Worksheet Three: Writing Stories


Introduction
The aim of this worksheet is to provide some ideas to make writing stories for storytelling easier. Although the information contained in this worksheet can be employed to encourage children to write their own stories, the main focus is on writing stories specifically for storytelling. I have tried to provide an overview of the techniques that I most commonly use for this purpose.
Structure

There are loads of different story structures that are used in traditional stories, all performing specific roles. A simple folktale has a very different structure to an epic hero quest. We’ll look at just two from different ends of the complexity spectrum.

Beginning, Middle and End Structure
The simplest structure that you can use is the good ol’ fashioned beginning, middle and end. This will help you to get started and is an easy structure for children to use.

Beginning

The beginning introduces the characters (primarily the main protagonist) and the circumstances that will drive the story. Who is the hero/ine and what situation arises that they then have to resolve.

Middle

The middle is where most of the action takes place and is the longest part of this structure. This is where the hero/ine encounters problems and hazards to be solved and overcome. These take the forms of monsters (or monstrous people), puzzles, excruciating journeys and impossible tasks (amongst others). They are overcome with bravery, trickery or feats of physical prowess.

There are many ways of structuring the middle of your story, so here are a few of ideas to get you started. 

· Try using a simple ABC plot-form: this is where the task at first seems simple, say fetching a pony from the market. Before the hero/ine can achieve the initial task they find that they have to perform another one. So the only person selling a pony will only exchange it for some magic string. Now our hero/ine has to fetch some magic string. The only way to get magic string is from the goblins who only accept jellybeans as payment. This can go on for as long as you like.

· A slight variation of this plot-form breaks the initial task into separate parts: To heal the dying Queen needs a magic potion. An arduous journey, itself fraught with danger, to the local wizard tells our hero/ine they need four special ingredients, each one requiring its own mini-adventure. If the quests to get the ingredients then follow the simple ABC formula from above, you almost have an epic on your hands!

· Another simple plot-form for the middle is the War of Attrition! In this plot-form the hero/ine faces a series of increasingly powerful adversaries or challenges. Although they overcome each one they do so only by making some kind of sacrifice. Each encounter makes them weaker and less likely to ultimately succeed. This is a very dramatic plot-form and works well if the hero/ine has companions who are lost along the way. In the final encounter the hero/ine might even sacrifice them self to defeat the ultimate adversary and resolve the problem.

· The exact opposite of this plot-form has our hero/ine gaining strength or companions with each encounter that will ultimately help them to complete their quest.

End

The end is just a round up of the events that have taken place in the story. Problem solved, the hero/ine’s life continues unhindered. We also find out the ultimate fate of any of the hero/ine’s adversaries, whether they die or suffer some just punishment.

By tackling each section in turn you are led through the story. Introduce your hero/ine first and explain what problematic situation they have to resolve. Then think of how they resolve the situation and what hindrances they encounter along the way. Finally decide what the end result of their labours is, whether they live happily ever after or not.

Seven Point Structure

There are obviously loads of other story structures using more elements. A classic hero quest has twelve sections but we’ll look at a seven point structure here. This is a good structure for your own stories and for older children. One of the nice things about this structure is that it fits well with almost any type of story from a classic once upon a timer to a short tale about someone trying to overcome a bully at school. Its seven sections are the introduction, the quest, the defeat, the retreat, the mentor, the success, and the return. So let’s have a look at ‘em in a bit more detail.

1. The Introduction

Like the beginning in our first structure this section introduces the main protagonist and his/her circumstances. You can preamble as much as you like here, maybe starting the story with the hero/ine’s parents, how the character came into the world, what their upbringing was like and where they’re at when the story proper kicks off.
2. The Quest

This is where we find out what problem the hero/ine has to resolve. This is what sends them on their quest and why they are willing to risk life and limb on such an adventure.

3. The Defeat

Our hero/ine begins the quest, leaving the rules and norms of their everyday lives behind them. They have decided to take action and until the problem is resolved they can’t go back to the way things were before. Unfortunately their first attempt is ultimately unsuccessful. They are defeated by a puzzle or an opponent or a hazard and are driven back. The consequences of the defeat can be as severe or minor as you like as long as it is absolute; the hero/ine cannot see a way to move closer to a satisfactory resolution of their problem.

4. The Retreat

In this section the hero/ine tries to retrace their steps. They use the time to reflect on their defeat and realise that they can’t just give up on the quest. Something has happened, either to them or their home or their world and they can’t go back to how things were before starting the quest. They are trapped between an unsolvable problem and a need to resolve that problem.
5. The Mentor
This where the mentor steps in. Now although called the mentor, they represent any kind of external help, so it could be a wise old man (Obe Wan Kinobi being a classic example!), a book in the library, a TV programme, a group of the hero/ine’s friends or just about anything else you care to use. The mentor gives the hero/ine the ability to overcome the part of the quest that defeated them first time round. Again the way in which they do this is entirely up to you and can range from sagely advice to force of arms.
6. The Success

Armed with the right weapons by their encounter with the mentor the hero/ine has another crack at the quest. This time of course they find success. They complete the quest and resolve the problem, whether this involves slaying a demon or baking a cake correctly.
7. The Return

The hero/ine returns to a normal life but is somehow changed by their adventures. They might have a dragon’s hoard in treasure or might simply have more confidence in their own abilities. They have experienced the bitter taste of defeat, been humbled enough to accept the help of the mentor and have ultimately, through perseverance, found success. They are a better person in some way and have hopefully learnt and grown through their experiences on the quest.
As you can see this structure is way more rigid than the first. Although you can introduce some of the elements of the simple plot forms used in the beginning, middle, end structure, the seven point structure already has a sense of the plot’s movement built into it. That’s not to say that the hero/ine can’t be lead on a wild goose chase like in the ABC plot form or dragged through the grim brutality of a war of attrition, it’s just that these elements don’t shape the plot in the same way.
Content

Your stories need to have characters, places and events in them. These are the things that the story is ultimately about so let’s take a closer look at them.
Characters
Characters take us through stories, whether they are a drop of rain, a whole nation of people or anything else in between. Your characters are the audience’s primary window into your story and what they will most relate to.
We all carry a huge wealth of different characters and more importantly character types within us at all times. Characters form every possible source; movies, soaps, fairytales, novels, comics, adverts, jokes, sit coms, plays. Plunder this rich resource freely to get characters for your stories. We all love great characters, and the better you know each one the richer your story will be. A story with a very simple plot will strike a chord with its audience if it has just one or two great characters in it.
As you write your story, think about how big a role any character plays; are they a lead-role (would a Hollywood A-lister play their part in the movie) or are they just a bit-part. When you’re telling the story this might well change when one of your bit-part characters starts up-staging the lead but that’s OK. It helps to have a rough idea of where and how often main characters pop up.
Play around with the numbers of characters in your stories. Write a story with just one character and tell it, then do the same with at least ten characters.

Most stories however, revolve around the actions of a single main protagonist and have various background characters that are encountered along the way. Start off simple, using stock characters we all recognise; a prince or princess, a troll, a wise king, a wicked step-mother, an innocent child. If you have a pirate in your story the audience instantly knows what he’s like, especially if you chuck in a parrot and the odd, ‘Well shiver me timbers you scurvy knave! Ha haa!’. As I said, we all know these stock characters and recognise them straight away.

Another way to begin creating your characters can be to use archetypes. There is a huge wealth of these characters but to start off, consider the five listed below. Any of these archetypes can be male or female and some of them have a negative and positive aspect giving you more stock characters to play with.
It is important to note that the titles given to each archetype don’t necessarily dictate their profession, but are used as a guide to help us understand the nature of that archetype.
Another benefit to using archetypes is that each one has a particular way of moving and talking. This will help you portray the character when you tell the story to an audience. To make this as simple as possible I’ve broken down these aspects of the archetypes into two sets of two qualities.

Firstly each archetype is described as being either open or closed. Remember this relates primarily to their voice and physicality. So in this context a character that is open has an open, relaxed face and voice. Their body language is open and inclusive. When they talk their words are projected outwards. A closed character is shut off from others. They use defensive body language that doesn’t give anything away and their words are almost projected inwards. Their focus is turned in on themselves.
Each archetype is then described as being either soft or hard. It helps to think of this as the clay the character is made from. So a soft character is more malleable and open to change. They are more adaptable and their demeanour is responsive to external influences. Hard characters are set in their ways. They don’t easily change for anyone or anything. To them it is the world that is misbehaving if their way of doing things seems wrong. In hard characters this stubbornness can often be self destructive as they are unwilling to adapt to new and different circumstances.
So here are those basic archetypes.
The Innocent and the Fool

The innocent is a character who is immune to the darker side of life. They are innately good and kind and this is the trait that most sees them through adversity. They are trusting which can lead them into adventure but often have a kind of charmed luck that they wear like armour. This is a common archetype for the main protagonist of many traditional folk tales. The negative side of the innocent is the fool. The fool isn’t necessarily stupid or evil, they’ve just taken innocence to an extreme level. They don’t learn from their mistakes as an innocent does and their inability to grow is one of the qualities that makes them foolish. Both characters have a naïve openness and honesty about them and often will only speak the truth, another quality that can lead them into adventure. Physically and vocally this archetype is open and soft.
The Warrior and the Fighter

The warrior is a totally self contained character. They follow their own code, fight their own battles and rely on their own skill and prowess to overcome adversity. They have the innocent’s openness but it comes from self confidence rather than naivety; they have faced hard times and survived. The warrior has a fatalistic view of life giving them a quality of fearlessness; they understand that a particular encounter might result in defeat or even death but they are more concerned with having tried to succeed than success itself. The negative version of this archetype is the fighter. The fighter is always ready to strike out. They relish demonstrating their prowess, whether this is with arms or words. They are cruel and compassionless either out of a desire to be wicked or an over-zealous sense of righteousness. Physically and vocally this archetype is open but hard.
The Parent and the Cuckoo

The parent is a character who cares for others. They are competent but humble, homely but with an understanding of the world and the dangers that it contains. They are disapproving of adventure and the changes it brings about, preferring to maintain the status quo as much as possible. They are defined by the care they provide to someone or something else and so are reluctant for that someone or something to change and ‘grow up’. The parent believes that they know what is best for others, giving them a quality of fussiness. The negative parent is the cuckoo. This side of the archetype is a terrible guardian of its charges. It might care for someone other than the main protagonist and so be at odds with them. Maybe they’re overbearingly protective of their own and seek to thwart the success of everyone else, losing all sense of right and wrong in the process (Cinderella’s evil step mother). They are extremely selfish, always putting their own needs first (Jennifer Saunders in Absolutely Fabulous and, let’s face it, Cinderella’s step mother again, who only wanted the ugly sisters to do well for her own benefit!) Physically and vocally, this archetype is closed and soft.
The Royal and the Tyrant

The royal is a character who is somehow elevated above the concerns of others. They seem aloof because they don’t worry about the little things in life. They are too busy pondering great issues and are accustomed to maintaining an outer appearance of control. They often ignore everything that doesn’t relate to their immediate interest and tend to only interact with other characters on a superficial level. The tyrant is the royal’s negative counterpart. They are cold, stubborn and carelessly cruel. They love lauding it over others and exploiting their supposed superiority. Physically and vocally this archetype is closed and hard.
The Trickster

The trickster is the final archetype we’ll look at. The trickster is a shapeshifter. They live to out-smart others whether this is to get out of painting a fence, escape capture or steal the sun. Tricksters come in all shapes and sizes; Loki, Anansi, Brier Rabbit, Coyote, Bugs Bunny. The tricky trickster can be extremely brave and good too. Loki was a great help to the gods of Asgard (even if he is instrumental in the bringing about of Ragnorack!) and Coyote did give humans fire. Tom Sawyer is an excellent example of the trickster’s dual nature. He uses tricks and lies habitually but puts himself at considerable risk to help his friends. He is also a chameleon. He assumes different characters like others change clothes. Most importantly he does all this out of a need for excitement and adventure. A need to be un-ordinary. This archetype is mercurial, able to move from open to closed, soft to hard in the blink of an eye. S/he is both positive and negative, able to be kind and thoughtful one moment, merciless and cruel the next. They can take on the mantle of any of the other archetypes at will. Be sure to have a bag full of tricks ready when writing for this slippery character.
So your story’s main characters might be a sagely priest (Royal archetype), a vicious librarian (Fighter archetype), a fussy child (Parent archetype) and the wily young nun who runs circles round them all (Trickster archetype).
As you can see the archetypes can have any sex, age or profession and are used for your own internal processes only. Your audience will never know that the sagely priest started out as the royal archetype and as the character comes to life they’ll grow and become more than the archetype anyway.

Places

As with characters we all have stock locations deeply embedded in our psyches. We can all summon up a picture of a fairy castle in the forest or a troll’s cave in the mountains. The places in our stories affect the mood of the events that take place there. A sword fight in the serene grounds of a temple sets a different tone to one on the roof of a runaway carriage. A journey through a sprawling city’s sewers differs in mood to one across a sweltering desert.
In essence the places in your stories provide a backdrop to the events. You can take a traditional folktale and move it to a modern city and the story (the characters and events) remains more or less the same. It is the feel of the story that changes.
It can help with writing to think of places as loosely falling into one of two categories; mundane and fantastic. A mundane setting is any normal place (a city, farm or even a cave) and can be a good place to start your tale. A fantastic one is preternatural in some way (a castle in the clouds or a city of merfolk under the waves) and can add a sense of adventure by its very presence; having to pick up the proscription for granny’s medicine from a pixie’s house in an old tree trunk, rather than the chemist, colours the audience’s reaction to an otherwise mundane event.
Having ‘doorway’ locations is a good way to introduce more fantastic settings later on. So a graveyard leaves some of its mundanity behind at midnight, when the ghosts come out to play, and provides a bridge or doorway into the fantastic. Exciting places will capture your audience’s imaginations as much as characters and events so don’t be scared to experiment and see how far you can take it.
Events

Events are the story. Without any events there is no story just a description of either a character or place. A story about an ordinary guy who works in an ordinary office where extraordinary events take place is as interesting as a simple tale about strange characters in weird places. Obviously using the plot forms in the structure section above will help you to construct the story, events and all. You might find that you get stuck however, so listed below are some things that you can use as starting points. Use as few or as many of these as you need to get you started but between three and five is usual. You will hopefully find that you only need a little push to get the ball rolling.
Discovery
The character finds something, either an object or a secret or a place. This discovery then alters the course of story by providing the means to overcome some obstacle or problem.
Mystery
There is some unanswered question that needs resolving. This is quite a powerful event that can be used to drive the entire story or as a small problem met along the way.
Encounter
Meetings are common events but each one should have a point and move the story onward, either by resolving a problem or creating one.
Conflict
This event can be as large or small as you like; two nations at war or an argument between school friends. Conflict is a great motivator for the beginning of a story (our hero/ine must find the only weapon that will defeat the encroaching army!) but is also really good when used in subtler ways in the middle of stories, when two characters with the same ultimate goal find themselves constantly vying for command, for example.
Hazard
Any kind of event that could potentially harm one of the characters is classed as a hazard. This can be anything ranging from being hunted by the guild of assassins to crossing a rickety bridge. Again this is a common event that can be used frequently within a single story.
Puzzle
A puzzle is different from a mystery in that it isn’t an unanswered question but a specific test of mental prowess. So a riddle is a puzzle as is getting through a labyrinth.
Journey
Journeys are very common. A journey to the shops can take on the proportions of epic quest for a five year old character. Journeys are also a great opportunity to use repetition in your story. When using cycles of three if each character makes the same journey with the same description it is a great way to draw an audience in. Long arduous journeys show a character’s resolve and highlight how much the quest means to them.
Summary
As you might have gathered structures, characters, places and events are all equally important to a good story. Focusing on any one of these will give you a good story with a different emphasis. You don’t need to have a strong representation of each one for a story to work; they will just work in different ways. So play about with them and have fun.
Hopefully this will give you enough of an idea to start writing your own stories for storytelling purposes. The more you write and tell your own stories the easier it will get. You will develop a feeling of what does and doesn’t work for you. Only by practicing will you find your own stories and only by telling them will they come to life. Good luck and have fun!
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