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If you’re new to contests, new to writing in general, and submitting your work for a trial run and/or ideally to final, perhaps the best advice is to study the contest’s score sheet.

Take the Sandy’s, for instance.  It will give you a large preview of what the judges will be looking for in your entry.

1)  Does author give a sense of setting, time, and place, setting the tone of the story without intrusive detail?

By intrusive, it means just that.  Say your story takes place at the White House on a Friday at noon. If you let us know that information all at once, it’s going to be construed as an information dump.  However, by the time your judge has completed reading your opening pages, he should have a good feeling of these elements from your entry’s pages.  

2) Does the story begin with an interesting hook?

A hook is just that.  An opening sentence that makes the reader want to continue reading.  We suggest strongly that you avoid clichés and make your opening sentence compelling and original.  Pick up your favorite novel(s).  See how the author holds your interest.  Most likely you will find he keeps the pacing quick, back story to a minimum and keeps his writing active.  Passive writing slows your story.  Every word in your opening must propel your story forward.  Overwriting, superfluous information or purple prose will slow your story.

3) Does the story begin in the correct place?

What this means is that you begin in the protagonist’s or antagonist’s ordinary world, and start where the change or the action occurs.  Your story needs to be immediate, without back story, without a tremendous amount of description, whether it relates to your setting and/or your character.  

If you’re writing a prologue, make sure it is in the past and that this information truly is the inciting incident that will drive the entire novel.  Do not simply include a prologue, say, if you’re writing a suspense to show how the story will eventually turn out suspenseful.    

4) Does author give a good introduction of the protagonist and his/her goals, motivations & conflict?

By the time your judge finishes reading your entry, he or she should have an idea of who your protagonist is, what he’s after, and what’s stopping him from achieving it.  

 If everything starts out perfectly, say your protagonist is sitting on a beach, drinking a mai tai, enjoying life, that’s not particularly compelling.  

Now if your protagonist is sitting on the beach, drinking a mai tai waiting for an operative to meet him so they can stop the evil Dr. Chang from taking over the world, that’s a little different. 

And what happens when the operative doesn’t show up, and the waiter delivers said mai tai with a note, Operative can’t make it, the cops just fished his body out of the ocean? 

Here we have an idea of the author’s goal, motivation and conflict.

We hope this brief introduction gives you an idea of what judges expect when reading your entry, and even then, please remember, it’s subjective.  Write the best story that’s in you, have fun and learn from the experience.  Good luck!
