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What’s in this guide?
Help us find the next generation of Inspired Tales!
Here’s what you’ll find in this guide…



Introduction
Welcome to the Inspired Tales short story writing 
guide!
 
We’ve put together some tips, ideas and 
exercises to help children make the most of their 
story. Ideas in green are a bit easier, and ideas in 
orange are a bit more challenging.
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Taking part
 We want to inspire children to explore their 

imaginations and have fun! Inspired Tales is a 
chance for them to write about whatever 
they find interesting. We’re not here to correct 
spelling mistakes, or mark grammar - we just 
want great stories. And who doesn’t love a 

great story?
 
      So whether it’s at home, as a whole class project,  
   in the library or anywhere else, get creative this autumn,
   and help us find the next generation of Inspired Tales!
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How to use this guide
   This guide is for children, parents, guardians 

and educators.
 
Pick and choose the ideas that work for you. 
You can use these ideas in the home, incorporate 

them into lesson plans or share them with 
other people.

 
  Why not get writing all together? Seeing others being 
   creative is a great way to inspire children!
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Ways to help
     Talk! 

About writing, about your ideas, about stories you like...
• Use open questions if someone’s stuck:
  - What could the character do instead?
  - What would you do in that situation?
  - Why did the character do that?

•  Seek out inspiration:
    - In the library
      - Walking down the street
        - In old photographs or pictures online
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• Try to spark the imagination:
    - ‘Who might live there?’ 
       when walking past an interesting house
    - ‘What could this be for?’ 
       if you come across an interesting object
    - ‘How do you think this person is feeling in 
       this photograph?’
    - What can you smell/hear/see?
    - How does this make you feel?
    - Could your story create that 
       same feeling?
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Tips for writing short stories
There’s no ‘right’ way to write a story, so explore, 

try some ideas and see where you get to. Don’t 
worry if you make mistakes – everybody does! 
The most important thing is to get the words 
down on the page. 

Most of all, have fun! 
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Quick ideas
Talk to a friend or a grown up about books or stories 
you really like. How do they start? Could you do 
something like that? Where do those stories take place 
- maybe a castle, a river, a mountain? Try to write a 
story set somewhere similar.
If you’re really stuck, try some ‘story starters’. Start 
with these and see where your imagination takes you…

 • The rain hadn’t stopped in days…
 • I never really believed I could do it.
 • In the darkest part of the wood, there 
   was a crooked hut.
 • The key turned in the lock with a big, 
   loud click.

Getting started
It can be really hard to get started, and a blank page can be quite scary! Here are some 
ideas to help get you going.

More advanced ideas
Ever heard of ‘free writing’? All you need is paper, 
a comfy space, and a little bit of time. Take a few 
deep breaths, try not to think about anything, 
then write down anything that comes into 
your head. Anything at all! Don’t stop for 
three minutes!
Take a break, then when you’re ready, 
look through everything you wrote. Put 
a circle around anything you like or 
want to explore more. Hopefully this will 
spark new ideas, and best of all, the 
page isn’t blank anymore!
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Genre
Genre is the sort of story you want to write. It could be horror, fantasy, comedy, 
adventure, mystery… There are lots of genres to choose from!

Quick ideas
Think about the kind of stories you like. Can you say 
what ‘genre’ they are in? Maybe you like adventure 
stories, or mysteries, or stories set in another time and 

place. Could you write something like 
that?

Ask someone else what their 
favourite sorts of stories are. What 
do they like about them? Does this 
give you any ideas?

More advanced ideas
Think about how genre relates to the structure of 
the story you want to tell. 

For example:
  • If you’re writing a mystery story, do you 
need to build up to a ‘big reveal’? What else 
do you often find in mysteries (a detective, 
clues, etc.)? Do you need any of these?
  • If you’re writing sci-fi, do you need 
futuristic technology? How can you introduce 
this but quickly get the reader into the heart 
of the action, too?
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Structure
Structure is the way your story is put together - the order that you tell things in, and the 
order in which they happen. Good structure can get you right into the action or leave you 
in suspense until the very end.

Quick ideas
There are lots of different ways to structure your story. 
For example, ‘circular’ stories: where the character 
must leave somewhere to do something, but ends up 
back where they started, like The Gruffalo, Peter Pan, 
or Alice in Wonderland.
Or, you can think about your story in three parts:
The Beginning: where we meet the character(s) and 
find out what they want.
The Middle: where most of the action happens. What 
will keep your reader interested?
The End: how can you finish your story? Will everything 
turn out well?

More advanced ideas
Sometimes, a short story is just a snippet of a much bigger 
story, so you don’t have to fill in every detail, and you can 
jump right in. Imagine writing about a race. A longer story 
might have all of the hard work your character puts in: 
training, hardships, set backs, etc., and then the big 
race. A short story might start just before the race 
begins, e.g., “It all came down to this. All the months 
of training, the early mornings, the sacrifices her 
parents made, the weeks of saving up for kit, all 
just for the next thirty seconds.”
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Character
Who is in your story? It could be people, animals, or even something else, like a robot. 
Making sure you are interested in your own characters will help you write a story 
that other people will want to read.

Quick ideas
Think about a character you really like.
 • What do you like about them? Why?
 • What ‘characteristics’ do they have? 
 How would you describe them? How do they behave?
 • Why do some stories have characters who are very 
 different from one another?

• Could you write a similar 
    character?

More advanced ideas
Knowing more about your character can be a good way 
to improve your writing. Ask someone to ask you questions, 
and try to respond as if you were your character. This is 
called hot-seating - it’s a great way to understand who 
you are writing about!
Another idea is to write a character profile. Not all of 
it will make it into your story, but your character will be 
more believable the more you know about them.
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Setting
Your setting tells the reader where and when things are happening.

Quick ideas
You don’t have many words, so don’t spend long on your 
setting. If you’re stuck trying to think where your story 
takes place, here are a few ideas:
Think about stories you like - where are they set? Could 
you set yours somewhere like that?
Think about somewhere you know - is there an 
interesting house on your walk to school? A park you 
love to spend time in? Have you ever been on a trip to 
somewhere special, or spent time in another country?

More advanced ideas
To save space, try to find the ‘essence’ of your setting. Imagine 
a story set in a castle. You could spend a long time describing it: 
‘The castle towered above him, blocking out the sun. It looked 
like it was carved out of the rock, impenetrable, with huge iron 
gates guarding the only way in…” This uses up lots of space.
To speed things up, you could 
pick out one feature: “He stood 
before the castle, massive and 
impenetrable, desperately looking 
for a way to get through the 
gate.” It’s not as descriptive, but it 
tells you enough for a short story.
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Action
What happens in your story - the plot! Plotting your story is key. You need to know 
when things are going to happen, and you might want to build up to the key moment or 
most exciting part.

Quick ideas
You can think about developing your action 
with these three steps:
 • What? - What does your character 
want to do?
 • But! - Something gets in the way to 
stop this happening
 • So… What happens to resolve this 
conflict? What does the character do?

More advanced ideas
Think about your structure and action together.
It could be the simplest of things that has 
greater meaning after the story is told. 
For example, if your character is making a 
cake at the beginning, that might not seem 
momentous. However, if we later find 
out that the recipe is from her long-lost 
relative and she has gone through a 
terrible ordeal just to celebrate her 
family with this cake, it takes on 
more meaning.
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Voice
Voice is how you tell the story - whose perspective it’s told from, and the way you 
choose to tell it. Voice can change how your reader feels about your story.

Quick ideas
Think about a story that you enjoy. 

How is it told? Is the character 
telling you the story? E.g. “I woke up” 

or “I had a feeling”. This is a 
first-person narrative.

Or, is the story told by someone else 
- the narrator? E.g. “He woke up” 

or “She had a feeling”. This is a 
third-person narrative. Which 
do you like?
Can you write a story in the 
same way?

More advanced ideas
Tell a simple story in two different voices - first person 
and third person. Which do you like more? Why?
E.g. “She didn’t know the milk was off. She got downstairs, 
poured a bowl of cereal, and tipped in the last of the milk. 
As she read her homework one last time, she reached her 
spoon into the bowl, and raised it to her mouth…” 
You might think this version hints at what’s coming before 
it happens. 
It builds more suspense.
Compare this to: “I was running late, and still had to check 
my homework. I grabbed a bowl of cereal, and I was just 
reading through all the work I’d spent hours doing, when 
I took a bite, and… BLEURGH!” You might think this one 
puts you at the heart of the story, seeing things from the 
character’s point of view.
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Remember, there’s no ‘right’
way to write a story.

Good luck, and have fun! 


