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EVERY CHILD A STORYTELLER

By Frieda Wishinsky

People have always told stories. We need stories to entertain, console, inspire and make us laugh.Most of all, we need stories to let us know we're not alone.

All of us are storytellers. We tell stories on the phone, over coffee, in the hall, and on the playground.

Children are natural storytellers but they sometimes don't know how to tap into their own experiences to write a story.

Here are three ways to help children get started and five ways to help them focus their writing.

GETTING STARTED

1. SHARE AND MODEL

     

 
(a) 
Share a story of your own  

When one person tells a story, it often sparks memories and ideas in the listener. Soon the listener is telling a story of her own. I've written stories that started from my memories of my friend Norman, the grade three bully in my class, growing up in New York and playing in parks.


(b) 
Share an interest with the students. 

Tell them what you enjoy doing. Suggest that an interest can be the starting point for a story. They may love ballet, hockey, camping, baseball, music or art. Whatever it is, can be the beginning of a story. My interest in history, time-travel and chocolate have all sparked stories.

     
(c)  
When students write, write too.

I began to write when I gave my class writing assignments. I told them that my first story attempt was a first draft, just like it is for them. I revised my story as I encouraged them to do.

                

2. QUESTION

    


(a) 
Ask the students where they like to go, what they like to do after school. where they'd like to travel, whom they like to spend time with, what they wish for or what they wish they could do. All these can be the beginnings of stories. I was always fascinated with time travel and have used that theme in two of my books.

   
(b) 
Some stories start with an object. Ask the students to think of an object they love. It can be a toy, a book, an article of clothing, a piece of jewelry. Why is that object special? Where did they get it. Who gave it to them?

   
(c)  
Discuss how many stories start with a strong main character.

Ask students if they have a relative, friend or acquaintance who'd make a good character for a story or who's had a problem to overcome. Suggest the main character needs to be vivid, have identifying traits, be believable. Give students examples from books they know. (e.g., Max in WHERE THE WILD THINGS ARE or HARRY POTTER)

3. INSPIRE

     


(a) 
Share your favorite books and tell the students why you like these books. Ask them to share their favorite books and tell why they like the stories. When I can't think of a story idea, I read someone else's book for inspiration. I don't want to copy another person's story but to be inspired by how another author approached a theme.      

FOCUS YOUR STORY

1. Discuss the importance of a good title. Sometimes a writer has a great title and the story starts from that. Some good story titles are: 


SOMETHING FROM NOTHING by Phoebe Gilman


I WAS SECOND GRADE WEREWOLF by Daniel Pinkwater and 


AMBER BROWN IS A CRAYON by Paula Danziger.

I wrote a book called WHY CAN'T YOU FOLD YOUR PANTS LIKE DAVID LEVINE? The title was something my mother-in-law said and I knew it had to become a story.

2. Explain that a good story is more than an anecdote. It has to have a beginning, a middle and an end. It has to make the reader want to know what happens next. It has to make internal sense, even if it's fantasy.

3. When discussing students’ stories with them, ask questions. Why did your character do that? Why did this event happen? Tell me more about this character or place.

4. Outlines can help a writer know where's she's going. An outline doesn't have to be rigid or elaborate. You don't have to follow it exactly but it helps the writer plan the plot.

5. Encourage students who like to draw to illustrate their stories.

