Exercise 

Choose a childhood memory and write around it, either in poetry or prose. Most people have a range of memories, from the trivial to the traumatic – choose one that has some emotional power to it but won’t upset you to explore in writing. Perhaps your first day at school, the day a younger brother or sister was born, or an early holiday. Consider writing from the point of view of a third person narrator, putting some distance between you and your experiences. Remember that writing fiction and poetry involves framing and crafting your own experiences. Alternatively, if you are a vivid dreamer, choose a recent dream and write it down, embellishing and developing where you see fit.

Exercise 

Go somewhere you can eavesdrop on people (preferably without getting arrested). Supermarket queues are a good bet, or take a few bus journeys into town and back, sitting within earshot of potential conversations. Try to pick up sound bites to put in your notebook. Don’t note down the banalities, just the odd phrases and fragments of anecdotes that sound unusual, quirky, or inspirational. When you get home, take one of these odd phrases and write a short free-form poem or prose piece around what you have heard. Use it as your title, opening line, or finishing flourish, or just the gem around which your story develops.

Exercise 

Select a fairytale (e.g. Little Red Riding Hood or Cinderella) and read several versions of it. Then re-write it from memory. As you write, if you feel inspired to diverge from the traditional story, let your imagination lead you - perhaps in your version the wolf bursts into tears, or Cinderella is thoroughly mean! You may find this is enough to prompt an original twist or two. Think about using some of your own experiences, dreams and memories as you write – perhaps you remember being lost as a child (like Little Red Riding Hood), or left out of a party (like Cinderella), for example.

Contemporary Fairytales 

Use the fairy tale you were working on in the previous exercise, or a different one if you prefer, but translate everything into a contemporary setting. Use your imagination, but also your recent practise in close observation. 

Perhaps your Little Red Riding Hood now has to take a bus journey. How would she appear to her fellow travellers? Perhaps Cinderella wants to go to a music festival. How would she escape family restrictions? Incorporate lots of flexibility and fun, but keep to the basic story arc of the fairy tale, and finish your story in 1000 words or so.

Character Exercises

Exercise 

Go somewhere public, like a café or a shopping centre. Take a notebook with you, and spend half an hour making notes on some of the interesting people that you see around you. You might want to start with a physical description, then go on to create a short imagined history for each one. Make notes on at least five different characters. Writer Minette Walters has some excellent advice on making characters true-to-life.

Exercise 

Take one of the characters you made up a history for in the last exercise and write a monologue for that character of about 200 words. When you've done this, see if the way they speak has something unique about it. Take another character, one who is very different, and do the same again. Have the character react to their environment. Is the character coming to life? And can you 'feel' what he or she is feeling? Read the extract in which writer Paul Cornell explains how to keep your characters consistent in their behaviour, as well as conveying information about themselves and the plot through their dialogue.

Exercise 

Jot some notes down about something which happened to you - a memory from childhood, for instance - and in your recollection, change the mood of the anecdote, making a happy occurrence unhappy, or vise versa. Then take one of your characters from Exercise Two and place them into the new version of your anecdote, retelling it as it were their own memory. How does your character remember the events? Make sure your character doesn't do something out of character by changing events to fit their reactions, and write this as a monologue, or as a dialogue between your character and another. Read Glenn Patterson advice on making your characters' dialogue sound authentic.

Exercise 

Put one of your characters into a situation, such as the one you worked with in Exercise Three. Then introduce one of the other characters you created in your notebook in Exercise One. Plan out what is likely to happen, if you like (some writers prefer to work to a plan), and start a story off where the world of your first character is disturbed, for better or for worse, by the arrival of the second. This is the catalyst which kicks your story off - the new element that disturbs the surface of the narrative. Write about 2000 words.

Description Exercises

Exercise 

First of all, it’s important to be able to capture a scene and condense your writing down to focused evocation. 

Take a notepad with you when you go out. Make detailed notes on the sensory impressions of your location, interesting-looking characters (try to use all the senses at least once), any visual detail which captures your eye. When you get home, condense your notes and write a 300 word description of what you saw and experienced, as if it’s the setting for a short story. Cut out any phrases which are tired or repetitive, keep dialogue quotations short, and be severe with your use of adjectives.

Exercise 

Re-visit your writing for the first exercise and introduce a character. Show your character expressing mood and emotion - frustration or anger, perhaps, or longing, or even happiness. Describe, briefly, their physical appearance, but concentrate on gesture, speech, the body in action (how do they move?) . Make everything you note be relevant to the principle state of mind you wish to convey. Finally, could you alter or change the emphasis of your location to reinforce the whole tenor of your character’s mood? Keep to another 300 words, repeating with further characters, until your ability to sketch character through setting, incident and imagery become second nature to you.

Exercise 

Describe a visit to a well-known place or landmark, either through the voice of a character or simply as yourself. But avoid stating the obvious at all stages. Every time you want to describe something, find an imaginative simile or metaphor to replace more easily-used clichés. 

Instead of describing familiar buildings or scenes, concentrate on unexpected events and oblique details. If you can, make an actual trip specifically for writing purposes, and talk to people en route, if you dare, so that human stories can be mixed in with a sense of travel and discovery. Write in prose, unless you feel so inspired and focused that only poetry will do!

Road Trip 

Write about two characters on a journey, either as a short story, piece of travel writing, or a narrative poem. Weave into your writing all the techniques you have practised in this module’s exercises. Pay attention to location, using telling details, involving as many senses as possible. Make sure you don’t spin out straight descriptive passages though; try to have a focus in the unexpected - action, gesture, interpersonal dynamics, sudden swerves of metaphor. Keep your sentences simple and clear to avoid purple prose. For this exercise, let the journey itself be the structural curve of your writing. When you arrive, convey a sense of resolution and closure in your final phrases.

Dialog Exercises

Exercise 

Record some real dialogue by going out into a public place and note down scraps of dialogue you overhear - on a bus, in a shopping centre, or in a café. You might want to try recording a few of the things people say at family gatherings, too. Spend up to an hour over a space of a few days keeping a notebook with common and not so common phrases you overhear as well as colloquial or slang terms.

Exercise 

Picture two characters you might want to write about and in a list, jot down things about their backgrounds that would affect their dialogue. Where is each character from? How were they educated? How old are they? Are they shy or an extrovert? Do they have a dark secret? Make your characters different from each other, and write down snippets of dialogue they might use.

Exercise 

Take the two characters you created in the first exercise, and put them in a situation where they meet for the first time. Through their dialogue, build up a picture of their personalities, how they perceive themselves and the world they are in. Write 500 words, and use both direct and indirect speech.

Exercise 

You're probably really getting to know the two characters you've created now, and this is good, because as Patterson notes, 'the more believable your character's voice, the less any of what they say jars.' Take these characters and put them in a tense situation, such as in a broken down lift. Maybe one of them has a prejudice against people like the character he or she is stuck with. Write a story of 1500 words, demonstrating how they react to their circumstances and each other through dialogue, and through what they don't say. Remember to put in directions, and use slang sparingly.
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OBJECTIVE 

Discover how to write stories which will grab children's attention with exciting characters and situations.
Includes: knowing your audience; developing characters; avoiding the moral high ground.


PART ONE 

A Demanding Audience 

Childrens' fiction has undergone something of a renaissance recently. The phenomenal success of JK Rowling's Harry Potter novels have sparked the interest of a whole new generation of readers – and would-be writers. But magic, monsters and boarding school hi-jinks will not necessarily make for good children's writing. What is essential for children's literature is a good story which is resolved, by the end of the book, in an exciting way. You can't afford to be a sloppy writer in this genre. In fact, you will probably have to be even sharper than in more general fiction writing, as writer Diana Wynne Jones explains.
Exercise 

If you are looking for a story, a good place to start is with folk tales or well-known myths and legends. Take an example of a folk tale, fairy tale or myth, and plot out how you could make it the basis of a children's story – or even a novel. Think about when you want to set your story – is it historical, contemporary? And where – a recognisable town or country? Do you want to give the story a contemporary twist? Remember, if you do, that children like good and bad characters to get what they deserve by the end of the story. 
PART TWO 

Appealing Characters 

Characters are a vital component of children's fiction. You may think that most of the characters have to be children, but this is not essential. It is important, however, to have at least one character with whom your reader can identify and Wynne Jones has plenty of advise on how to create a world which will capture children's imaginations. Often this will be a child slightly older (never younger) than the intended age range of the reader. Let this character and their allies solve the central dilemma or mystery of the plot themselves, rather than relying on outside or adult intervention. And remember to have some villains!
Exercise 

Create names and character profiles for at least three characters. Make one a character with which your reader can identify. Make one an adult character with some villainous qualities. Make one mysterious in some way – a stranger perhaps, or with some supernatural qualities, or even (traditionally popular in children's fiction) an anthropomorphic, talking animal. Write down names, physical description, temperamental qualities, characteristic gestures and figures of speech, and any past secrets. Keep thinking about these characters until you can feel them coming to life. How would they get on with each other? Write down who might be natural allies and enemies.
PART THREE 

Contemporary Settings 

The boundaries in children's fiction have shifted considerably in recent years. Many novels deal specifically with distressing aspects of dysfunctional family life. Some cause debate over the strength of colloquial language used. Whatever world you decide to explore in your story, however, do avoid patronising your reader. They will want the central character to emerge with experience and strength from their adventure; but they will not want a closing homily from you, the adult author! In addition, do avoid both clichéd writing and too much playground slang: the latter will date rapidly and you are unlikely to sound convincing. But children will happily learn new, complex vocabulary if you provide sufficient context for its meaning to be inferred.
Exercise 

Write some dialogue between two of your characters. Imagine them confronted with a danger or a challenge. Convey urgency and excitement in your dialogue, though only use strong language judiciously. Avoid any patronising comments from adult characters or you as author. How does the situation allow the central character to grow or learn about themselves? Perhaps they realise an inner strength of which they had been previously unaware. Or perhaps the discovery is something much more concrete: a secret of some sort, or a solution. Use short sentences, clear but brief description, and be aware of the levels of humour or horror in your writing.
FINAL EXERCISE 

Telling Tales 

Put together your ideas from the previous exercises, and aim to produce a children's story of about 1,000 words. Use a maximum of three characters, and keep the plot simple but pacy. Check through your story for unwanted moralising, and make sure your central character wins the day against an evil influence or project. If stuck for a plan, use a folk tale to start yourself off. Try to include at least one change of scene – children's fiction is full of magic 'portals' which transport characters to other worlds. Use such a transition if it is relevant to your story. If the exercise goes well, the next step is to expand it into a novel, keeping the writing snappy and bright throughout!
