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Preface  
 

 

 

This guidebook is to help guide beginning writers through the process of writing fan fiction. 

There are certain aspects about writing fan fiction that are not covered in books or school 

courses, which is why this guidebook was written. 

 

Fan fiction is a type of fictional writing that many people enjoy. Those who write it want people 

to read and enjoy their stories, which is not a simple task. The ultimate goal of this guidebook is 

to help beginning writers to be able to write fan fiction that people will take the time to read and 

give positive feedback to. 

 

This guidebook gives basic information on terms used in fan fiction, what to be aware of when 

writing, good practices for writing, common mistakes to avoid, and how to get your fan fiction 

read. Subjects are in sequential order of the process of writing, and are meant to be read as such. 
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What is Fan Fiction?  
 

 

Definition of Fan Fiction  
 

Fan Fiction, also written as fanfiction, fanfic, or simply fic, is fiction written by fans of a TV 

series, movie, book, or video game, using existing characters and situations to develop new plots. 

This is sometimes referred to as derivative work, because itôs a piece of fiction that uses or builds 

upon anotherôs ideas.  

 

 

Terminology  
 

Many terms are used within the realm of fan fiction, which is in part due to abbreviations used 

on the internet. Many terms refer to specific canons and genres, but the words that will be 

defined in this guidebook are ones that are general and more likely to be encountered. 

 

For an extended list of definitions, you can go to www.subreality.com/glossary/terms.htm 

 

 

Word Definition 

Alternate Reality (AR) 

 

A fan fiction which places the canonôs characters in 

completely different situations. This term is sometimes 

interchanged with alternate universe. 

Alternate Universe (AU) A fan fiction that alters the canonôs characters, worlds, or 

timeline. This term is sometimes interchanged with alternate 

reality. 

Beta-Reader Someone who reviews and/or edits another writerôs fan 

fiction. 

Canon The collection of what is considered official stories, which a 

fan fiction is based off of. 

Crossover A fan fiction that contains characters, worlds, or objects from 

two or more different canons. 

Deus Ex Machina A Latin word that refers to some event that helps a character 

out of an impossible situation. Deemed as poor writing. 

Disclaimers Information given at the start of a fan fiction, most often as a 

legal disclaimer to inform who owns what material that the 

fan fiction uses. Can also be for ratings or warnings. 

Fandom A collective term to describe all fans and their activities. 

Feedback (FB) Any comment, criticism, or praise given to a writer. 

Flame Any comment made to purposely insult another person. 

Mary Sue An original character, often female, in a fan fiction that is 

given unrealistic traits and abilities. The male version is 

called Gary Stu. 
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Original Character (OC) A character created by the fan fiction writer, as opposed to 

being a character from the canon. 

Pairing A fan fiction which involves the romantic pairing of 

characters from the canon. 

Self-Insertion A story that contains a character based off of the author. 

óshipping Short for ñrelationshipping,ò which is the act of getting two 

canon characters into a relationship in a fan fiction. 

Slash A term used for the romantic pairing of two same-sex 

characters. The term comes from the use of the slash (/) 

character between two characterôs names (i.e. Kirk/Spock). 

-verse A suffix added to a canonôs title or the name of the author to 

refer to its ñworld.ò Example: Potterverse, Tolkienverse 

WIP Stands for ñWork in Progress.ò 

 

 

Forms of Fan Fiction  
 

Just as there are different forms of fiction, there are also different forms of fan fiction: short 

stories, novel-length stories, poems, and even song lyrics; which one you write depends on you 

and your amount of creativity. The following terms are more specific to fan fiction. 

 

¶ Chaptered Fic  
 

A chaptered fic is a fan fiction written in chapters, where each chapter is typically 

placed online as they are completed (The whole story can be completed before the first 

chapter goes online). When there is a space of time between the installments of 

chapters, it can keep readers in anticipation for your continued writing. 

 

¶ Drabble or  Vignette  
 

A drabble or vignette is a short scene, idea, or reflection of a moment in time, which 

may or may not tell a story. This is similar to a character sketch, where the author gives 

a description of a character so the reader can get a good mental image of him or her. 

 

¶ One-shot  
 

A one-shot is a one-chaptered story, or, in other words, a short story. It can also be 

extended to a two-shot (Two-chaptered story) or even a long-shot (A long one-

chaptered story). 

 

¶ Songfic  
 

A songfic is a fan fiction based off of a songôs lyrics. A songfic includes direct 

quotation of the songôs lyrics, while adding action and character conversations to build 

a story. Songfics are commonly bad forms of fan fiction. 
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Where Should I Start?  
 

 

 

Legal Concerns  
 

Because fan fiction is a story that is, most often, derived from copyrighted material, there are 

some legal concerns. Before writing fan fiction, you should be aware of what you can and cannot 

do. 

 

¶ Fair Use  
 

Under U.S. copyright law, there is the doctrine of ñfair use.ò This doctrine is explained 

by the U.S. Copyright Office, a part of which is shown in Figure 1 below: 

 
       Figure 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Though the legality of fan fiction is debated, some will argue that fan fiction falls under 

the category of fair use. 

 

The surest way of knowing whether or not your fan fiction is legal is how the author of 

the copyrighted material feels about it. J.K. Rowling, author of the Harry Potter books, 

is flattered that people want to write stories based on her characters (Waters, 2004). 

Anne Rice, author of The Vampire Chronicles, however, insists that there be no fan 

fiction derived from her stories (Li, 1998). In other words, there are authors who love to 

see fan fiction, others who donôt want to see it, and still others who simply tolerate it. 
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NOTE: Before writing your fan fiction, make sure that the author of the copyrighted material 

has not requested that there be no fan fiction derived from his or her stories. Fanfiction.net has 

a list of authors who have requested that any fan fiction based on their stories be removed 

from their site, which can be viewed at http://fanficguidelinesarchive.2ya.com. 

 

To help to keep yourself out of trouble, you must avoid plagiarism and commercial activity, and 

always use disclaimers. 

 

 

¶ Plagiarism  
 

When writing your fan fiction, avoid using direct lines or quotes from the story, or it 

would fall under plagiarism. Plagiarism in any form is against the law. 

 

 

¶ Commercial Activity  
 

After writing your fan fiction, donôt attempt to make money off of it (i.e. donôt try to 

publish or sell your story). There are published fan fictions, but the authors of those 

books had permission to do so from the canonôs author. 

 

 

¶ Disclaimers  
 

A good practice is to always add legal disclaimers to your fan fiction for anything you 

use that is copyrighted material. This will not protect you if the author of the 

copyrighted material wants it removed, but itôs good to give credit where itôs due. 

 

 

 

W rite What You Love and Know  
 

Before you even start to write your fan fiction, it is likely that you already have an idea of what 

you want to write about. People write fan fiction about the TV shows or books they love, and 

may have even watched every episode or read every book in the canon. If the fan fiction you 

want to write about is something you love and are pretty knowledgeable about, then great. If you 

want to write about something that you donôt know much about, then you should rethink about 

writing it. 

 

If you donôt know much about the characters or places youôre using in the story, then it will 

show in your writing. How can you write a story about the Legend of Zelda if youôve never 

played any of the video games? It is when you know and love a certain character that you put 

passion into your writing, and make the characters believable. If you really want to use 

something in your fan fiction that you donôt know very well, then do some researching. 
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What Do I Write?  
 

 

 

Following the Canon  
 

An important thing to take into consideration is how close youôre going to follow the cannon. 

Unless you want to alter characters or events from the canon, such as writing an alternate reality 

or alternate universe fan fiction, you should stay as close to the canon as possible. 

 

 

¶ Choosing to Follow the Canon  
 

Characters 

By following the canon, the characters you use in your story will be just as you would 

watch or read them from the canon. For example, say you wanted to write a fan fiction 

based on the character Superman. If you had him falling to the ground withering in pain 

to a light punch, then you would not be following the canon. 

 

Timeline 

If you were to write a fan fiction thatôs a prequel to a canonôs first book, you donôt want 

to write about events that would render the events in the first book impossible. This 

could happen if something is destroyed in a fan fiction that appears in the canonôs next 

book. 

 

The closer you keep your fan fiction in line with the canon, the more that readers will 

enjoy it, because they will feel the same way when reading it as they would reading a 

canonical story. 

 

 

¶ Choosing to Not Follow the Canon  
 

If you want to write an alternate reality or alternate universe fan fiction, then thatôs a 

different matter. Writing a fan fiction in this way is often the result of a ñwhat iféò 

question and can give new life or a fresh perspective to a canonôs story. 

 
Alternate Reality 

If you were to write about the starship commander Captain Kirk and had him be a 

sheriff in an old western, that would be an alternate reality. A story like this could be 

good if pulled off right, or it could be pretty bad. Care needs to be taken in the 

believability of the story when writing an alternate reality fan fiction. 
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Alternate Universe 

An example of an alternate universe fan fiction would be a story about Clark Kent 

never becoming Superman; this can be a little easier to write than alternate reality. 

Crossovers are also a common method used in alternate universe fan fictions. 

 

Crossovers 

A crossover is where two canons are combined, such as characters from Star Trek 

meeting characters from Star Wars. Crossovers can be between similar or even very 

dissimilar canons. While it is possible to write good crossovers about dissimilar canons, 

itôs more difficult. For example, it would probably be extremely difficult to write a 

believable Super Mario Bros. and James Bond crossover. 

                                      

 

How close you follow the canon is your choice, but make your choice based on what kind of fan 

fiction you want to write. If you want to write a story that simply continues a canonôs timeline, 

then stay true to the canon; if you want to write an alternate universe fan fiction, then follow the 

canon according to the change you make. 

 

 

 

Good Writing  Practices  
 

Writing is a skill that must be worked on continually. Improvement doesnôt happen overnight, 

but the more you learn and practice, the better youôll do. Many things should be taken into 

consideration when writing a story, but the following list of good practices can help you in some 

important aspects. 

 

 

¶ Beginnings  
 

The beginning of your story is important; itôs where your reader will determine whether 

or not to continue reading. There are different ways to begin a story, but the one that 

will be explained here is beginning the story as it happens, as opposed to giving a long 

narrative. Bauer (2000) explains this type in the following passage: 

 
ñPerhaps the reader enters ï without having first been intercepted and briefed ï and 

immediately confronts a cluster of people surrounding someone who is in the midst of telling a 

jokeé.the most successful openings of this type give off the sense of an already running 

energy, one that has begun before the reader enters the roomò (p. 14-15). 

 

By opening the story in this manner, the reader will seek to understand what is 

occurring, but will be interested in where the story is leading. 
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¶ Closings  
 

The ending to your story is important, as it determines the feeling left with readers 

when they have finished reading. Bauer (2000) says ñthat the ending of a story is made 

up of, and relies on, all that has come before itò (p. 113). Bauer (2000) also mentions 

that there are two different ways to end a story: a summation of previous occurrences, 

or a partial closing. 

 

Summation Closing 

The summation closing gathers together key characters and/or occurrences dispersed 

through the story, uniting them and underscoring their connections (Bauer, 2000, 114). 

This could be done through a characterôs reflections on the past, through a narrator, or 

by a final occurrence with key characters; it depends on how you tell your story. 

 

Partial Closing 

A partial closing is one that ends just before the culmination of the story. Sometimes 

the best time to end a story is just before the climax, the highest point of excitement 

that the story builds up to. This can leave the reader feeling satisfied with the story, but 

Bauer (2000) explains the difficulty of this: 

 
ñThe challenge in writing a partial closing is in great part one of timing. Writers must 

have sufficient understanding of their storiesô intentions and a sufficient feel for their rhythm 

and direction, so that they can guard against ending them prematurely.ò 

 

 

¶ Descriptions  
 

With good descriptions, you can give readers a mental image of whatôs going on in the 

story. Descriptions should be clear, but it doesnôt have to take a whole page. In fact, 

Bocca (1983) says that descriptions are ñconstructed not out of voluminous summaries, 

but out of small, significant detailsò (p. 60). Take, for example, figure 2 below: 

 
       Figure 2 

 

 

 

 

The previous example is rather dull. Figure 3 as shown below is how it could be 

rewritten to give more descriptions; it creates a better mental image. 

 
       Figure 3 
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¶ Revision  
 

When you write a part your fan fiction, it is highly unlikely that the first thing you write 

will be perfect, which is why revision is very important. Revision is more than just 

fixing errors, it involves starting from the beginning of what you wrote and reading it 

from the perspective of your readers. Revising your story can be every bit as creative as 

when you first wrote it. 

 

A good practice is that when you have written a section of your fan fiction, wait a few 

days before revising it. Elwood (1949) explains that while writing your first draft, your 

mind ran along certain grooves. By waiting a few days to let yourself get out of those 

grooves, you can look at your work from a fresh perspective, and find flaws that you 

wouldnôt have found otherwise (p. 99). 

 

 

 

What Your Readers Know  
 

An important factor to take into account is how much your readers know about what youôre 

writing; this becomes particularly important when writing descriptions. If a reader knows about 

the characters in your fan fiction just as well as you do, then he or she will become bored if you 

give a lot of descriptions and back story to the characters. On the other hand, if you donôt give 

any descriptions about the characters and your reader doesnôt know much about them, then he or 

she will have trouble getting a mental image of the characters. 

 

If you write a fan fiction about Super Mario Bros., and you put it on a Super Mario Bros. 

website, then itôs very likely that your readers will know about the characters and places in your 

fan fiction. On the other hand, if youôre writing a crossover, you could be using characters from 

stories that readers have never heard of. Also think about whether or not you use characters that 

are not well-known, as they would need more descriptions than well-known characters. 
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Common Mistakes  
 

Everyone makes mistakes, but there are some mistakes in fan fiction that are made a lot. The 

following list is things you should avoid when writing your fan fiction. 

 

 

¶ Homophones  
 

Words that are spelled differently and/or have different meanings, but sound alike, are 

called homophones. Examples of words that fall under this category are shown in 

figures 4 and 5 below. 

 
Figure 4                 Figure 5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These mistakes are actually quite common and should be avoided. If you have trouble 

knowing which word to use at what time, then look at the definition of the different 

homophones to see which one is needed. 

 

 

¶ Not Fully Developing Ideas  
 

Before you start writing your story, you should have your ideas clearly thought out, 

perhaps even written down as notes. You should have a clear mental image of who your 

characters will be and how they will act. 

 

ñBefore you begin to write, be sure you know what your story is about, how it will end, 

and what its emotional effect will be on the readerò (Elwood, 1949, p. 16). If you donôt 

have these things thought out before hand, your story could sidetrack from its main 

plot. This becomes an even bigger problem when you put your stories online in 

segments as you complete them. 

 

 

¶ Script Format  
 

There are many fan fictions that are written in script format, and while this might be 

good for a play, itôs a bad idea for a story. Figure 6 below is an example of script 

format. 



Page | 13 
 

 
       Figure 6 

 

 

 

 

 

Script format is harder to read and doesnôt flow very well. It also makes it more difficult for the 

reader to be immersed in the story, as the reader becomes painfully aware of the transitions 

between dialogue and action. 

 

Figure 7 below is how the previous example can be written instead; it flows better when reading, 

making the transition between dialogue and action much smoother. 

 
       Figure 7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

¶ Self - Insertion or  Mary Sue  
 

If you were to put a character based on yourself into one of your stories, it would be 

called a self-insertion. This is a common thing, and even professional writers do this, 

such as giving a character their personality or ambitions. 

 

While this can be a good thing, it becomes a problem when you self-insert your entire 

self ï your name, personality, clothing, mannerisms ï and use that character to fulfill 

your personal dreams. This is also sometimes referred to as a Mary Sue, particularly 

when the character is popular amongst the other characters in the story, has no flaws, 

and has many abilities. People donôt want to read about a character that is your wishful 

fulfillment, they want to read about a character they can relate to. 

 

 

¶ Spelling  
 

No matter how good your plot is, no matter how engaging your characters are, if your 

fan fiction is full of spelling errors, then itôs not worth reading. Spelling errors will 

stand out like a sore thumb, so make sure there arenôt any in your fan fiction. 

 

A simple way to avoid many spelling errors is to type your story on a word processor 

program, like Microsoft Word. 

 

NOTE: If you do not have a word processor, you can find one online. OpenOffice, a 

free word processing program, can be downloaded from www.openoffice.org. 
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¶ Summary  
 

Can you summarize your story in one or two sentences? ñIf, after you have planned 

your story and before you begin to write it, you cannot put down in one sentence what 

your story iséit is not well planned and therefore needs more thoughtò (Elwood, 1949, 

p. 19). Summarizing your story will help to clarify what your story is all about, and will 

help you to not go off track as you write. 

 

Summaries on Web Sites 

Summaries become important when getting others to read your fan fiction. Many fan 

fiction web sites provide a space for you to give a summary of your story, and if you 

can give a sufficient summary, then that can attract your reader with it. 

 

Donôts for Summaries 

Do not place in your summary things that do not pertain to the plot of the story. For 

instance, you donôt need to say ñThis is my first fic!ò Also, donôt try to get attention by 

placing words such as ñPLEASE REVIEW.ò People will read your fan fiction because 

they are interested in your story, not because youôre begging for comments. 

 

 

¶ Transitions  
 

When transitioning from one place to another, or between charactersô points of view, 

transitions need to be written carefully. This becomes even more important when there 

are several locations and characters involved in your story. Too many transitions, and 

transitions that are ñjerky,ò can leave the reader confused and lost, especially if there is 

not enough description showing where the story has transitioned to. 
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How Do I Get People to Read My Story?  
 

 

 

Ways of Presentation  
 

There are two main ways of presentation, that being archives and forums: each have their own 

benefits and drawbacks. 

 

 

¶ Archives  
 

An archive is a website that hosts stories in their entirety, usually sorted under categories 

of genres, canon, author, or all three. 

 

Benefits 

In archives, stories can be read almost like books, with each chapter or segment having 

its own web page, allowing for easy finding; this is particularly helpful when you have 

a long story. Archives most often have a review system as well, allowing readers to 

easily leave comments. 

 

Drawback 

Other than readers being able to leave comments, there is not a whole lot of interaction 

between you and your readers with archives. Interaction with your readers can be 

greatly beneficial in understanding what you should write about. 

 

 

¶ Forums  
 

A forum is created for the purpose of discussions, with topics depending on the purpose 

of the forum. When someone starts a discussion topic, members of the forum can reply to 

it (Non-members may also reply, depending on the forum), and a ñthreadò is built as 

replies are attached to one another in descending order. Your fan fiction can be placed on 

a forum that deals with the canon that youôve based your story on. 

 

Benefits 

By placing your fan fiction on a forum, you can have more interaction between you and 

your readers. You can get to know your readers better, and find out what they like and 

dislike in stories. Also, because forums can be popular online communities, your story 

can be more publicized among members of the forum. 
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Drawbacks 

A significant drawback from forums is that your actual story is interwoven with 

discussions. This means that someone who wants to read your fan fiction has to search 

through every post to find the sections of the story; however, this is not a big deal if 

your story is short enough to fit onto one post. Another drawback is that threads are 

simply sorted by the date of the last post, which can make your story difficult to find if 

no oneôs made any replies to it for a while. 

 

 

 

Places to Put Your Story  
 

In the past, fanzines were the way to get your fan fiction out to the public, but with the internet 

becoming ever more common, most fan fictions are online. 

 

 

¶ Fanfiction.net  
 

Figure 8 below shows part of the home page of fanfiction.net, the largest online archive 

of fan fiction. Fanfiction.net has hundreds of categories, so whatever fan fiction you 

want to write, chances are there is a category just for it. 

 
Figure 8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fanfiction.net is well organized, and respects authors of original fiction. If  authors do 

not want fan fiction based on their original fictions, then fanfiction.net will remove any 

such stories upon their requests. 

 

Reviews 

Fanfiction.net has a built-in review system. Anyone who wishes to comment on a story 

can do so with ease, and the author of that fan fiction can find out about it with an 

automated email. Fan fiction writers can also choose whether or not to accept 



Page | 17 
 

anonymous reviews, which are reviews by people who are not members of 

fanfiction.net. 

 

Because fanfiction.net is the largest collection of fan fiction, this also means it has the 

most readers. If you want your fan fiction read by a lot of people, then you have better 

chances by placing your story here. 

 

 

¶ FanLib  
 

FanLib.com (Figure 9 below shows part of FanLib.comôs home page) is another fan 

fiction web site, though not wholly devoted to it, with various categories. 

 
   Figure 9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This website is actually owned by the company FanLib, Inc. According to the web 

siteôs FAQ page, 

 
FanLib ñpartner[s] with media companies, publishers, and sponsors to create special 

events where fans can interact with the talent behind some of their favorite books, TV shows, 

and movies.ò 

 

FanLib.com may be more commercialized than fanfiction.net, but it has other features 

such as a list of featured fan fictions and fan fiction authors, cover pictures for fan 

fictions, and contests. Like fanfiction.net, it also has a review system for fan fictions. 
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¶ Miscellaneous Web Sites  
 

Aside from the previously mentioned sites, there are many other web sites that are 

devoted to a specific canon. Figure 10 below shows a conglomerate of just a few 

banners from different fan fiction web sites, such as a Transformers, Harry Potter, Star 

Trek, and a Lord of the Rings web site. To find a web site, either archive or forum, 

devoted to the canon that you love, just enter ñ[Name of canon here] fan fictionò in a 

search engine like Google. 

 

 
      Figure 10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Reviews and Comments  
 

Some of the best advice you may get is from the people who read your fan fiction. Some of the 

flaws in your story will be difficult to see as the author of it, but some of your readers can see 

them. There are two different ways of having people read fan fiction: unsolicited feedback and 

beta readers. 

 

 

¶ Unsolicited Feedback  
 

When someone makes a comment on your story that you put online, whether it be an 

email, forum post, or a review, itôs an unsolicited feedback; given you didnôt ask for it. 


