English 351: Student Tips for Creating Strong Characters
1. Make the dialogue of each character unique. Play with syntax and word choice and don’t let them be too articulate.

2. Focus sharply on how the character looks, on what she or he wears and owns, and on how she or he moves. Let us focus on it, too.
3. Describe a character’s body language in particular situations, especially those of conflict. Writing “George rolled his eyes” is more telling than saying “George was not nice.”

4. Make the character’s wants and desires apparent, but do not state them explicitly using generalizations.

5. Use memory and feelings to show personality. Using internal (interpretive) characterization is often stronger than using external (descriptive) characterization.
6.  Show how the character acts and reacts in their provided environment. Actions demonstrate the kind of person the character is.
7. Know the person you are writing about. If you don’t know how they look, think and act then the audience won’t know either. This includes the small details, habits, moral code, history, and the way they speak.

8. Give them realistic traits; don’t make them the epitome of perfection, that’s not very believable and it’s boring. The quirks of a character are what make them endearing and or irritating to the audience. If you’re having a hard time, base certain traits after people you know.

9. Use memory and feelings to show personality. Making the reader feel as though they personally know the character is more important than appearance.
10. Make them unique. Take a unique trait from someone you know and incorporate it into the character. Maybe your friend has a habit of cracking knuckles when she’s nervous; maybe your grandfather likes to use the Norwegian phrase “uff da.’’ Use these. Bonus example: Captain Jack Sparrow is a fun and memorable character. He insists on being called Captain, has a predilection for rum, and uses the term “savvy.” 

11. Make them different from other characters in the story. If you switch the names of your characters and can’t tell the difference, you’re in trouble. Give them different mannerisms and speech patterns. The best character teams are foils for each other; you don’t have to go the full monty ala “The Odd Couple,” but look at the classic duos and teams and why the ways the characters contrast with and complement each other. Bonus example: Captain Jack Sparrow and Will Turner are very different. Captain Jack has a loose sense of morality and an even looser way with women, while Will maintains a strict code and harbors a ten-year-long secret crush on his beloved. 

12. Try to distance your personality and lifestyle from that of your character’s in order to develop one that is different and interesting to not only you, but to the reader as well. You might enjoy living vicariously through someone else on paper.
13. There must be a transformation or crisis that is apparent somewhere up to the half point before the climax of your story. This provides headroom for character development, as well as an opportunity to let the story mold the character’s attributes.

Bryan says: Don’t forget the four methods of direct character presentation: appearance, speech, action, and thought.
