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CHAPTER 3  

Telling stories: plot, voice and point of view, theme

‘Work brings inspiration, if inspiration is not discernible at the beginning.’

Igor Stravinsky, composer

This chapter will help you develop your skills in managing the elements of a story/narrative: plot, voice, point 
of view and theme. You will also be guided to write a short story which has potential to be included in your 
folio for assessment.

When you can combine (integrate) elements of plot, voice, point of view and theme seamlessly with characters 
and setting, then you have created the ‘striking whole’ which is required for Excellence grades in senior writing.

Constructing a narrative
People have been telling stories for centuries. Cultures from all parts of the world have 
honoured their story tellers as they have recounted yarns and legends – stories that 
deal with magic and monsters, heroes and villains; with goodness threatened and evil 
vanquished.

Why do we enjoy stories? Perhaps it is because in an uncertain world, they give shape to lives and a conclusion 
that satisfies. Perhaps they provide an escape, or a connection with interesting characters?

Many young writers enjoy writing a narrative and this type of writing can be most satisfying.

Plot: the structure of a narrative
It is interesting to look at the way a children’s book is organised. These texts are a model 
of strong structure because the most demanding audience is the pre-schooler!

Dogger (Random House, 1977) is a well-loved children’s book by Shirley Hughes. This is 
what happens in Dogger:
1. We are introduced to the main character (Dave) and his setting. 
 The details about Dave and his family allow us to care about him as a character and understand him.
2. The writer introduces the other important character.
 Dogger is Dave’s soft toy who is greatly loved and goes everywhere with Dave. This foreshadows the drama 

that will be the climax of the story.
3. Something happens.
 Just as in Act 3 of Shakespeare’s plays, something happens (this event is also called 

‘the complication’). In this case, Dogger gets lost!
4. There is a reaction to what has happened.
 Dave’s character is developed further as the family searches for Dogger.

Narrative – a story; 
a spoken or written 
account of events.

Plot – the main 
events of a story/
narrative arranged 
in a sequence.

Complication – an 
event in the plot that 
changes the course 
of the narrative.
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5. There is a resolution.
  The plot is concluded happily because Dogger is found and 

themes emerge such as family support in a time of crisis and 
the love a child can have for a special toy. (Awww!)

This narrative structure sounds very simple; and in fact, many narrative structures are simple. Complexity comes 
from the character development, the elements within the narrative and the writing style.

Task 1 – Brainstorming using five steps
1. Brainstorm two or three likely scenarios for plots using the five-step structure of Dogger.
2. Now change the action (complication) in Step 3 of your narrative structures. For example, for Dogger: Dogger 

was abducted by an alien; Dogger got swept away in a river; Dogger was taken by a naughty jealous kid.

Resolution – the end of a story’s plotline 
where the ‘complication/s’ are worked out/solved.
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Task 3 – ‘Found’ poems – two methods
‘Found’ poems are composed of words and phrases that the writer ‘finds’ in other contexts and arranges into the 
form of a poem.

In this exercise you develop sensitivity to words and become aware of how powerful poetic structure can be. You use the 
shapes a poem makes (using structural elements: lines, stanzas, punctuation, spaces) to make and reinforce meaning.

Try both methods and create two ‘found’ poems.

Method 1
Choose a story from a newspaper, or a passage from a novel or short story.

Rearrange the words into stanzas, adding line breaks and punctuation to 
emphasise words or ideas.

Don’t change many words, but you can leave some out. Try to keep the 
main message or idea and mood of the passage intact.

Before you begin, read the following example.

Example: Passage from a novel
Through the wide gateway I see the moat, muddy and low in the summer heat. On the shores 
are canoes made from the hollowed trunks of trees. Most of them are on the far side, hidden 
in the grass, waiting for the warriors when they return. Beyond rise the first tall trees of the 
forest, and to the right of the trees are the marshes, brown and tranquil and treacherous. 
Across the marshes is a path of reeds, stones and branches we have laid down to make a safe 
way to the clean waters. I see women walking back along that path now, carrying baskets of 
washing. When they reach the ground outside the moat they spread the washed linen and 
the woollen tunics on the grass to dry, and tell the children to lay them flat again should the 
wind tumble them. Then, talking and joking among themselves, they get into their canoes and 
paddle back across the moat to our village. I envy them their happy fellowship.

Sherryl Jordan, Tanith (Ashton Scholastic, 1994, p. 11)

Found poem:

Stanza – a group of lines in a poem, 
separated from another group of lines 
(or stanza), by a line break. The poem 
‘Dulce et Decorum Est’ contains four 
stanzas. The term comes from the 
Italian word for ‘room’. Think of a group 
of lines on a page being surrounded by 
four walls of white space.
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c. Visit the school or local library and look at books of photographs of World War I soldiers. Choose the face of 
one soldier that particularly captures your attention. Look carefully at the face and the faces of other soldiers 
around your chosen subject.

d. Jot down words and phrases that occur to you when you think about this soldier’s appearance in the 
photograph and the context of the photograph.

e. Imagine you know this soldier, or imagine he is a relative and that he is writing a letter to you. What would 
he say? Would he send advice, experience, reflection, a story or anecdote, speculation, prediction, ambition, 
comparison ... ?

f. OR imagine you are writing a letter to him – what would you say? Write down some sentences, phrases and 
words that you could use in your letter.

Step 2: Word storming 

Word storming helps you to access material from your half-conscious mind. Sometimes very original and 
interesting material can be produced this way.

The process is a little like Task 1, Remix, except that in this Task you have ‘primed’ your mind by collecting and 
thinking about names and images of First World War soldiers.

Follow these instructions:
a. Write down a starter – words or a phrase you’ve noted from the exercises above.
b. Then write down the next thing you think of, and the next, and the next. Write as fast as you can and don’t 

stop to think or edit, or to check spelling. If you do, the ‘half-conscious’ process will stop.
c. As you write, the words will trigger material such as memories. They may be sidetracks from the original idea 

– don’t worry, follow them because they can lead to some of your most interesting writing.
 Try to write groups of words and phrases rather than single words. 
 (Remember that you will discard most of what you generate.)
d. Select what you like – interesting images, vivid and surprising comparisons, etc.
e. Repeat the process over a couple of days, or longer, using other starters from the exercise above. Select again.
f. Write your poem. Write the poem you want to write. It may not be themed around Anzac Day or soldiers – 

no problem!
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More advanced scaffolding
Note:  The ‘TEXAS’ and ‘TEXAXAS’ methods of structuring written work were devised and developed by 

Dr Jeni Curtis and Helaina Coote.

TEXAS is a step up from the basic structure introduced above.

T = TOPIC SENTENCE

E = EXPLANATION/CLARIFICATION

X = EXAMPLE X = EXAMPLE X = EXAMPLE

A = ANALYSIS A = ANALYSIS A = ANALYSIS

S = SUMMATIVE SENTENCE

Again the ‘TEXAS’ acronym is just the ‘scaffold’ for structuring your paragraph. (Many senior students like to 
use TEXAXAS as their favoured acronym. It is the same as TEXAS but suggests another layer of discussion and 
analysis.) Whichever ‘scaffold’ you choose, remember that you need to develop your argument and discussion.

Analysis becomes a key word at Level 2. This skill is linked to your ability to read information and text closely, 
and it is discussed fully in ESA’s Close Reading Learning Workbook.

In this Senior Writing Learning Workbook, your focus is on structure and style but you need to remember that 
analysis demonstrates your ability to ‘unpack’ the why and how of an idea (or a text) and is an essential part of 
senior formal writing such as examination essays.

How to get your essay into a great state: TEXAS

Element Explanation Example Comment

T
Topic 
sentence

Introduces the topic or subject 
of the paragraph; a one-
sentence introduction.

My lord, this man, Colonel 
Mustard, is guilty.

(OK, tell me about it. I need 
some more details.)

E
Explanation 
and 
elaboration

Gives further detail about the 
topic. Can be more than one 
sentence. The second and other 
sentences will usually have a 
transitional word to link it to 
the previous text or the overall 
essay topic (e.g. ‘another’, 
‘furthermore’, ‘however’).

He murdered Miss Scarlet, 
in the library. Furthermore, 
it will be shown that to 
carry out this reprehensible 
deed, he used the lead 
piping.

(Right then. Prove it. I need 
some evidence.)

Engage – What is your 
reader’s reaction; how 
does the explanation 
link to the keywords of 
the topic?
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X
Example 
and 
evidence

Provides proof for the idea you 
have already outlined; supports 
the point you are making. 
Quotes, statistics, facts. ‘To 
illustrate ...’, ‘For example ...’, 
‘For instance ...’

Provide another example that 
reaffirms your topic statement 
for another part of the text. 
Don’t forget to use a linking 
word or phrase – e.g. ‘In 
addition ...’, ‘Similarly ...’

There is DNA evidence 
which links the blood on 
Colonel Mustard’s coat to 
that of Miss Scarlet.

(That’s fine, but is that the 
only evidence?)

In addition, Colonel 
Mustard’s fingerprints were 
on the piping.

(So what does that evidence 
mean?)

Craft – What aspects 
of style and structure 
are present in your 
evidence?

A Analysis

Breaks down the example(s) 
into parts and explains the 
relevance to the topic.

A good way to begin this part 
is ‘This shows that ...’ or ‘This 
illustrates ...’

The DNA links him to the 
case ...

(Fair enough, but that one 
piece of evidence is not 
convincing.)

... and the fingerprints show 
incontrovertibly that he was 
at the scene of the crime.

S
Summary 
sentence

Good words with which 
to begin this part are: 
‘Therefore ...’, ‘Hence ...’ or 
‘Thus ...’

Think of a powerful and 
emotive way to remind the 
reader what the topic of the 
paragraph is. Use words and 
phrases like ‘Consequently ...’, 
‘Accordingly ...’, ‘In 
retrospect ...’, ‘In conclusion ...’, 
‘In brief ...’, ‘As a result ...’ to 
show that you are summing up.

(Fair enough. Now, what 
was your point again?)

Thus, we have proved 
that Colonel Mustard 
committed the foul murder 
and consequently that he is 
guilty as charged.

Purpose – Why has the 
author wanted to create 
this reaction in the 
reader?

Task 3 – Practising a more complex argument
Use the TEXAS writing frame to develop a paragraph which argues that that we must develop alternative sources 
of energy in the world. Here is the suggested ‘scaffolding’ for your paragraph:

T = TOPIC SENTENCE:

E = EXPLANATION/CLARIFICATION:

Ans. p. 135
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Film or book review
Writing a book or film review can be challenging, and may not be as easy as it at first appears. However, many 
students find the review an attractive option because they have often read reviews and feel comfortable with the 
style. Like any other piece of writing, a review requires careful preparation, and you need to structure your review 
thoughtfully.

Task 13 – Preparing notes for a film review
Note:  The following planning outline covers the basics required to write a good film review at Level 1. 

Level 2 and Level 3 students should consider doing further research on the film and its director, 
as outlined in Task 14, before writing their reviews.

1. Make notes under each of the headings in the diagram below.

Title of film

Plot summary

Director

Key scenes

Character C’s name
(and actor’s name)

Role of character C in the film

Character A’s name
(and actor’s name)

Role of character A in the film

Character B’s name
(and actor’s name)

Role of character B in the film
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Features selected in this review 
and the order in which they 
occur
setting and technical 
features
action and plot
genre and characterisation
acting and characterisation

Thirty years on from the shame of Vietnam, in a world 
where certainty no longer exists, it’s perhaps not 
surprising that this film has been made, and by an 
American. Past acts of heroism can be relived, values 
of family, duty and sacrifice can be revisited. Make it 
clear you are still anti-war, but, instead of a radical, 
questioning stance, let realistic detail be the vehicle of 
criticism.

Adds pace and rhythm to the 
style

variety of sentence 
structures (e.g. periodic, 
complex, minor; use of 
dashes)

Conclusion
draws opinions together 
(technically superb as a war 
movie but theme comes 
second, or is lost in, the 
action)

The trouble is, the quantity of that detail makes one 
suspect that this is just an excuse for the makers to 
show off their prowess at war games. What’s more, 
bookending it with the Stars and Stripes waving in the 
breeze sends a different message to those of us who 
don’t happen to be American. lt’s not that we have 
a problem with honouring our dead, or that we can’t 
relate to the poignant scenes of an old man in a field 
of white crosses, but we are a bit allergic to such flag-
waving patriotism down here. And what we discovered 
about ourselves on Chunuk Bair seems somehow 
clearer and more powerful than these unresolved 
attempts at profundity. Technically admirable yes, but 
not the morality play it would like to be.

Source: New Zealand Listener, 18 October 1998

Shows contrast, provides 
detailed asides
Other review conventions

use of first-person plural
use of surnames only 
actor’s name in parentheses 
after character’s name
use of present tense when 
describing film’s events
film titles italicised

Writing for exams
Writing in an exam involves specific techniques of time management and of 
structuring answers competently. Use the material provided throughout this book 
to help you become skilled in structuring your written work, and to feel confident 
about the structure of the answers you write under exam conditions.

It is also useful to be aware of the SOLO 
taxonomy and of the kind of thinking 
that is expected at the various levels of 
NCEA and other examinations.

How to develop good thinking into good answers
When you are trying to construct good answers, it will help if you have a scaffold or structure in mind. It may 
look like this:

ANSWER STRUCTURE

THINKING LEVELS KNOWLEDGE

WHAT? Literary technique is identified, 
technique is described

A feature/technique used is ...

An example is ...

HOW? Feature or technique is explained This has the effect of ...

Taxonomy – the science of 
classification (Oxford English 
Dictionary).

SOLO (Structure of Observed Learning Outcomes) is a model of learning 
(developed by J. Biggs and K. Collis) that describes three levels of 
understanding – surface, deep and conceptual. It is used to describe 
how learners progress through various stages of understanding, with 
each stage involving more complex comprehension.

Source: www.learningandteaching.info/learning/solo.htm
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Chapter 2  Descriptive writing: creating places 
and people

Task 1 – Recognising imagery (page 4)

2. Sight or visual image describing what the kidnapped boy looks like.

3. Sight or visual image describing how the boy is held captive.

4. Touch or tactile image describing how the boy feels when he is terrified.

5. Sight, touch and smell image describing the disgusting contents of the 
bucket Michele trips over. 

6. Sound or aural image describing Michele’s terrified screams.

Task 5 – Figurative language in action (page 14)

1. a. ‘the pace we operated at – something like an epileptic ant-nest,’

   ‘this (slowed pace) was about as realistic as expecting to find fish in 
your fish fingers,’

   ‘a slice of toast so hard I could have taken a bite out of the plate by 
mistake.’

 b.  Erle has a lively imagination; he is a bit cynical (doesn’t expect things 
to be as advertised, e.g. fish in fish fingers). Linley is a very busy 
place (‘epileptic ant-nest’ suggests a fast, frenzied pace) and the 
food is not very good (a slice of toast so hard ...) – or at least Erle 
doesn’t like it or find it adequate.

2. a.  Personification: ‘hems and stitches the scalloped edges of the land.’

   Metaphor: ‘they (the houses) window the neatened curve of the 
sea.’

  Metaphor: ‘tides of eyes’

 b.  Personification links the action of the sea forming the coast of the 
bay with sewing, a human activity: hemming and stitching to turn an 
edge into a scalloped shape, suggesting that the sea has the human 
qualities of careful, deliberate crafting in the way it shapes the bay. 
The second metaphor turns the space between the houses into a 
‘window’ – a place from which the world can be viewed, again 
linking a natural open space with a human construction. The third 
metaphor compares the way the family constantly watches the bay, 
‘tides of eyes’, with the action of the tidal sea, again linking human 
and natural worlds.

  Example
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