
How To Beat the Synopsis Sweats 
By Mindy McGinnis 
 

Introduction 
 
If you’re ready to write a synopsis you’ve been around long enough to recognize some of the 
buzzwords: Synopsis. Blurb. Logline. Query. 
 
What do all of these have in common? They’re ways to summarize (and sell!) your story. 
 
What’s the difference between a synopsis and an outline? 
 
This is a common question that comes up often when I’m teaching, and it’s a good one. An 
outline is something you write before you begin the book. It’s a tool in your writer’s bag, but 
one that is generally used for the crafting and drafting process – not the summarize and sell 
step. A synopsis comes after you’ve finished the book, and is used to sum up important plot 
lines and characters.  
 
It’s two ends of the same tool, much like how a hammer has two different functions. 
 
An outline is more like a “note to self.” This is what you’d like to do with your book, where you 
see the plot lines going, how you envision the character arcs, and – of course – your vision for 
the ending. But the process of actually writing the book can veer away from that initial outline, 
and that’s okay. That was an internal memo, after all. 
 
A synopsis is the same idea, but finalized. You’ve written the book now, and you need to have a 
concise summary of plot and characters. It should illustrate to an agent or editor that this book 
has all the things a book is supposed to have – a beginning, a middle, and an ending – along 
with those extra bonuses of plot, structure, and interesting characters.  
 
Sound like a no-brainer? You’d be surprised how easily things like a soggy middle, lack of 
character development, or unresolved plotlines can be spotted in the synopsis. That’s why 
you’re being asked to write one. 
 
Where to start?  
 
With a logline. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Logline 
 

What’s a logline? 
 

“A logline is the one- or two-sentence description of your [novel] that tells us what it is. 
It must contain a type of hero […], the antagonist […], and the hero's primal goal. It must 
have irony, and it must bloom in our brains with potential.” 

- Blake Snider, Save the Cat 
 
That… doesn’t exactly sound easy, does it? Don’t worry, there’s a formula! 
 

When [MC] [INCITING INCIDENT], s/he [CONFLICT]. And if s/he doesn’t [GOAL], s/he will 
[CONSEQUENCES]. 
 

Oh great, that… really clears things up… right? No worries! Below you’ll find examples from my 
own novels – and those of my friends – that help illustrate this template. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
When a car crash sidelines star catcher Mickey right 
before softball season, she’ll do whatever it takes to 
be back behind the plate for her senior year - even if it 
means leaning too heavily on her Oxycontin 
prescription. 
 

- Heroine, by Mindy McGinnis 

 
 
When Jenna’s ex-boyfriend, Danny, wakes up from a 
coma after 10+ years, Jenna has no choice but to 
return home and face the family she left behind, 
Danny’s nerdy (yet cute) brother, and worst of all – 
her own fears for the future. 
 

-The Show Must Go On, by Kate Karyus Quinn 



 
 
There are four basic questions you need to ask yourself about your book. The good 
news is that once you know the answers they can be used again to create the bones of 
another element, or flesh out another. 

These questions will help you brainstorm your story beats, write an outline, write a 
query, write a blurb, and even – finally – write a synopsis. 

Those four questions are: 

1) What does your MC want? 
2) Who/What is the antagonist? 
3) What’s keeping your MC from getting what s/he wants? 
4) What is at stake? 

Referring back to the logline I wrote for Heroine, you can see how those questions fit 
into the formula: 

When a car crash sidelines star catcher Mickey right before softball season, she’ll do 
whatever it takes to be back behind the plate for her senior year - even if it means 
leaning too heavily on her Oxycontin prescription. 
 
1) Mickey wants to be back on the softball field in time for her senior season. 
2) This is a character driven story and Mickey becomes her own antagonist by making 

poor choices. You can spot that here – she’ll do whatever it takes.   
3) An injury, illustrated by the car crash. 
4) Addiction 
 
Now, it’s time to take that logline and grow into something a little more substantial… a 
beat sheet.  

 
 

 

 
 
When Haley’s family moves into a new house, she 
learns that four girls went missing several years ago, 
and the police never solved the case.  
The ghostly girls need something from Haley, and if she 
doesn’t figure out what they want . . . she might be 
next. 
 

- The Fade, by Demitria Lunetta 



The Beat Sheet 
 

Oh man, more terminology! It’s okay, I swear. This is just another tool in your toolbox, 
and the good news is that a lot of the material you create for one element can be used 
in others as well. You’ll see. 
 
But first – what’s a beat sheet? 
 

The “beat sheet” is a way to sequence your story, using bullets instead of whole 
sentences or paragraphs. Very quickly, though, those bullets become sentences 
and paragraphs.  And when that happen, you have an outline on your hands. 

- StoryFix, “Beat Sheet Basics 101” 

There are different methods for formulating your beat sheet, but I like to use author 
Susan Dennard’s eleven points on writing a summary, borrowed from this blog post.  

 
1. Opening image  
2. Protagonist Intro  
3. Inciting incident  
4. Plot point 1  
5. Conflicts & character encounters  
6. Midpoint  
7. Winning seems imminent, but…  
8. Black moment  
9. Climax  
10. Resolution  
11. Final image  
 
Don’t worry, it’s easier than you think. Follow my beat sheet below for the movie Jaws 
as an example. 
 
1. Opening image 

 
An image/setting/concept that sets the stage for the story to come. 

 
• A shark attacks a skinny-dipping girl at a beach party. 

 
2. Protagonist Intro 

 
Who is the main character? Give 1-2 descriptive words and say what he/she wants. 

 
• Martin Brody, Chief of Police of Amity Island.  
• Left NYC for a more peaceful life for his wife and young sons. 



• It’s an ironic choice because Brody is afraid of water. 
 

3. Inciting Incident 
 
What event/decision/change prompts the main character to take initial action? 
 
• Dismembered hand is found on beach and Brody closes beaches for safety. 
• Mayor and business owners upset by this choice. 
• Brody reluctantly reopens the beaches. 

 
4. Plot Point 1 

 
What is the first turning point? What action does the MC take or what decision does 
he/she make that changes the book’s direction?  

 
• The shark attacks again on the Fourth of July. 
• The victim was only yards from Brody’s oldest son. 

 
5. Conflicts & character encounters 

 
Now in a new life, the MC meets new people, experiences a new life, and meets the 
antagonist/villain. 

  
• Brody closes the beaches again and refuses to reopen them. 
• Quint, a local shark hunter, offers to go after it for $10,000 
• Hooper, a consulting oceanographer, comes along. 
• Brody goes along despite his fear, out of duty. 
• They encounter the shark on the first day out, determining it is a Great White. 

 
6. Midpoint 

 
What happens to the MC to make a 180 degree change in direction/change in 
emotion/change in anything? Once he/she has crossed this line, there’s no going 
back. 
 
• The shark returns, ramming the hull and damaging the electrical system. 
• Brody attempts to contact the Coast Guard once the radio is fixed. 
• Quint destroys the radio, wanting to protect his $10,000 reward. 

 
7. Winning seems imminent, but… 
 

The MC seems to have the upper hand, but then oh no! The antagonist defeats him / 
her and rushes off more powerful / intimidating than ever before. 



• Quint gets two more barrels into the shark, insisting it can’t dive with three. 
• It does, and Quint burns out the engines trying to drag it to shallow water. 
• It also pulls the cleats free from the boat, and is now free to circle them. 
• The damaged boat is slowly sinking. 

 
8. Black Moment 

 
The MC is lower than low, and he/she must fight through the blackness of his/her 
emotions to find the strength for the final battle.  

 
• They lower Hooper in a cage in an attempt to inject poison in the shark. 
• The shark destroys the cage, and moments later pulls Quint from the deck. 
• Brody is now alone on the sinking boat. 

 
9. Climax 

 
What happens in the final blow-out between the MC and the antagonist? 

 
• Brody shoves a compressed air tank into the shark’s mouth when it attacks 
• The shark charges again, and Brody shoots the air tank with his rifle. 
• The tank explodes, along with the shark’s head. 

 
10. Resolution 

 
Does everyone live happily ever after? What happens to tie up all the loose ends? 

 
• Hooper resurfaces, having survived the cage attack. 
• Brody is relieved, as he had given him for dead. 

 
11. Final image  

 
What is the final image you want to leave the reader with? Has the MC succumbed 
to his/her demons or has he/she built a new life? 
 
• Brody and Hooper paddle back to shore on remaining flotation barrels. 
• Hooper’s fear of the water has been conquered. 

 
Remember the earlier quote from StoryFix, about how easily those bulleted points can 
grow into paragraphs?  
 
 
Check it out: 

 



 
1. Opening image 

 
An image/setting/concept that sets the stage for the story to come. 

 
A carefree, drunken beach party seems promising for a young man when an 
attractive girl lures him into skinny dipping. Too drunk to follow her in the water, he 
collapses on the beach, unable to hear her screams for help when she is attacked by 
a shark. 

 
2. Protagonist Intro 

 
Who is the main character? Give 1-2 descriptive words and say what he/she wants. 
 
Martin Brody took a job on Amity Island looking to escape the grit and crime of New 
York City, hoping to relocate his wife and two young sons to a peaceful, bucolic 
beach setting where his biggest concerns as Chief of Police will be writing parking 
tickets and managing street barricades for the Fourth of July parade. Although the 
setting is lovely, Brody is deeply uncomfortable with water, having survived a near 
drowning as a child. 

 
3. Inciting Incident 

 
What event/decision/change prompts the main character to take initial action? 
 
The discovery of a dismembered hand on the beach and the coroner’s decision that 
the girl was killed by a shark leads Brody to close the beaches, which sends the 
mayor and local summer business owners into a rage. The coroner recants his initial 
findings, now claiming that the girl died in a boating accident, and Brody reluctantly 
agrees to re-open the beaches.  

 
4. Plot Point 1 

 
What is the first turning point? What action does the MC take or what decision does 
he/she make that changes the book’s direction?  
 
On the Fourth of July weekend the beaches are packed, and the shark makes use of 
the fertile hunting ground, attacking in an estuary and killing a boater – one who 
was only feet away from Brody’s oldest son. 

 
5. Conflicts & character encounters 

 
Now in a new life, the MC meets new people, experiences a new life, and meets the 
antagonist/villain. 



 
Adamant that the beaches will not reopen until the killer shark is destroyed, Brody 
suggests to the Mayor and Council that they take up Quint – a local shark hunter – 
on his offer to go after it, for $10,000. Brody decides to face his fear of water, out of 
duty. He, Quint, and Hooper – a consulting oceanographer – head out on Quint’s 
boat, The Orca, to find their prey. While Brody throws out a chum line, the shark – 
an enormous Great White – surfaces. Quint manages to hook a flotation barrel to 
the shark, but it takes it under. 

 
6. Midpoint 

 
What happens to the MC to make a 180 degree change in direction/change in 
emotion/change in anything? Once he/she has crossed this line, there’s no going 
back. 
 
During their first night at sea the shark returns unexpectedly, ramming the boat and 
disabling the power. Once they manage to restore it, Brody attempts to contact the 
Coast Guard to call in help with the shark. Determined to protect his $10,000 
reward, Quint smashes the radio. 
 

7. Winning seems imminent, but… 
 

The MC seems to have the upper hand, but then oh no! The antagonist defeats him / 
her and rushes off more powerful / intimidating than ever before. 
 
The shark reappears and Quint gets two more flotation barrels into the shark, 
insisting it won’t be able to dive to safety with three attached. It does, dragging The 
Orca backwards and flooding the engine compartment. Determined to haul the 
shark to shallower waters where they can kill it, Quint purposefully heads for shore, 
pushing The Orca’s engine too hard, and it fails. Still pulling the boat, the shark is so 
strong it pulls the cleats from the ship, and is now freely swimming around their 
slowly sinking boat. 
 

8. Black Moment 
 

The MC is lower than low, and he/she must fight through the blackness of his/her 
emotions to find the strength for the final battle.  
 
As The Orca slowly sinks, the men attempt a last-ditch effort, sending Hooper down 
in a shark proof cage to attempt to inject the shark with poison. The cage fails, 
leaving Hooper & Quint to pull its mangled remains aboard. The shark stays close as 
water swamps the boat, finally taking advantage as Quint slips on the wet deck, 
devouring him and leaving Brody alone on the failing Orca. 
 



9. Climax 
 

What happens in the final blow-out between the MC and the antagonist? 
 
Brody finds his rifle, and, lying prone on the sinking mast of The Orca, aims for a 
compressed air tank stuck in the shark’s mouth as it charges him. He hits it, and the 
tank explodes, along with the front half of the shark. 
 
 

10.  Resolution 
 

Does everyone live happily ever after? What happens to tie up all the loose ends? 
 
Brody treads water among the rubble of the ship, and Hooper resurfaces, much to 
Brody’s surprise, who had given him up for dead.  
 

11. Final image  
 

What is the final image you want to leave the reader with? Has the MC succumbed 
to his/her demons or has he/she built a new life? 
 
Brody – having finally faced and overcome his fear of water – and Hooper paddle 
back to Amity Island, visible on the horizon, using the remaining flotation barrels.  

 
Look at that! If you take out the beat sheet numbers and headers, plus the prompting 
questions, add in a few transitional phrases to smooth things out and guess what you’ve 
got… 

 
A synopsis. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

   

 
 
 
 

 


