
Generating New Story Ideas in Rapid Bursts 
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Creating Characters

Choose a photo from the slide

1)  Write a brief physical description of the character(s) in the photo.
2)  What is the character’s most intriguing or mysterious physical characteristic?
3)  What does this physical trait suggest about the character’s internal life?
4)  What isn’t this detail telling you about the character (what is being kept hidden?)
5)  What do you most want to know about this character?
6)  What has happened in the past (backstory) to shape this character?
7)  What strength has past experience given this character?
8)  What weakness or vulnerability has past experience given this character?
9)  What does this character want or desire more than anything else?
10) What obstacle (internal / external) is preventing this character from getting what he or she wants?

Write a (long) one-sentence description of this character and the potential story waiting to be written.   
Then try writing the beginning of the story.

Main character (give specific details)  +  setting  +  main external goal or desire  +  
external obstacle/conflict preventing success  +  internal conflict or weakness that must be overcome  +  
relevant backstory.







Writing About an Object

1)    Choose an old object in your home, or an artefact online, that catches your attention.
2)    Briefly describe the physical appearance of the object.
3)    What literal function does the object depict or serve?
4)    Who do you imagine first owned or used the object?
5)    How was it made?  Who made it and why?
6)    How did it come to be where it is?
7)    What has this object witnessed?  Has it seen triumphs? Defeats? Injustices? 
8)    If this object could speak, what might it tell you?  What secret is the object not telling you?
9)    Who is the main character of your story?
10)  Will the object itself provide an inciting action or a conflict in the story?
11)  Will the object represent a goal or a desire or a frustration?  Wil the object be an obstacle?
12)  Will the object only be part of the background of the story?
13)  How will your main character interact with this object?
14)  Will your story explore the mystery of the object, or will the object help to illustrate 

or reveal some other mystery in your story?
15)  What does the object enable you to say that you wouldn’t otherwise be able to say?

Now, try drafting the opening sentences of a story…





Setting Exercise

First: Begin by writing a one-page draft of a setting in full detail.  (5 Minutes)
1) Think of your house, your city, a place you’ve visited, a recent trip, look online, etc.
2) Describe everything accurately
3) As your goal, try to reproduce the scene in the reader’s mind
4) Think of this description as an inventory or catalogue of details

Next: rewrite the setting description by picking and choosing only the specific details that are needed
to meet the following goals….   (5 minutes)

1)  Convey a specific emotional or psychological state without naming it in the description
2)  Consider the elements in the scene that are human-made or altered (not just a dark wooded are
3)  Rely on concrete nouns in your description (give us things, not just attributes)
4) Avoid using evaluative or interpretive descriptions (Don’t tell us a house is scary—instead, show 

us that it is scary.)
5)  Use adjectives or adverbs sparingly
6)  Use third-person point of view (limited or omniscient)  
7)  Avoid including any characters in the setting, (unless the description is in the POV of a character) 
8)  Begin writing the story that will unfold from this setting…





Tormenting Your Main Character

Think about your main character

1) What are his or her strengths?
2) What are their weaknesses?
3) But especially, what is their greatest strength / value?
4) What is the ONE thing that your main character would NEVER EVER do?

NOW…

5) What is the thing that makes your character choose to do the one thing he 
or she would NEVER do?





Periodical Research Writing Exercise 

Flip through the magazines you’ve collected (or look at online magazines)

Find two interesting and unusual PEOPLE or CHARACTERS:
1)
2)

Find two interesting and unusual GOALS or NEEDS or DESIRES that are significant 
3)
4)

Find two compelling EXTERNAL CONFLICTS or OBSTACLES:
5)
6)

Find two interesting and unusual PERSONAL or INTERNAL CONFLICTS
7)
8)



Find two compelling and unusual SETTINGS
9)
10)

Find two unusual or curious IMAGES or IDEAS
11)
12)

Using the information above, generate two different first draft sentences or story 
summaries that include the following not necessarily in this order):

Main character (specific) + setting +  main external goal or desire + external 
obstacle/conflict preventing success + internal conflict or weakness.

13)
14)



https://youtu.be/j8VPmtyLqSY

https://youtu.be/J6waFYJDljM

https://youtu.be/j8VPmtyLqSY
https://youtu.be/Q8P_xTBpAcY


§ https://youtu.be/J6waFYJDljM

§ Some songs tell complete stories

§ Some songs only describe a feeling or an idea

§ But every song has a hidden story, something 
only hinted at or alluded to, something that 
reminds you of something else…

§ Think about the story that isn’t being told about 
what happens before or after the emotional 
subjects or events described the song

https://youtu.be/J6waFYJDljM


“KMAG YOYO”  -- Hayes Carll

Well, daddy joined the Air Force
Said, it was a good source
Danger, love, and money, but it only led to divorce
Ended up in Abilene
Working at a Dairy Queen
Put me in the Army on the day that I turned seventeen
Here I am standin' in the desert with a gun
Thought of going AWOL but I'm too afraid to run
So I got myself a new plan
Stealin' from the Taliban
Make a little money turning poppies into heroin
Sergeant didn't like it so they put me in a hole
I said "It's easy shootin' when they don't know where to go."
Threw me on a lily pad
Sent me home to NORAD
I knew I'd be in trouble but I didn't think it be this bad



Stranger wearin' all black
Met me on the tarmac
Told him I was sorry but I ain't ever going back
He said, you ain't in trouble son
Learn to fight without a gun
Got a new assignment now, you're working for the Pentagon
Gonna get a trip, wouldn't tell me what it's for
Gotta serve your country, gonna help us win the war
MIT, Ph.D.'s, night and day, they're testing me
Ain't what I was thinking but I'm being all that I can be
I ain't no genius but I knew it wasn't right
Eating uppers in the morning and LSD at night
Send me off to deep space
Help 'em win the arms race
Ola me, oh mighty, but this shit has got a funny taste



I think I hear the countdown
Hundred feet above the ground
Told me when I'm leavin' but a' nothing 'bout 'a coming down
Sitting on a bad dream
Thousand pounds of gasoline
Ain't leavin' nothing but some rubble and my slipstream
Mama always said, I should be aimin' for the moon
Never would've guessed that I'd be passing by soon
How the hell'd I get here?
Blastin' through the atmosphere
Drop the rocket boosters and I'm shiftin' into high gear

Bowie on the system and a bottle on my knee
Armstrong ain't got nothing on me
Hey ho, here we go
KMAG YOYO
Someone wanna get me, gotta come up where the sun don't go



I think I see a bright light
Something 'bout it ain't right
I laid down in a space ship
Woke up in a firefight
Trippin' from the morphine
Came down in a bad scene
God, don't let me die here, I ain't even 19
I won't ever ask you, Lord for anything again
I'll swear it on the Bible, Torah or Koran
Lyin' in a rhino track
'Bout to have a heart attack
IED got to me, someone call the Medevac
I need some fixin' after where it is I've been
Never wanna go and try and shoot a gun again
Slippin' out the back door
Gonna join the Peace Corps
Tell me, I'm a hero now, so
Someone else can fight this war



§ Finding Story Ideas in Songs – Writing Exercise

§ Think about one of your favorite songs.

§ What story is the song telling?

§ If there isn’t a story, what is the central emotion, feeling, ideas or actions?

§ Who is the main character experiencing these feelings or ideas?

§ What story isn’t being told in the song?

§ Change the main character in the song into your own character?

§ What untold story do you want to tell about that character?



§ Character waking up in the morning, hitting the alarm…

§ New cop / old cop buddy scene…

§ Last day on the job / last big job…

§ Restaurant scene: ordering food…

As writers, we are often told to avoid clichés, not because they are 
necessarily wrong, because they are lifeless, lack originality, or represent a 
kind of lazy writing.  

The biggest problem with a cliché is that it already has a determined 
reading or meaning, and this predictable interpretation can take over or 
obscure the story you are trying to tell.  It gets in the way.



§ https://youtu.be/6wtfNE4z6a8

§ https://youtu.be/IxeeeSUFpmE

§ https://youtu.be/XD2ZC11pPPQ

https://youtu.be/6wtfNE4z6a8
https://youtu.be/IxeeeSUFpmE
https://youtu.be/XD2ZC11pPPQ


Using Clichés to Start the Writing Process

Even though we are told to avoids clichés in our writing, a cliché can be a good 
place to start.

Sometimes clichés can be used for humorous or satirical effect, or it can serve 
as a placeholder 
in a rough draft, or it can even serve as a starting point to inspire a more 
interesting or insightful character 
or story if you twist it, subvert it, or do something unexpected with it.

A cliché, in other words can serve as a template that you use to find inspiration 
for a much better scene or story.



Using Clichés Exercise:

Think of a clichéd scene that you would usually try to avoid.

Write a quick draft (or notes) of a scene that makes full use of the cliché as it usually appears.

What does this cliché say that is actually useful?  
What parts of the scene make it a cliché?
What does it fail to say?  

What do YOU most want to say or communicate in this scene.

Then REWRITE the cliché by building on it, changing it, flipping it on its head and
twisting it around.  Make it your own by adding something we haven’t seen before,  
so that the original cliché disappears and the scene conveys what YOU want it to convey. 

This could be the opening scene of your story, the climactic moment of the story, 
or even the closing scene.  



§ Using the basic template of narrative 
elements that we discussed at the 
beginning of class, you can use story 
dice, roll-playing dice, a deck of tarot 
cards, or any set of random images to 
spark a story ideas.

§ Ideas are everywhere and easy to find, 
but the challenge is figuring out what to
do with them and how to assemble them 
into a story.

§ Let’s build a story out of a roll of the dice
by organizing the images into the basic
categories of narrative elements.



§ Sometimes we tend to allow the plots or conflicts in our stories 
to define our main characters and define the story itself

§ In other words, we limit our character possibilities to the person 
most suitable to face the challenges in our stories

§ A mystery story needs a good detective to solve the mystery
§ An adventure story needs a daring hero determined to succeed
§ A romance story needs two people who will fall in love

§ But often there are stories hidden in the character least suited 
for the job

§ And often there are stories hidden in goals that are 
contradictory to the plot,  (plots that subvert our expectations)



“Sleeping”  (2003)

-- Katharine Weber

She would not have to change a diaper, they said. In fact, she would not have to do anything 
at all. Mrs.Winter said that Charles would not wake while she and Mr. Winter were out at the 
movies. He was a very sound sleeper, she said. No need to have a bottle for him or anything. 
Before the Winters left they said absolutely please not to look in on the sleeping baby 
because the door squeaked too loudly.

Harriet had never held a baby, except for one brief moment, when she was about six, when 
Mrs. Antler next door had surprisingly bestowed on her the tight little bundle that was their 
new baby, Andrea. Harriet had sat very still and her arms had begun to ache from the 
tension by the time Mrs. Antler took back her baby. Andy was now a plump seven--year--
-old, older than Harriet had been when she held her that day.



After two hours of reading all of the boring mail piled neatly on a desk in the bedroom and 
looking through a depressing wedding album filled with photographs of dressed--up people 
in desperate need of orthodonture (Harriet had just ended two years in braces and was very 
conscious of malocclusion issues) while flipping channels on their television, Harriet turned 
the knob on the baby's door very tentatively, but it seemed locked. She didn’t dare turn the 
knob with more pressure because what if she made a noise and woke him and he started to 
cry?

She stood outside the door and tried to hear the sound of a baby breathing but she couldn’t 
hear anything through the door but the sound of the occasional car that passed by on the 
street outside. She wondered what Charles looked like. She wasn’t even sure how old he was. 
Why had she agreed to baby--sit when Mr. Winter approached her at the swim club? She had 
never seen him before, and it was flattering that he took her for being capable, as if just 
being a girl her age automatically qualified her as a babysitter.



By the time the Winters came home, Harriet had eaten most of the M & M's in the glass bowl 
on their coffee table: first all the blue ones, then the red ones, then all the green ones, and so 
on, leaving, in the end, only the yellow. 

They gave her too much money and didn’t ask her about anything. Mrs. Winter seemed to be 
waiting for her to leave before checking on the baby. Mr. Winter drove her home in silence. 
When they reached her house he said, My wife. He hesitated, then he said, You understand, 
don't you? and Harriet answered Yes without looking at him or being sure what they were 
talking about although she did really know what he was telling her and then she got out of 
his car and watched him drive away.



Using Contradiction – Writing Assignment

§ Start with character.

§ What is that character’s greatest strength?

§ What is that character’s greatest weakness or fear?

§ What is that character totally unqualified to do?

§ What happens when you make that character do the thing they are the least 
prepared to do?

OR

§ Start with a plot contradiction.

§ What happens when your character chooses or is required to do the exact opposite 
of what we would normally assume needs to be done in a situation?





Using History Writing -- Assignment 

§ Make a list of some common / basic conflicts between characters

§ Unrequited love

§ Betrayal

§ Longing

§ Theft

§ Revenge

§ Family conflicts

§ Looking for someone who is missing

§ Seeking someone’s forgiveness

§ Solving a wrongdoing



Using History Writing Assignment

§ Now, think of a significant historical moment

§ War

§ Pandemic

§ Social Upheaval

§ Natural Disaster

§ Tragic Accident 

§ Set your simple story about interpersonal conflict, against the background of this 
larger historical conflict

§ How does the historical conflict change, limit, intensify what your characters can 
and cannot do, what they can and cannot say…



§ Imagine a character trying to confess or reveal something about themselves

§ Have them avoid saying the actual thing that they are trying to reveal

§ Imagine that the character they are speaking to just doesn’t get it, or keeps 
misunderstanding



§ Listen to a conversation and take notes, recording word for word what is being said.  
(Take at least two pages of notes)

§ Identify the central idea, goal, or argument in the conversation.

§ Edit the dialogue down to only a half a page.  Cut out anything unnecessary.


