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Establish Voice in Your Opening Lines 

“Everyone hears that a good story has to have a strong voice. What I’ve always heard is that voice is 
either there or not. But I’ve seen authors improve their voice. I’m going to give you tools to help shape 
your manuscript’s voice.” – Carter Hasegawa 

1. What is voice? Two kinds: 

a) Character Voice – Choice of words, punctuation, rhythm, sentence structure.  

b) Authorial Voice – We’re focusing on this today. This is what the author establishes in writing. 
Authorial voice, or narrative voice, conveys the style of the story, the personality of the character or 
story, and the tone. It makes a story sing. 

2. Dig into Authorial Voice 

a) The opening sentence should ideally have these elements identified: 

 Character – Who is identified? 
 Setting – What time period or place can the reader infer? 
 Conflict – Something needs to happen. Conflict takes place when this thing cannot happen. 
 Contrary Information – What is supposed to happen, but the opposite happens instead? 

b) When you achieve these elements, the effect is tension.  

c) Not all opening lines may identify setting. But they should at least include the 3 C’s: character, 
conflict, and contrary information. 

3. Examples  

a) “Of all the kids in the 7th grade at Camillo Junior High, there was one kid that Mrs. Baker hated with 
heat whiter than the sun.” The Wednesday Wars by Gary D. Schmidt 

 Characters: Mrs. Baker and a kid. 
 Setting: Can infer a classroom. Today, the junior high years are now referred to as middle 

school. Therefore, we can infer the time period is perhaps a few decades ago. 
 Conflict: Why does Mrs. Baker hate this kid? What did this kid do? Tension is created. The 

reader wonders why. 
 Contrary Information: The teacher hates the student, not vice versa. Teachers are supposed to 

be caring toward kids. 

b) Example: “All children, except one, grow up.” Peter Pan by J.M. Barrie 

 Character: One person. 
 Setting: Not established. 
 Conflict: A kid not growing up. Is he refusing? Is he unable? Is he sick?  
 Contrary Information: All children grow up except for one. But we expect that all kids grow up. 



c) Example: “Ramona Quimby hoped her parents would forget to give her a little talking-to.” Ramona 
Quimby, Age 8 by Beverly Cleary 

 Characters: Ramona and her parents. 
 Setting: Not established.  
 Conflict: Ramona has done something to get herself in trouble. 
 Contrary Information: Parents don’t forget, but Ramona wants them to. 

4. Questions for Carter 

a) Is it okay to have dialogue in first sentence? Carter: “It’s fine.” 

b) Can the illustration show contrary information to the text? Carter: “Yes, the text can say one thing 
and the art can show something contrary.” 

c) How many sentences do we have to get the 3 C’s in? Carter: “I just want to fall in love in the very 
first sentence where the voice just jumps off the page. Ideally this will happen in the first sentence. The 
3 C’s need to be established early on to get and editor to continue to read.” 

d) Do the 3 C’s apply to nonfiction picture books? Carter: “It would need to be narrative nonfiction.” 

 


