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How can you predict outcomes as you read? If you are reading fiction, use details from the 

text to make informed guesses about what will happen next. An informed guess is based on 

evidence or clues in the text.  Through careful reading, you find clues in a text about characters 

and plot. Then you connect those clues with facts and information you already know. Together, 

the text clues and your background knowledge allow you to predict what will happen in the text. 

However, sometimes an author might try to trick a reader. The author might include clues and 

details in a story that have been deliberately written to lead readers toward making an incorrect 
prediction. An author may use a plot twist to send a story (and its reader) down an unexpected 

path. Plot twists can be fun! 

Authors use plot twists to entertain a reader with an unexpected turn of events. Unexpected 

shifts in the plot, or unexpected actions by a character, can completely undermine a reader’s 

prediction about how a story might end. Authors use plot twists to build tension, to make 

readers think deeply, and to keep readers engaged and interested.

There are many kinds of plot twists that an author can introduce in a text. Here are examples of 

five popular ones:

PLOT TWIST                                         WHAT IT DOES EXAMPLE

surprise ending

Occurring at the end of a story, this plot 
twist takes you to a different, surprising 
conclusion than one you had predicted from 
clues in earlier parts of the story. This plot 
twist is used in all types of fiction.

A character who had 
disappeared or died earlier in 
a story appears again near the 
conclusion, resolving the story’s 
main conflict.

red herring

As the name implies, there is something 
“fishy” about this kind of text clue. A red 
herring is a clue that makes something (or 
someone) seem more important to the plot 
than it really is. This plot twist is often used 
in mysteries or thrillers.  

Text clues suggest a character 
is guilty of a crime or misdeed, 
but later in the text it is 
revealed that another character 
is actually responsible.  

unreliable narrator 

The narrator of a story is revealed to have 
misled the reader with information that 
is incorrect. Or, the narrator withholds 
information that is necessary to predict 
outcomes that are accurate. 

The narrator of a murder mystery 
turns out to be the murderer. 

false protagonist
A character who is introduced early in the 
story seems to be a main character, but 
later disappears from the narrative.

A story about a group of 
neighbors begins with a detailed 
description of one of the 
neighbors. Then the text says this 
neighbor moved away and was 
never heard from again.

flashback

A flashback takes the reader to an earlier 
point in time than the rest of the story. 
Information and details about a character 
or event are revealed, undermining or 
contradicting other clues that had been 
presented in the text.

The true identity of a character is 
revealed through a description of 
an event that happened in  
the past. 
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 ► Read these story plots. In the space provided, write the letter of the plot twist that is  
being used.

A. Surprise ending

B. Red herring 

C. Unreliable narrator 

D. False Protagonist 

E. Flashback

1. In The Hound of the Baskervilles, a key clue confirms that the murderer has a beard and so 

does the butler. The butler creeps around the house late at night. At the end of the story, 

the murderer is someone else.

2. In The Gift of the Magi, a young married couple have very little money. They each have one 

possession of value: the husband has a gold watch and the wife has her long, beautiful 

hair. They each sell their own valued possession to buy the other a gift. At the end of the 

story, the reader finds out the husband bought his wife hair combs and the wife bought the 

husband a chain for his watch -- both useless gifts.

3. In The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Huck Finn’s descriptions of events are often 

misinterpreted, and he describes things as he perceives them.

4. In The Heart of Darkness, sailors are resting on a boat on the Thames. One of the sailors 

tells the others about an experience he had years ago, traveling on a river in the center of 

Africa to find the ivory trader called Kurtz. 

5. In A Game of Thrones, the story begins with a focus on Ned Stark, who seems to be the 

main character. Stark is killed unexpectedly, but the story continues.
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