MJDS Grade 2 Children's Story:  Three Steps to a Story


Three Steps to a Story

Choosing Characters, Problems, and Solutions

As a reader, you already know that a story has a beginning, a middle, and an ending.  As a writer, you need to know where to begin and how to get from one part of the story to the next.


There are many possible roads you could take.  This information will lead you down one that writers find easy to follow.  This isn't the only way to write a story, but it is one, and a good one.


It requires three steps:



1.  Choose the main character;



2.  Describe the problem;



3.  Find the solution.

1.  Choose the main character.



A.  In the case of the book that you are writing for your second grade partner, you already have the main character, your partner, and all the secondary characters such as family members, pets, friends, and neighbors.  But what about other characters who are going to be part of the plot?  Think about characters in your favorite stories.  Who are they?



Students like yourself, or younger, or older?



Kings, queens, princes, and princesses?



Creatures from outer space, or robots and computers?



Elves and fairies, giants, trolls, and ogres?



Witches, wizards, goblins and ghosts?



Pets, wild animals, farm animals, pretend animals?



Characters out of history, folktales, myths, and legends?



Or made-up creatures of your own?



Choose your characters and give them names.


B.  When you read a story, what do you like to know about the main character and the others?  You have interviewed your partner in order to get as much personal information as possible to help you make that character come alive.  

      But what about the other characters?  Your interview questions can certainly help, but here are some facts other writers have suggested including, just in case:



What the character looks like.



Where he or she lives.



Whether the character is nice or mean.



How old the character is.



Whether he or she is rich or poor, or in between.



What kind of family or other background he or she has



What the character likes to do.



Who his or her friends are.



What the character does not like to do.


C.  Begin your story by telling your readers all about your new character.  As you write, answer as many of these or your interview questions as you can, but don't just list all the information.  Insert it in a clever way.  (We will discuss the concept of "leads/hooks" and "characterization" as separate topics.)  Don't forget to include lots of "showing" details for your readers to taste, touch, smell, see, and hear.

2.  Describe the problem

A.  The time has come to get your character into trouble.  You need a conflict.  (We will discuss the concepts of conflict and plot as separate topics.)  Suppose he or she woke up one morning, had pleasant things happen all day, and went to bed happy that night.  It would be a nice day to live, but it wouldn't make much of a story.  Stories become exciting and interesting when their characters are in some kind of trouble and have to figure out a way to set things right.  When the trouble comes to an end, the story does, too.  What kinds of problems might your character have?



Could he or she be lost?



Afraid?



Trapped?



Angry?



Worried?



Sad?



Hurt?



Jealous?



Confused?



Under a spell?


      It's not an easy choice, but it has to be made.  What one problem or conflict will your character face in this story?  If you don't like any of the suggestions on the list, come up with one of your own.


B.  As soon as you have decided on the problem, you have more decisions to make:  What do you want your readers to know about the problem?  Here are some questions writers like to have answered.



What exactly is the problem?



How and when and where did the trouble begin?



How long has it been going on?



How does the main character feel about it?



Is anyone else involved in the problem?  If so, in what way?  How 



   do others feel about it?


C.  To describe your character's problem/conflict, answer as many of these questions as you can.  Again, don't just list them.  Add any other details you can think of to help your reader understand how things are for your character in trouble.

3.  Find the solution

A.  "If at first you don't succeed, try, try, again."  That's the rule for this part of the story. If a character got into trouble at 10:00 A.M., thought of a way out at 10:02, and had his or her life back to normal by 10:05, she might be pleased with herself, but you'd have a very short and probably dull story to tell.


      If you've done a good job of getting your character into trouble, it will take him or her more than a few minutes to get back out, and more than one or two tries.  On the other hand, you don't want to keep the struggle going on so long that even your readers give up.  Three tries, with the third one being successful, should be just about right.  


B.  How do people go about trying to deal with their problems?  Other writers have suggested the following ways:



By thinking the problem through



By getting help from a friend, a relative, a teacher, or some kind of 



   expert.



By fighting back in an appropriate manner



By talking it over with whoever is causing the problem.



By changing something about themselves



By trying to change others involved in the problem to change



By starting over in a new way



By learning something new


C.  What stands in the way of people dealing with their problems successfully?  Many things.  This is just a start.



Shortcomings inside themselves, such as 




shyness




fear




superstition




cowardice




dishonesty.



Interference from other people, who may be




angry




jealous




cruel




bossy




in competition




or who simply don't understand.



Physical obstacles, including




illnesses and handicaps,




mountains that need climbing,




rivers that require crossing, hurricanes, blizzards




tornadoes and earthquakes, long distances to travel,



and the lack of money and time.




Bad luck


So now you can write.  Remember, choose a character (and a setting), choose a problem/conflict, and find the solution.  Describe the first try; show how it and why it doesn't work.  Think about your character's or characters' feelings.  Try a second try; show how and why it doesn't work.  Again, add feelings.  At last, describe the third attempt.  Take your time telling about this one because this is the one that works.  Add every little detail (unless your story becomes way too long) so the reader can see what is happening.  Don't just tell; SHOW!
