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Introduction

Creative writing is fun. Telling stories is something humans have always done. It's how
we make sense of ourselves and the world around us. When we read or write, we can
be carried to new places—or even brand-new worlds—that exist only in our
imaginations. Stories can make us laugh, cry, feel nervous, or jump with excitement.

You’ve got stories inside you that are worth telling. This booklet is here to give you
some handy ideas to help you shape those stories and share them with others.
Hopefully, it will also spark a love of writing and reading that sticks with you for life.

Inside, you'll find tips on how to put a story together—from the beginning, to the middle,
to the ending. There’s also a short story, One Impulsive Decision, which shows off
many of these techniques in action. As you go through each section, come back to that
story and see how the strategies are being used.

Writing is an extreme privilege but it's also a gift. It's a gift to yourself and it's a gift of
giving a story to someone.
— Amy Tan, best selling author

Catherine



One Impulsive decision
By Catherine Duffett

We all have moments when we make an impulsive decision, that on reflection, we
realise was made in too much haste. The day we decided to get a dog was one of
these decisions.

We had never had a dog. Over the years, the pleading of my children and | to have one
had largely been ignored until finally my husband said ‘I won’t have anything to do with
it’. As far as my children and | were concerned, this was a resounding ‘yes’, so two
weeks later, we found ourselves at the dogs’ home for abandoned and stray animals.

The dog’s home is a half way house for abandoned and stray animals. It is where dogs
wait for their new forever home. Each animal is kept in a small concrete cell with a bowl
of water and something to lie on. Prospective owners parade up and down the cells,
scrutinising each inhabitant one by one. On the day of our visit, there was a large,
intimidating dog that had a reputation for jumping high fences. There were elderly dogs
that could no longer be cared for by their owners and there were small dogs that were
yappy and annoying.

We paused at a cell where there was a shaggy ball of white wiry hair racing back and
forth in his cell. We knew the minute we saw him that he was ours. He was a mongrel -
neglected and scrawny with a distinctive squashed face. Nigel, as he had been named
by the workers at the dog’s home, had been found wandering the streets. He had been
bred to herd cattle and sheep, but we were assured he would make a great addition to
our family.

Our experience with pets was rather limited, but how hard could it be? We had pet
chickens that we had reared inside our house. We kept them in a cardboard box to
protect them from the harsh Tasmanian winter, letting them wander around our living
room when we were home. But now, fully grown and just starting to lay eggs, they lived
in a chicken coop constructed from odd bits of wood and chicken wire.

We arrived home with our new family member, Nigel, taking him inside. However, it
wasn’t long before chaos descended on our house. Free from the confines of his cell,
Nigel pelted around our home, darting into different rooms and sniffing every nook and
cranny. It wasn’t long before he turned his attention to our furniture and before we had
a chance to stop him, our furniture was peppered with tooth marks!



Nigel was banished outside to the yard where he continued to sprint at lightning speed,
forcing his way through shrubs and charging through garden beds. We left our mini
tornado to explore the rest of the garden, so we could enjoy a few quiet moments
inside, without having to worry about our furniture being chewed to pieces.

An hour later, | checked on our new family member. Our chicken coop was mangled
and our yard was littered with feathers and blood. Tears welled up in my children’s
eyes. Then the full blown screaming began. They were hysterical. | tried to bury the
dead birds, but our dog kept digging them up. | tried consoling my children, but failed
miserably. And | tried to help the one remaining traumatised chicken, but it cowered
deep in a bush where it resided for an entire week.

After the day’s shenanigans, we were all looking forward to a calmer evening.
However, it then became apparent that there were some serious gaps in the training (if
any) Nigel had received in his past life. As | was serving dinner, Nigel leaped onto the
table and greedily helped himself to the fresh pat of butter, and before | could retrieve
it, he had feasted on my son’s dinner.

Nigel was exiled to the laundry that night. We figured this was the best place for him.
He couldn’t be trusted with our furniture and | wasn’t sure what mischief he would get
up to outside. By midnight, | gave into his incessant whimpering and scratching at the
door. Not trusting that he would behave if left unsupervised while we were sleeping. |
tied Nigel to the dining room table using his new leash. Quiet returned to our house
and | managed a few hours’ sleep, until | was woken by havoc in our loungeroom.
Nigel had eaten through his leash. Chaos had returned.

A week later, our home was returning to some normalcy, until frantic squawking roused
our attention and | raced outside. The last remaining pet chicken that had spent the last
week perched in a bush, had summoned up the courage to come out - perhaps in
search of food. . Our dog, who had been waiting for this moment, now had a mouthful
of chicken. | raced outside, chasing the dog around the yard with no plan of how |
would get him to release the petrified bird from his grip. Unfortunately, this debacle
didn’t have a happy ending for the chicken. Our dog seemed to be completely oblivious
to the fact that he was in disgrace.

While our home is situated in the suburbs, beyond our back fence is a bush reserve.
People frequently walk through the reserve, enjoying the serenity away from the hustle
and bustle of the city. This reserve is also home to a large number of wallabies. During
the day, they sleep among the safety of the trees. At night, they hop down a laneway
next to our house to feast on people’s lawns. It was about this time that we discovered



that Nigel loved to chase anything that moved. As far as Nigel was concerned, the
wallabies were moving targets. As they undertook their evening migration past our
house, He would charge full speed up and down our yard, yapping at the wallabies
who were safe on the other side of the fence and displayed indifference to the frenzy
occurring in our yard. It was during this nightly routine that Nigel perfected the art of
parkour. In his excitement at seeing wallabies that were just out of his reach, he would
sprint towards our back fence, gaining sufficient momentum to run along its back
corner, almost reaching the top of the fence in the process.

Late one night, alerted to sounds of commotion outside we discovered that Nigel's
parkour practice had paid off. He had succeeded in launching himself over the fence.
His timing was impeccable and as he catapulted over the fence, he brought down a
poor, unsuspecting wallaby in the process. Already in my pyjamas, | raced outside to
find what looked like a dead wallaby on the other side of the fence and Nigel was
nowhere to be seen. | grabbed a torch and raced around the bush, desperate to find
our dog, who was very likely causing mayhem with the multitude of moving targets.

Eventually, | located him. He was panting and exhausted and looking rather pleased
with himself. As we approached the spot where Nigel had made his escape, it seemed
a miraculous resurrection of a wallaby had occurred. There was no trace of the animal
that had been lying limp among the grass less than an hour ago. It seems that our dog
must have only knocked the poor animal unconscious as he hurtled over the fence.

For a while, life with our dog was uneventful. He stopped escaping from our yard.

There had been no mishaps involving wallabies and he learnt that our dining room
table was out of bounds. That is, until one day our neighbours got chickens.

| think our next pet will be a guinea pig.



Write often

Writing takes practice. A good way to start is by keeping a notebook to collect ideas.
Try these activities to help you build a regular writing habit:

Collect interesting words and phrases and add them to Appendix H
Write what you observe using your senses. What can you smell, see, touch, or
taste?
Sit in a place (or imagine a setting) and describe it using your senses.
Give your reader a tour of your home. Describe what you see in each room and
add memories to bring it to life.

e Borrow words or phrases you’ve read or heard elsewhere to spark ideas. For
example, try finishing these sentence starters with your own experiences:

e From where | stood | could see...
The silence was broken by...

The air smelled of...

The ground beneath my feet felt...

| ran as fast as | could... knowing that...

Suddenly the lights went out and...

The secret was hidden in plain sight...

o O O O O

e Use a true event as inspiration, then ask what if? Try changing the event by adding
a new character, plot twist, or theme.

e To create memorable characters, visit a place with the goal of observing people.
Watch, listen, and make notes about what you notice and imagine.

e Start your writing with a bold claim such as Everyone..., No one..., or Never....

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Writing techniques

Show, don’t tell!

The show, don’t tell strategy can be used throughout a
story to add drama and make it more engaging. Telling
is factual, while showing adds detail and helps the
reader feel as if they are experiencing the story
themselves. This technique can be used to bring every

Where in the story Once
impulsive decision, can
you find examples of the
show, don't tell strategy?




aspect of a story to life including its setting, plot, and characters.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Rewrite the following sentences so they show and don't tell:

She was angry.

He was tired.

They were excited.

The classroom was noisy.
It was a cold morning.

Point of view

If you are writing about an event from your own life,
then the story is written in first person (as opposed
to third person). The other decision to make is the
tense that you will use in crafting your story. Usually
stories inspired by a personal experience are written
in the past tense. However, writing in the present
tense can sometimes make events more graphic.

Re-read One impulse
decision. What do you
think are the advantages
of writing this story in first
person as opposed to third
person?

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Write a paragraph about a funny event from your own life. Write it in past tense, then
: re-write it in present tense. What effect does changing the tense have on the story?

The Fast Start

Your job as the writer is to make sure the story
you create keeps the reader engaged and
wanting to read more, so the first few
sentences are vital. You want your reader to be
asking questions about the story as the plot
unfolds. This needs to happen from the very
first sentence.

How does the story Once
impulsive decision. Can
you think of a better way to
start this story?




Try starting your story with:

a sound

an action

an unusual statement
dialogue

a thought

a mystery

.......................................................................................................

Try choosing one of these techniques and give yourself one minute to write a ‘fast
: start’!

Creating characters

To help bring your characters to life, create a list of your character’s features. This is a
valuable exercise. Include both physical and personality traits, as well as family and
social details—such as how many brothers and sisters they have, their ethnic
background, and hobbies. Appendix B provides a list of words and phrases that can
help you describe your character. At times, you will want to

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1. Write a list of physical and personality traits of one of your main characters.
: Details regarding their family and ethnic background can also provide
important information about characters.
2. What did you notice?
Write one or two sentences about your character that answer each of the following
questions:

How did they move? (fast, slow, tired, confident...)

What did their face or body show? (happy, worried, proud...)
What were they wearing or carrying?

What did they say or do that showed something about them?

3. Write a paragraph about the person using some of the sentences you created
about your character. Don’t say who they are — just describe what they looked like
and what they did using your best “showing” strategies.



Creating dialogue

Dialogue helps to create memorable characters, to help the story progress and to show
and not tell. However, it is important to keep dialogue brief so it doesn’t slow the pace
of your story. Dialogue tags make it clear to the reader which character is speaking. For
example: “The chickens!” | screamed.

While the word “said” is appropriate to use in many instances, there may be times
when you want to convey a tone of voice, and “said” can be replaced with words such
as “shouted” or “whispered.” Dialogue tags can go before, during, or after the dialogue,
as the following examples illustrate:

e A dialogue tag placed before the dialogue: Mr Juma snapped, “Sit down right
now!”

e A dialogue tag placed during the dialogue: “I just don’t know,” Neema said, “if |
can finish this in time.”

e A dialogue tag placed after the dialogue: “That’s the best ugali I've ever had,”
Rehema exclaimed.

Action beats are physical descriptions or gestures that replace or support “he said/she
said.” They help readers picture the scene more clearly. For example: “Pass it here!”
Jamal waved his hands wildly as he ran toward the goal.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Write a short 4—6 line conversation between two characters. Make sure at
least half of the lines use action beats instead of “said.”

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Creating Suspense

Suspense is created by setting up an expectation that
something is going to happen, but then there is a delay in
revealing whether it actually occurs. The following list
provides some strategies for creating suspense:

Which parts of the story
Once impulsive decision
are suspenseful? How has
suspense been created in

Begin the story with the character in a safe place. _
this story?

Show, don’t tell. Use your senses to describe the
character’s environment.

e Use phrases from the Scope table (Appendix D)
and Appendix F to describe the characters and their environment.
Use empty words such as “something,” “someone,” “it.”

Use sound effects, e.g., “Crack!”



e Show how the main character feels—what they are thinking, how they react,
what they do. Use phrases like those that describe a character’s vantage point
(Appendix C).

Use repetition for effect (Appendix F).
End the scene with a question that shows what the character is concerned
about or thinking.

® Include lots of detail so that each small action is described. Use sentences of
varying length. When the scene reaches the climax, gradually shift to shorter
sentence parts by using semicolons, then transition to short, sharp sentences
and even a sentence fragment. Refer to Appendix F for examples of
grammatical deviation that can be used for building suspense.

Creating Action

The “slow motion” technique is a great strategy for
building action scenes. A powerful way to level up your
writing is to find the action verbs you've used and
consider stronger alternatives.

What words and phrases
have helped to create
action scenes in the story
One impulsive decision?

@] Underline the action verbs in your writing. What message are you trying to
5 convey to your audience? Is there another action verb that might be more
: precise that you could use? ;

The ending

The ending needs to answer the question that was generated at the beginning of the story. It
needs to leave the reader satisfied that the story is complete and that the character’s dilemmas
and problems have been answered.

Writing your story

Sources of Inspiration
The inspiration for a personal narrative can be drawn from different experiences. Think about a
moment where there was either external or internal conflict. The following suggestions might
help you find an idea for a story:
a. An experience that resulted in you learning a valuable lesson
b. A moment when you experienced a strong emotion. For example, an event that caused
you to feel betrayed, jealous or embarrassed.
c. Something that is important to you. For example, an item of clothing, a particular
celebration or a pet
d. An important event such as an achievement, or friendship



-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

...........................................................................................

Plot outline template

Use a table like the one below to create a basic outline of your plot.

Question Answer

When

Where

Who

What

Why

How did it end?

Result

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

@ Using the plot outline, tell the story to someone else and encourage them to
i ask questions about the story. This will help you recognise any additional
i information that needs to be included in your first draft.

The first draft
Write your first draft. This is about getting your ideas on paper. It doesn’t have to be
perfect!

e Use a double page spread in your notebook. Write on the left hand side, leaving
the right side for rewriting your story.
write on every second line to leave enough room to edit your work.
Leave a wide margin to make notes about editing.

Revising your work

Now that you understand how to craft all the elements of a personal story - the setting,
characters, and the plot, rewrite your story. Remember that your reader wasn'’t present
when the actual events occurred, so you need to include enough detail so that your
reader can understand the story.

Consider these questions when revising your work:



e Have you used the same word repeatedly throughout your story? If so, are there
synonyms that you can use instead?

e Are there any sections of your story that would benefit from incorporating some
sentence signposts (Appendix A) to make it easier for your reader to understand
what is happening?

e Where in your story can you eliminate words? Highlight all the adjectives and
adverbs. Can any of these be removed by making a noun more precise? What
adverbs can you remove to make the associated verbs more precise?

For example:

The old man slowly and carefully walked across the dusty, broken, uneven, old
street with his small, scruffy, brown, little dog trotting quickly beside him

can be rewritten as: The frail old man shuffled across the cracked street, his
scruffy dog trotting at his heels.

Editing your story

Once you have completed your second draft, try reading it aloud to someone so help
you discover sections where you might need to include more detail. If you have set up
your notebook as described previously, then you can make editing notes in the left
hand column as you read your story aloud. The acronym COPS is helpful to remember
when editing your work. This stands for:

C - capitals

O - organisation - are your sentences grammatically correct? Are your paragraphs in
the correct order?

P - punctuation

S - spelling

Continuing your writing

Reading stories is fun. Who will you share your stories with? It takes time to develop
good writing skills. Can you seek feedback from others on how you can improve your
stories? This booklet has given you the skills to write from personal experience, but
can you use these strategies to create a story set in an imaginative world? Could you
create a story that involves a mystery to be solved?

Above all, | hope you continue on your writing journey.

Catherine
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