Tutorial: Determining Character Traits
	Determining Character Traits

The author’s understanding of characters determines the words and actions he assigns them.  A successful author helps the reader understand characters’ feelings in various situations.  A character’s responses to conflicting situations such as anger in one scene and tolerance in another require the reader to evaluate the situations and determine which trait dominates within the person.  A single action does not determine a trait, but it contributes to portrayal of certain traits.  The reader is drawn beyond the action and into the character, and that leads to connections with daily life.

The characters in a novel demonstrate a range of traits because the author intends the reader to see many personalities, just as in a real community.

Identifying traits is often difficult.  General descriptions such as “He cannot wait to obtain all the facts before he does something he later regrets” are not traits.  A precise word is needed; “He is impetuous” identifies the trait, which must be supported with details later.  Because you are expanding your vocabulary continuously, the following word bank may be helpful.



	Word Bank



	abrupt

adaptable

affectionate

aggressive

ambitious

anxious

arrogant

artistic

blunt

boastful

cautious

competent

conceited

conscientious

consistent

courageous

creative

critical

cruel

cunning

curious


	decisive

dependable

determined

dishonest

domineering

eccentric

energetic

enthusiastic

fair

fickle

foolhardy

forgiving

frustrated

generous

gentle

happy

helpful

humble

imaginative

impatient

impetuous


	impolite

indecisive

inflexible

insecure

judgmental

just

loyal

meek

methodical

modest

moody

nervous

obstinate

open-minded

outgoing

outrageous

patient

persistent

proud

quarrelsome

resourceful


	respectful
responsible

sarcastic

secretive

self-conscious

selfish

sensitive

shrewd

sly

sophisticated

spontaneous

stubborn superficial

tactful

timid

truthful

uncertain

uninhibited

unpredictable

weak

wise


Writing a Character Sketch

If you have very little contact with a character, you may be able to identify only one trait.  A minor character in a short story may be seen only as “helpful”, for example.  In a novel, main characters are portrayed with complex thoughts, feelings, and motivations.  Their lives seem as complicated as yours and your friends’.  You have more than one trait; so do they!

The main character is usually the most complex, portraying several traits often within the same incident.  The reader’s challenge is often to limit the choice of words and supporting incidents while presenting a balanced picture of the person.

Part A: Planning Chart

Charting the traits and support is a useful beginning to a character sketch.  Information may be added in either order – trait then support from the novel, or support then the trait.  

In the following sample planning chart for a film not studied in this course, notice how the writer selected more than one detail to support each trait identified.  This procedure demonstrates how well he or she knows the character. 

Part B: Character Sketch 
Once the planning chart is complete, writing the character sketch is easy.  Select the traits you believe are most significant to the character’s personality.  Then, in two or three sentences, use the details to support each trait you believe the character has. Add a topic sentence to introduce your character and a concluding sentence that sums up his or her personality and you’re finished!
Examine the following character sketch to determine whether the writer knows the personality of Homer Hickam, the character described. 

Sample Character Sketch from the film October Sky








Character Sketch of Homer Hickam





In October Sky, the main character, Homer Hickam, develops from a typically insecure adolescent to a self-assured young man, confident of his ability to meet the challenges of his future.  His experience in developing a science fair project required him to be resourceful.  When his father forbade him and his friends from launching rockets on company land, he found a suitable location eight miles away.  When the rockets failed because of poor design and poor fuel, he found solutions, one involving the purchase of illegal moonshine.  Despite failures and obstacles, he persisted in his goal of learning more about space.  When he thought of the rocket that supposedly caused the forest fire, he realized their rocket was incapable of such a flight.  The key to finding the lost rocket was learning more mathematics although he was working full-time in the mine.  When the part was stolen at the science fair, he never gave up but called his mother who found help through his dad and the machinists at the mine.  Homer’s resourcefulness and persistence rewarded him with a gold medal and with prospects of college and a career beyond the mine.
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support for resourcefulness
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support for persistence





concluding sentence








