, read it through again, maybe even a couple of times.  
On the second or third reading, pay close attention to what you 
like and dislike about the story.  Think about what works and what 
doesn’t. Keep track of what confuses you and why. The sample 
critique sheet on pages 3 and 4 should give you some idea of what 
to pay attention to.

Take notes:
As you reread each story, write down your thoughts.  If you really 
like the authors’ description of the main character, put a note on 
the side of the page that says so.  If you have unanswered ques-
tions, write them down.  The sample critique sheet should give you 
some idea of what topics might require a note or two.

Bring your notes, and this packet, to the conference:
All your beautiful notes do no good if they are sitting on your desk 
at home!  Please bring your copy of your group’s stories and your 
notes to the conference with you.

BEFORE THE CONFERENCE
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AT THE CONFERENCE

Critique the story, not the person:
Don’t judge an author by their story. Remember, a written work does not necessarily reflect the 
author, and vice versa.  If you really disliked a story, don’t let that affect how you treat the author.  
And don’t just praise the story because you are getting along with the author.  Remember—the 
goal of a writing workshop is to improve as writers.  We cannot improve as writers if we aren’t 
honest and helpful in our feedback.

Provide constructive criticism and positive feedback:
It is important to try to discuss both the good and the bad in writing.  For each story, try to provide 
a balance:  share what you think could be changed to make a story better and what you think was 
done well.  It’s ok to say “I disliked this story, but the main character was 
really well done,” or “I loved the idea of this piece, but the plot is confusing.”  Think about what 
kind of constructive feedback you’d like to get and try to give that type of feedback to others. See 
the sample critique sheet on pages 3 and 4 for examples of constructive 
criticism and positive feedback.

Remember that feedback is necessary to grow as an author:
Try not to become upset if a group member thinks you need more description or that your main 
character shouldn’t be named “Wingfeather.”  No matter how amazing your writing is, readers will 
see it from different perspectives.  Use each reader’s feedback to look at your story differently, 
and then evaluate the best way to improve your writing.  Be open to criticism, but value your own 
judgment as well. You are the author, after all! The harshest criticism can be given or taken much 
more easily when a smile is added.  Remember that workshopping is a way to encourage each 
other, and make sure to keep that encouraging, positive attitude.

Follow the advice of your group leader:
A volunteer from MSU will serve as a leader for each group. Your group leader will help to  
encourage your group and keep the workshop discussion going. Each group leader will have read 
the writing samples before the conference. They will also know the schedule, the organizers, and 
other helpful information. They will be there to help you move from each scheduled event to the 
next. Feel free to ask them questions, and listen when they suggest moving on to the next writing 
sample or providing more positive comments.

Have fun!
This conference is intended to be positive experience.  Relax, enjoy meeting other authors like 
yourself, and make the most of the day.  We are excited that you have decided to 
attend the Young Authors’ Conference, and we hope that you are excited to be there.
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In critiquing writing, it’s wise to start by answering the following 
questions, and then asking WHY you gave the answers you did.  
Feel free to use any or all of these questions or think of some of 
your own.  Your group leader will talk more about these questions 

during your workshop session.
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Sample Critique Sheet

Terms to keep in mind when critiquing:
Setting:

Try to picture the setting. Where does the story take you? A 
good setting has visual scenes that match the story’s theme. 
The weather and scene details should stay consistent.

Characters:
Who are the characters in the story? Do they seem like real 
people? The reader should be able to care about the char-
acters. The characters should act according to their motives 
and their choices should make sense given who they are 
and what they know. Remember, the character’s description 
and motivation should stay consistent! 

Dialogue:
Can you tell who is speaking? Double check to make sure 
the dialogue formatted correctly (Like so: “I really wish he 
wouldn’t do that,” Fran said.), with speech tags (he said, she 
shouted.) occasionaly varied. The dialogue should also fit the 
characters’ personalities.

Worldbuilding:
Does the story take place on our world? Consider the era/
time which the story set in, the culture of the characters and 
their actions. How does their culture/background inform their 
motivation? The level of technology should be consistent 
(arrows vs. guns, etc.), and the world the author should built 
fit the theme and the plot.

Point of View:
Whose point of view is the story in? Does the story switch 
POV? If the story switches POV, the switch shouldn’t be con-
fusing. POVshould tell the reader more about the character 
narrating, and the narrator’s descriptions need to be consis-
tent with their personality.

Terms to help you 
critique:

Theme and meaning:
Every story should have 
a theme that is shown 
through the piece’s 
events or ideas. The 
theme should force you to 
think and have a greater 
meaning.

Language:
Rich, detailed imagery 
brings the story to life. 
The description should 
be maintained through-
out the action so that the 
reader never feels 
blinded. For stories, the 
dialogue should bring 
characters to life and 
help the reader tell who is 
speaking.

Plot:
The story should be 
consistently structured, 
with consistent pacing, 
and every scene needs to 
contribute to the plot.

Audience:
Who is the story written 
for? The author should 
think about who their 
reader is, and make sure 
the story makes sense for 
that audience. 
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A Critiquing Example

 Mary walked across the crowded room, searching.  
The sun shone through the tall windows of the airport, 
lighting up the wide space filled with every kind of 
person. Her long blue skirt snagged the corner of a 
man’s briefcase, forcing her to stop.
 “Oh!  Excuse me.”
 Red-faced, Mary pulled her skirt free and ran 
forward.  She never looked back as she ran toward the 
terminal—she just had to reach 24A. The rain pounding 
fiercely against the windows drummed into her thoughts 
as she ran. 
 Finally, she spotted the desk across the terminal.  
Gasping for breath, she asked the attendant, “Please!  
I’m looking for my brother.  His flight arrived four hours 
ago, but he… he…”
 The attendant is impatient.  “He what, miss?”
 “He never got off the plane.”

Should Mary be 
“walking” if 
there is 
urgency?

Earlier you said 
it was sunny?

Who is speaking?

These sample questions should give you an idea of what to look for when 
reading and critiquing a fellow writer’s work.  Try to include both positive and 
negative feedback, and don’t hesitate to ask questions about things in the 
story that confuse you. Remember, there are no right or wrong questions or 
answers.  You are telling your peers what you think about their piece.  The 
most important thing is to be honest. 

Why is this
 present tense?

• The dialogue is a little confusing.  Who said, “Oh!  Excuse me”?
• The weather changes from sun to rain. Try to pick one type of weather that fits your theme.
• I’m confused about the role the briefcase man plays in the story.  If he is not an important  

character later, it might be possible to take that part out.
• The author used very descriptive verbs: “snagged” and “gasping.” I like the emotion in the story.
• I think this story has a lot of potential. Still, I think more information about Mary might make me 

care even more, because right now I don’t know if Mary likes her brother or not, or who her 
      brother even is. How does Mary know her brother never got off the plane? 
• What does the terminal look like? We know it’s crowded, but we don’t have a country (even a 

made-up one) or a city.


