How are Writing Competitions judged? Key points.
Whether you are new to writing or a seasoned contributor, it’s always useful to know what criteria can be used to judge writing competitions.

Competitions can offer important motivation for writers, encouraging them to edit to perfection, offering deadlines and boosting confidence if they win. Without success in GWC and SAW competitions, I doubt I’d have been confident enough to submit never mind have four books published. 

With poetry and short story entrants, GWC’s first competition of 2025-6 was more difficult to judge than a single genre one. None the less,  both forms do share similar aspects affording direct comparison though each has a couple of unique qualities that can be separately marked to give equivalent overall scores. 

Especially for the new members, I thought I’d list what judges are looking for. While choosing winners is ultimately a subjective decision, choosing between works can be aided by using categories in which each entry can be given a mark e.g. out of ten to produce a score enabling a ranking order. Almost all adjudicating advice suggests this. The principles here have been gleaned from University of Glasgow courses and experienced judges with whom I’ve adjudicated  in the past.  In summary,  judges look for rule adherence, title, aptness, theme, form, Language & Style, Imagery & Rhythm for poetry, Character & Dialogue for prose and the Wow Factor! 

One: RULES. You must follow the guidelines of your particular competition. If they specify a cover page with pseudonym, a word limit for prose or line number for poetry,  you must comply. If a pseudonym is requested as one word, don’t give two. The same goes for publisher submissions - if you send a single spaced work, no one will read it. And it is generally best to use  the maximum words/lines on offer. More words to impress. And above all, number your pages.
Two: TITLE. Choose yours wisely- as a hook to intrigue and provoke thought- or amuse. This should preferably not just be the prompt word. From the word ‘go’ make your entry stand out.
Three: Apt? Does your piece cover the competition prompt? The more imaginative it is, the better. 
Four: THEME. Does your theme give a new perspective on the prompt as an idea? Originality always stands out. 
Five: FORM. 
Do the beginning lines hook the reader in? (For poetry and stories, P & S)
Point of view- is it clear, consistent and apt? (P &S)
Pacing. Does it seem too rushed or too slow? (P & S) 
Plot: Is it believable? Are the scenes well-constructed/described? (S)
Ending: Is it surprising/satisfying or predictable/annoyingly contrived? (P & S)
Six: LANGUAGE AND STYLE 
Word choice: Inventive? Does it use well chosen, unexpected words, offer original metaphors or similes? (P & S)
Imagery and use of senses- is it sufficient to help reader imagine/understand scene? (P & S)
Musicality and hint at deeper meaning? (Especially for poetry)
Voice: is the writer’s voice distinctive? For help with this see e.g. https://writershelpingwriters.net/2023/05/character-voice-versus-author-voice   
Grammar: Still important. It helps readers make sense of a work if nothing else. Mistakes will cause disqualification. (N.B.  Language is fluid, apostrophes are not!)	   (P & S)
Editing errors also can disqualify an entry - duplication, repetition, typos. Always read out your work out loud- helps find these mistakes.	(P & S)
Seven: CHARACTERS. Do they  have depth, agency? Do they seem plausible and authentic?  Are they changed during story arc(s)? 	         (Especially for stories)	Dialogue. Is it believable?   Reading out loud helps this too.		    
Eight:  EFFECT ON A READER. Does the piece have an emotional effect? Is it intellectually engaging? Are we eager to read on? Do we see a meaning? (P & S)
Nine: Is there an ‘X’ or WOW FACTOR?	(P & S) Very subjective. For me this is judged by whether I’d read it again – when I do, whether I see something else in it.					    
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