
type of conflict example

A sea captain attempts to guide 
his boat to shore in the middle of 
a deadly storm. 
(sea captain vs. nature)
Other Examples

•  A boxer faces an opponent.
•  A girl has a fight with friends.

External Conflict
is a struggle between 
a character and an 
outside force.  This 
force might be another 
character, a group of 
characters, or nature.

A girl strongly disagrees with her friends, 
but she wants them to like her.  Should 
she speak her mind or stay silent?
(girl vs. herself)
Other Examples

•  Admit needing help or do it alone?
•  Take a risk or play it safe?

Internal Conflict
is a struggle within a 
character’s mind.  This 
kind of conflict happens 
when a character must 
deal with opposing 
thoughts or feelings.
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Text 
Analysis 

Workshop

Plot, Setting, and Character
What makes you willing to spend two hours at the movie theater or a week 
reading a book?  Is it the thrill of action-packed events or a connection to the 
characters?  Is it a fascination with the setting, such as a faraway galaxy?  Plot, 
conflict, setting, and characters all play a role in holding your interest in a story.

Part 1: What Drives a Story?
The idea for a story might begin with an observation or a thought that 
interests a writer.  To build a story from that idea, a writer creates a plot 
structure using the elements of fiction listed here.

•  Setting is the time and place of the action.  The time might be the historical 
era, the season, or the time of day.  The place might be a country, a 
neighborhood, or a room.  In many stories, setting influences the plot and 
affects  the characters’ feelings.

•  Characters are the people, animals, or imaginary creatures that take part 
in a story.  The characters’ behavior affects what happens.

•  Plot is the series of events in a story.  The plot usually centers on a conflict, 
a struggle between different forces.  Conflict fuels the action, moving the 
plot forward.  A conflict can be external or internal.

  unit 1

Included in this workshop: 
RL 1 Cite several pieces of textual 
evidence to support analysis of what 
the text says explicitly. RL 3 Analyze 
how different elements of a story 
interact.
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Against my will, I screamed.
Chief Matasaip grasped my arm.
“We cannot wait for Ramo,” he said. “If we do, the ship will be 

driven on the rocks.”
“We must!” I shouted. “We must!”
“The ship will come back for him on another day,” Matasaip said. 

“He will be safe. There is food for him to eat and water to drink and 
places to sleep.”

“No,” I cried.
Matasaip’s face was like stone. He was not listening.

model 2: conflict
Here, a girl watches from the deck of a ship as her brother is left on a 
deserted island.  What do you learn about the conflict in this excerpt?

from

model 1: setting
This author draws you into the story by providing specific details 
about the setting.  How might the setting influence what happens?

The last rays of afternoon sun were filtering through the forest as we 
approached the Border. Gradually the trees thinned out and the path 
widened. Several trails merged into ours. It seemed as if all the paths out 
of Cambodia were converging on this one spot on the Thai border. 

I could barely contain my excitement. I imagined mountains of rice 
lining the horizon, and piles of tools and fishnets everywhere. Perhaps 
there would even be mounds of sweet moist coconut cakes and banana 
fritters. “Hurry,” I urged my brother.

Yet, as we finally emerged from the forest, all we could see was a vast 
barren plain dotted with shrubs and scraggly trees, flat and desolate.

Close Read
 1. What details about the 

setting do you find in 
lines 1–4?  One detail 
has been boxed.

 2. Describe what the 
narrator expects to see 
when she crosses the 
border.  Then describe 
what she actually sees.  
How might the actual 
setting affect the 
narrator and the story?

Close Read
 1. Describe the conflict 

the girl experiences.
 2. Is the girl’s conflict 

internal or external?  
Explain how you know.

5

10
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plot at a glance

rising action
• Shows how the 

conflict unfolds 
and becomes more 
complicated

• Builds suspense 

exposition
• Introduces the 

setting and the 
characters

• Sets up or hints 
at the conflict resolution

• Ties up loose 
ends

• Sometimes 
offers an 
unexpected 
twist before 
the story ends

climax
• Is the most exciting 

moment and the 
turning point

• Often results in a 
change for the main 
character

falling action
• Eases suspense
• Reveals how the 

main character 
begins to resolve 
the conflict
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Part 2: Plot Development
No matter who the characters are, where the action takes place, or what 
conflicts occur, a story has a plot.  Usually, a story begins by introducing a main 
character who has a conflict.  The story then develops around this conflict.  
Important events move the story forward, often explaining past or present 
actions, and foreshadowing, or hinting at, future actions.  As the story moves 
on, the character must find a solution to the conflict.  Once the problem is 
solved, the story ends.  This process is known as plot development.

 A typical plot has five stages of action.  By understanding these stages, you 
will know what to look for in a story as you follow it closely.  For example, at 
the beginning—or exposition—of a story, pay attention to the details that tell 
you about the characters, the setting, and any potential conflicts.
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from the third wish
Short story by Joan Aiken

One evening he was returning home along the river path when 
he saw Leita in front of him, down by the water. A swan had sailed up 
to the verge and she had her arms round its neck and the swan’s head 
rested against her cheek. She was weeping, and as he came nearer he 
saw that tears were rolling, too, from the swan’s eyes.

“Leita, what is it?” he asked, very troubled. 
“This is my sister,” she answered. “I can’t bear being separated 

from her.”
Now he understood that Leita was really a swan from the forest, and 

this made him very sad because when a human being marries a bird it 
always leads to sorrow.

Text Analysis Workshop
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I’m not sure I can tell you what you want to know about my brother; 
but everything about the pet fox is important, so I’ll tell all that from 
the beginning.

It goes back to a winter afternoon after I’d hunted the woods all 
day for a sign of our lost pet. I remember the way my mother looked 
up as I came into the kitchen. Without my speaking, she knew what 
had happened. For six hours I had walked, reading signs, looking for a 
delicate print in the damp soil or even a hair that might have told of a 
red fox passing that way—but I had found nothing. 

model 2: rising action
At the beginning of this story, lonely Mr. Peters is granted three wishes.  
He uses his first wish to ask for a wife.  In the rising action, what do you 
learn about the conflict that results from this wish?

model 1: exposition
What do you learn about the setting and the conflict in the exposition 
of this story?

Close Read
1. What can you tell about 

the setting in which the 
main character lives?  
Find specific details that 
describe the setting.

2. Review the boxed 
details.  Describe the 
conflict that the main 
character faces.  What 
does this conflict 
suggest the story will 
be about?

Close Read
1. Reread the boxed text.  

What conflict is Mr. 
Peters facing? 

2. During the rising action, 
the plot moves toward 
the climax.  What future 
decision or action might 
this situation hint at, or 
foreshadow?

5

5

10
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1. colonial official: a person holding a position in the British government ruling India.

2. attachés (BtQE-shAzP): people who assist an ambassador.

3. naturalist: a person who studies living things by observing them directly.
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The country is India. A large dinner party is being given in an 
up-country station by a colonial official1 and his wife. The guests 
are army officers and government attachés2 and their wives, and an 
American naturalist.3

At one side of the long table a spirited discussion springs up between 
a young girl and a colonel. The girl insists women have long outgrown 
the jumping-on-a-chair-at-the-sight-of-a-mouse era, that they are not 
as fluttery as their grandmothers. The colonel says they are, explaining 
that women haven’t the actual nerve control of men. The other men at 
the table agree with him.

“A woman’s unfailing reaction in any crisis,” the colonel says, “is to 
scream. And while a man may feel like it, yet he has that ounce more 
of control than a woman has. And that last ounce is what counts!”

The American scientist does not join in the argument, but sits 
watching the faces of the other guests. As he looks, he sees a strange 
expression come over the face of the hostess. She is staring straight 
ahead, the muscles of her face contracting slightly. With a small gesture 
she summons the native boy standing behind her chair. She whispers 
to him. The boy’s eyes widen: he turns quickly and leaves the room. 

Part 3: Analyze the Text 
In this story, an elegant dinner party turns dangerous when an uninvited 
“guest” makes an appearance.  As you read, use what you’ve just learned 
about plot, conflict, and setting to analyze the story.

 1. What do you learn 
about the setting in 
the exposition? 

 2. Explain what the young 
girl and the colonel are 
arguing about in lines 
5–13.  What might this 
topic foreshadow?

Close Read
Exposition (Lines 1–13)

 3. Find two details in 
lines 14–19 that might 
foreshadow future 
events in the story.  One 
detail has been boxed.

Close Read
Rising Action (Lines 14–36)

5

10
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No one else sees this, nor the boy when he puts a bowl of milk on the 
verandah4 outside the glass doors. 

The American comes to with a start. In India, milk in a bowl means 
only one thing. It is bait for a snake. He realizes there is a cobra in 
the room. 

He looks up at the rafters5—the likeliest place—and sees they are 
bare. Three corners of the room, which he can see by shifting only 
slightly, are empty. In the fourth corner a group of servants stand, 
waiting until the next course can be served. The American realizes there 
is only one place left—under the table.

His first impulse is to jump back and warn the others. But he knows 
the commotion will frighten the cobra and it will strike. He speaks 
quickly, the quality of his voice so arresting that it sobers everyone.

“I want to know just what control everyone at this table has. I will 
count three hundred—that’s five minutes—and not one of you is to 
move a single muscle. The persons who move will forfeit 50 rupees.6 
Now! Ready!”

The 20 people sit like stone images while he counts. He is saying 
“. . . two hundred and eighty . . .” when, out of the corner of his eye, 
he sees the cobra emerge and make for the bowl of milk. Four or five 
screams ring out as he jumps to slam shut the verandah doors. 

“You certainly were right, Colonel!” the host says. “A man has just 
shown us an example of real control.”

“Just a minute,” the American says, turning to his hostess, “there’s one 
thing I’d like to know. Mrs. Wynnes, how did you know that cobra was 
in the room?”

A faint smile lights up the woman’s face as she replies. “Because it was 
lying across my foot.”

 4. verandah: a long porch, usually roofed, along the side of a building.

 5. rafters: wooden beams that support a roof.

 6. rupees (rL-pCzP): Indian units of money.

 4. Reread lines 22–24. 
What is the main 
conflict? Explain 
whether it is internal 
or external.

Close Read
Climax (Lines 37–40)

5. What happens at the 
climax, or the most 
exciting moment? 

6. At what point in the 
falling action does the 
tension begin to ease?  
Explain.

7. What surprise is 
revealed in the 
resolution?  How 
does this explain 
Mrs. Wynnes’s earlier 
reaction?

Close Read
Falling Action and 
Resolution (Lines 41–47)

20

25

30

35

40

45
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