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            PREFACE

         

         We’ve managed to clock up over twenty years each in the classroom as English teachers at Key Stages 3, 4 and 5. In some ways our teaching careers have been very different. Martin began his career in sixth form colleges teaching GCSE English retake courses and English A levels; later he moved to the 11–18 sector. He has been a head of English and deputy head teacher. Jon has taught English in a wide variety of secondary schools – some in leafy suburbs, others in neglected and forgotten housing estates, heading English in special settings and working with some of the most challenging children in the education system.

         Despite these differences we’ve been united in our passion for creative writing. Writing professionally while holding down a teaching career hasn’t been easy. We’ve both had to eke out an hour here and there – mostly late at night – and finish our respective books one painstaking scene at a time. Martin’s nine books are split between award-winning fiction (three novels for teenage readers: The Poison Boy, Lifers and Payback) and non-fiction (educational texts on developing metacognition and study skills co-authored with Steve Oakes: The A Level Mindset, The GCSE Mindset and The Student Mindset). Martin’s output is dwarfed, however, by Jon’s twenty-six novels for children and adults, which include the award-winning Mortlock and Monster Odyssey series. Jon’s work includes retellings of Macbeth, Romeo and Juliet and Hamlet; high age interest/low reading age books for teens; and articles for various writing and educational publications. He’s also been a contributor to the Children’s Writers’ and Artists’ Yearbook since 2014.

         When we first met and began discussing our respective experiences we were struck by how our regular contact with publishing house editors, with their forensic understanding of story and exacting standards, had begun to inform our teaching. We felt better equipped to teach creative writing because we had been lucky enough to receive very practical tutoring from some of the best editors and publishers in the country.

         Since then, our insights have informed our writing workshops and changed the way we intervene, support and give feedback. In his role as Writing Fellow for the Royal Literary Fund at the Universities of Chester and Aberystwyth, Jon even found that the fundamentals of creative writing could be brought to undergraduate academic assignments. Storycraft is our attempt to share as many of these principles and strategies as we can. This book is by no means a complete curriculum: pick and choose the activities you think will best benefit your students and discard the others.

         Stay in touch at www.storycraftbook.com or @Storycraft6 on Twitter.

         And whatever your approach, enjoy the process!
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         This book is not about style. It won’t give you activities that encourage students to use fronted adverbials, vary their premodification or employ the passive voice. We think there’s plenty of that about.

         Instead, Storycraft focuses on getting students writing – putting words and ideas on paper as regularly and confidently as possible.

         Too often we found that our creative writing classes went like this: we’d read and discuss a great piece of writing; we’d stay where we, as teachers, felt most comfortable (analysing the writer’s linguistic tricks and enthusing about them); we’d line up a writing task; and then we’d watch as thirty kids seemed unable to summon sufficient energy to put anything on paper. There would be awkward silence. Then the questions would come: ‘How do I start?’ ‘What should happen?’ ‘What do I write next?’ ‘Am I allowed to [insert whatever]?’ ‘Can you give me another word meaning “scared”?’ and, inevitably, ‘Can I swear?’

         And once the work was in, our feedback would be all about style. We’d read thirty stories and make observations like, ‘Can you use an inventive simile here?’ or scribble, ‘Is there a better adjective?’ in the margin of the student’s piece. But questions of style come much later. Adjustments in wording are the final stage of a much longer process.

         This may be the first book we’ve written together, but we’ve known each other a long time, and over the years we’ve had hundreds of hours of telephone conversations with agents and editors as we discussed manuscripts in development. Almost none of that time has been spent on questions of style.

         Instead, we’ve found that editors and publishers want the architecture of the piece to be sorted out first. Under discussion were things like: how can we get the protagonist right? What is driving this character? What do they want? Tell me about motivation in this scene. Why isn’t the pace right here? Who do you consider to be the foreground characters? How is this character changing? How does the structure of the novel work? Describe the shape of this story. What is at its heart and how will it end? Only after months and months of writing might we get a read-through with style as a focus. 

         This book will be about getting students to a point where they’ve written well enough that we legitimately have the luxury of debating matters of style, rather than beginning there.

         Storycraft is about the craft of getting character, setting and structure coherent and strong. There are fifty-one activities that will get your students crafting narratives regularly, more quickly and with gradually greater confidence. The book is about exploring the creative process so that we can normalise the struggles associated with crafting something from nothing.

         It might be purchased with a Year 11 class in mind, but this is a set of tools, tricks and strategies that can be used at any level. Try it at Key Stage 3 or with A level students. We still use many of these tricks regularly ourselves.

         We’ve divided the book into seven main sections:

         1. In Manifesto for a Creative Classroom we explore the creative process. Process is a key concept here. Great writing doesn’t arrive out of nowhere, no matter what the eureka moment myths and legends might suggest. What goes on in a writer’s head as they develop a story? Where do all their good ideas come from? What habits and routines do writers use so they always have good ideas ready to go? What happens before the real writing starts?

         We’ve tried to codify the process in this chapter of the book. Our FORGE acronym suggests that good creative thinking requires feeding (providing the imagination with fuel), followed by observing and researching (paying active attention to the world with a curiosity that allows us to better represent what we see). Gestation is important: the creative process is a long game. The ideas we generate on the morning of a writing exam may be nascent, weak and derivative. Those we have considered critically for longer will have an inherent strength. Finally, experimentation will play a role. New and interesting ideas are often nothing more than familiar concepts combined in new ways. We also tackle ten misconceptions about creative writing in this chapter.

         2. In FORGE-ing Strategies we provide ten activities that help students to generate micro-ideas – the valuable little nuggets that work as seeds for great stories. The activities are written for students and address them directly. You can direct students to them and (hopefully) they will be able to follow the instructions and begin work.

         There are no writing tasks at the end of these activities. FORGE largely describes the pre-production process and results in notes, scribbles, discussion and lists of possibilities. The outcomes of these activities should be captured, shared and discussed; the crafting process comes next.

         3. Character is the heart of any good narrative. In Crafting Characters we share ten strategies for making characters better. The activities are written for students and address them directly. As before, you can direct students to them and they should be able to follow the instructions and begin work. Unlike the previous chapter, however, these activities require students to be ‘ready to write’ and to actually get something down on paper. Typically they require students to produce 300–400 words (Why this amount? We’ve found it works best for us. Five- and six-year-old pupils in Years 2 and 3, writing at length for the first time, can often manage 100 words. We think that seven or eight years later, 300 words is the least we might expect. But we recognise, of course, that this might not be easy, and might not suit your context. Adjust as you see fit!). There are a few helpful bullet points to get them up and running. As their teacher you’ll be able to use or ignore these.

         4. Narratives don’t take place in colourless spaces. Location adds mood, atmosphere and momentum. In Crafting Settings we offer ten activities that take us away from the ubiquitous spooky cottage or school canteen. As with the previous chapter, each of the activities are written directly for students. By the end of the resource they should be ready to write, so each activity ends with a writing task of 300–400 words, and, as above, you’ll be able to make any adjustments you want.

         5. In Crafting Shape and Structure we offer ten activities to help students shape their stories. We’ve tried to go beyond beginning/middle/end, but not to confuse the issue by introducing narratology or structural analysis. We think that a story composed of two or three coherent and well-chosen scenes will be streets ahead of those made up on the fly. As before, the students should work through the activities themselves, at the end of which they should be ready to write around 300–400 words.

         6. In Editing we offer some solutions to common story problems. We’ve spoken to English teachers who have been open enough to share student narratives with us. One of the themes that regularly emerges from these discussions is the ease with which we can spot misfiring narratives, but the difficulty we all have in pinpointing the exact problem with them. ‘I know these are weak,’ one teacher said to us as we read through student pieces. ‘But why are they weak?’ The activities in this chapter are designed to diagnose and improve already existing pieces. As such, there are no writing activities at the end of these resources. They only work if the student brings an already completed piece of writing to them. 

         7. Finally, in The Exam we offer five tips for exam preparation written directly for students and with an impending creative writing exam in mind.

         We end with Activity 51: there are thirty-nine writing prompts to round off the book, one for each week of the academic year. We hope you find them useful!

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 1

            MANIFESTO FOR A CREATIVE CLASSROOM

         

         If you search the internet for ‘the scientific method’ you get, at the time of writing, over 17 million hits, including Wikipedia pages, articles, definitions, images, beginner’s guides and introductions for various key stages.

         If you search the internet for ‘the creative method’ you get fewer than 300,000 hits; that’s 1.76% of the pages dedicated to the scientific method. (The Creative Method, we discovered, is also the name of a Sydney-based design agency.)

         Why the disparity? The characteristics of the scientific method have been established for nearly 500 years. You have a hypothesis which generates logical predictions. You then test these and gather evidence. The experiment must be replicable and peer approved. You arrive at a greater understanding having deconstructed something.

         Scientific classrooms have the equipment and tools necessary to make these analyses. They have a lab assistant who wheels in trolleys of jars and test tubes from a stockroom full of materials. They have posters illustrating cross-section cutaways of hearts and eyes, drawings of light bouncing off surfaces, lists of parts and components.

         But the creative method is about construction, not deconstruction. Moving from having nothing to having something you have crafted and built.

         There is much discussion about how this process works, and every creative seems to be doing something very different. The picture is complicated by the fact that some writers and artists aren’t sure where their ideas come from and ascribe spiritual significance to them. Others claim to ‘hear voices’ or explain that all we have to do is ‘unearth the story’. Others speak of sudden flashes of inspiration.

         All of this makes it harder to conceive of a ‘creative writing classroom’. Although it’s tempting to conjure up ideas of bright colours, informal seating, fun activities and eureka moments, these notions do nothing to encourage creative output. We’ve been  teaching and writing for a combined forty years and when we sit at home to create we’re typing at a desk, alone. We’re responding to a brief having signed a contract for a book which specifies the length, audience, probable title and content. We’re on a deadline and we’ve got daily word count targets to reach.

         Our manifesto for a creative classroom is an attempt to organise and formalise everything we’ve learned about the creative process. There are no weird or wacky suggestions here – nothing about sitting on a beanbag listening to free-form jazz and ‘writing what you feel’. Instead, creativity is about the same diligent and persistent hard work that brings success in every other subject and discipline. At its core is the concept of professionalism. As Steven Pressfield puts it in Turning Pro, ‘to defeat the self-sabotaging habits of procrastination, self-doubt, susceptibility to distraction, perfectionism and shallowness, we enlist the self-strengthening habits of order, regularity, discipline and a constant striving after excellence’.1

         ADDRESSING MISCONCEPTIONS

         Establishing ground rules will be important, particularly if students have some partially formed sense of what creativity is. They will need clear messages about the culture, expectations and parameters when they’re approaching a project in a new and unexpected way. Building a manifesto – a set of principles and ground rules – also requires us to spend some time surfacing and addressing some misconceptions about ‘learning to be creative’, all of which help to build a positive and purposeful working environment.

         Here are ten principles we’ve found to be indispensable. We explore these ideas all the time, expressing them repeatedly in different ways. We’ve found that each one is good for busting a myth or misconception.

         
            Principle 1: Writing successful narrative fiction is the result of a creative process that goes on for many weeks and months before the exam. This process can be taught, learned and engaged with over a long period of time.

            Good for tackling: ‘The exam is random. There’s no reliable way to prepare. I’m going to go in there and wing it on the day, so these lessons are a waste of time.’

            Principle 2: Becoming a good writer of narrative fiction means being professional: not waiting for inspiration to strike but working hard to hunt it down.

            Good for tackling: ‘This will be easy. It’ll be a chance to kick back, relax, mess about and wait for an idea to come.’

            Principle 3: Good stories are the result of stockpiling a huge number of ideas and sorting through the ordinary to find the unusual or interesting. Ideas arrive in pieces (micro-ideas) and stories have to be built from these pieces. Original is overrated. All story components have been used somewhere before, but that doesn’t stop you building something new with them.

            Good for tackling: ‘I don’t have any ideas. I’ll never get any. All my ideas are rubbish. They’re not original.’

            Principle 4: Good writers of narrative fiction read a lot of narrative fiction.

            Good for tackling: ‘I can write well without reading. I’ve watched a ton of movies. I’m the exception to the rule.’

            Principle 5: There are a thousand different ways to tell a good story. Creativity is an act of courage – of beginning your version of a story without knowing if it will be successful or if other people will like it.

            Good for tackling: ‘How will I know when I’m “right”? I don’t want to be “wrong” and look stupid.’

            Principle 6: There’s no such thing as writer’s block.

            Good for tackling: ‘I’m blocked. I can’t do anything today.’

            Principle 7: Quantity beats quality. We arrive at good writing on the other side of bad writing. You can’t edit a blank page.

            Good for tackling: ‘I admit I’ve only done a paragraph, but it’s perfect. You’re going to love it. Quality beats quantity.’

            Principle 8: Very few stories turn out as the writer hoped. The story in our head is always better than the one we produce on the page. These failures are a normal part of the creative process.

            Good for tackling: ‘I’ll have an idea for a story, I’ll write it and the story will come out exactly as I’d hoped.’ 

            Principle 9: Improvement comes from finding and making as many mistakes as possible, then learning from them. The more errors you make now, the fewer there are left to make in the exam.

            Good for tackling: ‘Once I get the hang of this it’ll be easy. I’ll get gradually better each time I write. Progress will be smooth and inevitable.’

            Principle 10: Creativity is not a gift given to some and not others. We all have the capacity.

            Good for tackling: ‘You’re born creative. It can’t be taught. Sadly I’m not creative.’

         

         We’ll cover each of these in a little more detail in the following pages. As you’ll no doubt be aware, attitude change is a long game – a slow and steady process of regular contact with new and unfamiliar ideas. Objections like the ones above will be repeated lesson after lesson. Our role is to quietly and patiently disagree, and offer stories, examples and research which continue to further an alternative version of the world.

         A manifesto for a creative classroom gives us a new story to tell students about narrative writing.

         

         

         PRINCIPLE 1:

         WRITING SUCCESSFUL NARRATIVE FICTION IS THE RESULT OF A CREATIVE PROCESS THAT GOES ON FOR MANY WEEKS AND MONTHS BEFORE THE EXAM. THIS PROCESS CAN BE TAUGHT, LEARNED AND ENGAGED WITH OVER A LONG PERIOD OF TIME.

         The creative production of any artefact – a short story, a poem or a song – is the end result of a period of preparation, thinking and planning (often subconscious) on the part of the creator. They may not know what the exam will ask, but confident students walk in with a healthy and well-fed imagination: a headful of ideas, starting points, characters, situations and possibilities. They’ve been engaged in a creative process in the weeks and months before the exam, often for longer. As a result, it’s not unusual for these students to describe the exam experience as ‘fun’ or ‘easy’.

         THE CREATIVE PROCESS

         Professor Giovanni Corazza, founder of the Marconi Institute of Creativity at the University of Bologna, speaks of the need ‘to value long thinking’ when exploring the creative process.2 That is (in contrast to brilliant thinking, quick solutions or aha moments), thinking we stay with, that travels with us for a period of time and that takes us a long distance in a series of steps. Artist, entrepreneur and professor Raphael DiLuzio has a similar idea. He emphasises the importance of gestation, of holding an idea or problem in your head for a long period, often while doing other things.3 This gestation, or long thinking, seems to be an important component in any creative endeavour.

         It cannot, therefore, be done the night before the exam.

         The best creative work done on the day of the creative writing paper will be the result of preparation, gestation and long thinking. There are many different ways of labelling the phases through which we pass during this long thinking. Here, we’ve synthesised a number of them. Our model is simple, clear and, we hope, easy to communicate.

          It’s called FORGE, and it assumes that a problem or challenge has been set or generated – you can’t create without one.

         F – FEEDING

         Our preparation (or long thinking if you prefer that term) needs fuel. Without this fuel, we operate with a weak imagination starved of stimuli. Our diet needs to be rich and varied and we must feed the imagination with a range of alternative inputs. As writer Haruki Murakami has commented, ‘If you only read the books that everyone else is reading, you can only think what everyone else is thinking.’4 The same goes for TV shows, narrative computer games and graphic novels.

         Feeding gives the imagination a set of tropes, characters, situations, ideas and possibilities with which to experiment. It gives us more to imitate, emulate or steal (more about this in Principle 3). Of course, even with a lot to steal, we need to know how to adjust and adapt it so that it suits the vehicle of narrative prose.

         A limited diet produces a number of issues:

         
            [image: ] The computer-game-only diet: Students whose main inputs are computer games often try to reproduce the action of the game on the page, describing in a single sentence how a handily positioned bazooka allows their protagonist to clear the ground for a helicopter coming in to land. This scene, recently submitted in one of our sessions, patently didn’t work on the page. The thrill of gaming is in the agency of the player-character and the immersion in a carefully built world. Turning it into prose without adjustment doesn’t work.

            [image: ] The movies-only diet: Here you may find the tendency to overwrite chase or action sequences so they become tedious blow-by-blow accounts devoid of drama, or to outline a long plot in an emotionless list of actions. They may have been good to watch but they’re terrible to read.

            [image: ] The sport-only diet: The reason there isn’t a bestselling novel which gives us a real-time prose description of a tennis match is because prose often renders sporting drama inert. The dramatic power of a sporting occasion lies in its visceral immediacy. Therefore, if a sporting event is to be included in a story, we’d recommend that it is only as a backdrop to a more immediate and dramatic episode better suited to narrative prose. It’s tempting to try to engage sports fans by encouraging a piece describing a contest or sporting occasion, but we’ve never yet read a powerful and engaging account of, say, a football match. Often, the pieces simply amount to hero worship. The same goes for students writing about live music or celebrity meetings, both of which rarely work well in fiction. 

            [image: ] The books-from-childhood-only diet: There’s nothing wrong with occasionally returning to favourite books, unless it is the sole fare. We needn’t direct criticism at the Year 8 students still reading Wimpy Kid books, unless they’re the only books being read. Kinney’s books work tremendously well on a number of levels, but they’re in diary form, obviously, so only showcase a first-person informal narrative. The same goes for other hugely popular diary-based writing: they are loosely structured and episodic, as a diary inevitably is, so they don’t help to illustrate the plotting of short narratives. Kinney is first and foremost a cartoonist, so the humour works through the juxtaposition of prose and illustration – a technique the students won’t be able to emulate later in the exam.

            [image: ] The graphic-novels-only diet: Graphic novels and interactive fiction are great at encouraging reading, as long as the young reader-writer can see beyond the self-imposed limitations of these genres as they gear up to write narrative prose. When we try to reproduce visual media in words, the results can be disappointing. In interactive fiction, characters other than the protagonist exist only to interact with the player-reader – they have no wishes or desires of their own. Readers need to be aware of this when they immerse themselves in interactive worlds.5

         

         Feeding must include reading narrative prose. This process is so important that it gets a section of the manifesto to itself (see Principle 4). As to what should be read, the key is variety: short stories, middle grade (MG) or young adult (YA) novels, police procedurals and murder mysteries, thrillers, romances, family dramas, humorous diaries, superhero comics, graphic novels and childhood favourites.

         It should go without saying, but for the sake of clarity, there are a vanishingly small number of circumstances in which we should be discouraging reading. If you’re working with a member of staff or know of someone who is disparaging students’ reading choices on the basis of quality, tackle them! We are not the gatekeepers or arbiters of taste.

         

         O R – OBSERVING AND RESEARCHING

         There is vigorous and healthy debate on the extent to which creativity requires knowledge. One on side, the argument goes that innovation can happen as a result of playful experimentation, using the knowledge we already have. On the other, the contention is that creativity is heightened by knowing lots – that it is a broad knowledge base that allows us to make creative connections and combinations.

         Dr Tina Seelig of Stanford University emphasises that ‘Your knowledge is the toolbox for your imagination.’6 Seelig is firmly in the second camp. Our section on feeding aligns us with Seelig: the more you’ve read, the more tricks and tropes you’ve seen. The more you’ve seen and know, the better you can combine them creatively. Observation, research, speculation and discussion are all part of this phase.

         Seelig asks us to ‘pay attention’ to the world around us. Our observation should be heightened and our knowledge deepened during this phase of the creative process. We read critically, we take notes during an online documentary, we walk the streets with fresh eyes, we people-watch, we google strange topics.

         Martin was once teaching a session on landscape in literature in preparation for a coursework submission. It was a sunny day and he took his class outside and stood them by the school’s reception area. The campus was on a rise above the town. In the distance were rolling hills of Pennine moorland. The students were asked to begin listing all the interesting elements of the landscape they could see below them – there was plenty to take in and comment on. They could have begun writing about:

         
            [image: ] The rural vs. urban landscape/natural vs. built environment.

            [image: ] The industrial landscape.

            [image: ] Transport and travel – motorways, flyovers, roads and pathways.

            [image: ] The religious landscape – church spires punctuating the view.

            [image: ] Wildness.

            [image: ] Population density – neighbourhoods, ghettos, integration and difference.

            [image: ] The sky – weather and climate.

            [image: ] Class, privilege, wealth and housing.

         

         The next fifteen minutes were excruciating. Though some got a lot out of the session, many students had to repeatedly ask what they were meant to be looking at or looking for. Some had nothing to report by the end of the session. Others had a cursory note or two. Maybe the task was a bad one: seeing a familiar place in new ways can be challenging. We’ve since spent time discussing the process of observation. It requires practice. Good writing comes from observing the way the world is, the way people behave, the things they say to each other when waiting for a bus, the way environments change when it rains, the way headlights glitter in rush hour queues.

         In the observing and researching phases we begin to gather these observations, thoughts, impressions and partially conceived possibilities. (We’ll call these micro-ideas – more about them in Principle 3.) They arrive in small pieces and we make a note of them.

         A note about notes: thousands of brilliant little micro-ideas are lost every day. They shoot temporarily through the mind (‘Hey! What if …?’) and then they’re gone. They die unrecorded. We’d suggest establishing a culture of collecting and capturing everything, no matter how insignificant, unimportant or uninspiring it may seem at the time. Issue each student with a jotter or exercise book or encourage the collection of ideas using the notes function on smartphones. Students should list ideas un-judgementally. Avoid checking them or looking them over yourself – these can be journals of possibilities.

         Eventually the students will reach a point where the ideas they read over no longer look like their own – they’ve forgotten they even occurred to them. They become free story ideas: gifts from the past to the present self.

         G E – GESTATION AND EXPERIMENTATION

         We carry our emerging thoughts around with us and then begin combining them in new and unusual ways. Often we’re detached – we go and do something else. We might, as Balder Onarheim, associate professor in creativity at the Technical University of Denmark, suggests, ‘prime our sleep’ by mentally examining the problem and our micro-ideas before we drop off.7

          Here are two examples of sleep priming that may be useful to share with your students:

         
            	Nobel Prize-winning chemist Linus Pauling gave a famous talk about creativity called ‘The Genesis of Ideas’ in which he explored sleep priming and long thinking. We love sharing the following: ‘Sometimes I would think about the same problem for several nights in succession, while I was reading or making calculations about the problem during the day … Some weeks or months might go by, and then, suddenly, an idea that represented a solution … would burst into my consciousness.’8 (We use Pauling when discussing creativity with students whose inclinations might be towards more scientific, logical thinking. His talk also includes the observation: ‘A creative scientist is an artist – an artist whose ideas are in the field of science.’)

            	From a different discipline, the novelist Stephen King, clearly a proponent of sleep priming, asserts the following in the introduction to his novel The Green Mile: ‘I try to keep a story handy for those nights when sleep won’t come. Each night I start over at the beginning … writing them in my mind just as I would on a typewriter.’9 Creating The Green Mile wasn’t an easy process: ‘The story wouldn’t work for me. I tried it a hundred different ways … and it still wouldn’t work.’ The solution, King tells us, didn’t arrive until a year and a half later. Long thinking indeed.

         

         What Pauling and King are reflecting on is a combination of gestation and experimentation. Each night King was reconfiguring his story and trying new micro-components. He was experimenting.

         The long-thinking aspect of FORGE has been particularly useful in informing what we tell students about the creative process and when we start preparing them for the exam. This will be a long game – at least a two-year process. All elements of FORGE happen at the same time. We’re feeding at the same time as we observe and research; we’re gestating one idea as we experiment with another.

         To return to the misconception at the start of this chapter, yes, the exam may be unpredictable. But there is a way to prepare, and anyone who prepares in this way will do much better than those who try to wing it on the day.

         

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         For us, the forging process is continuous. We don’t move around the cycle once – we’re permanently forging something. We might be working on twenty or thirty micro-ideas, picking them up where we left them last time we were considering them, coming back to them, improving them and leaving them to gestate a little longer.

         As we’ll emphasise later, abundance is key!

         FORGING – THEN CRAFTING

         There comes a point in every creative endeavour when the forging process continues in the background but the crafting begins. We start to write experimentally to see what our idea looks like in prose.

         Many students will be reluctant to get going, particularly those concerned with preserving perfection. Until we put pen to paper the story remains theoretical and its form perfect. The American painter Nathan Oliveira is often credited with the following observation: ‘All art is a series of recoveries from the first line. The hardest thing to do  is to put down the first line.’ It’s the same with narrative writing. All stories are a series of recoveries from the first line. The opening sentence won’t be as good as we want it to be. We try to compensate with a good second sentence, which won’t be quite what we were after either. We go again, composing a third line. All the time we’re recovering. We’ve written entire novels that are recoveries – shadows of what we intended.

         As teachers we can understand a student’s reluctance, but we can’t condone or allow it. Crafting is the only stage that ultimately matters – it continues to feed the whole process. Often, the early stages of writing are part of the experimentation phase because they immediately feed further thought. The inclusion of a particular character causes unforeseen problems and we experiment further, perhaps removing the character, changing the point of view or adjusting the location.

         THE CRAFTING PROCESS

         When switching our classes from forging to crafting, we need to provide clarity, expectation and management. Fearful crafters won’t want to leave the relative safety of the planning process, and they will need safety and guidance. Here are seven ways you might make the process easier.

         1. INTRODUCE FLOW

         Martin wrote extensively about flow in The GCSE Mindset,10 and that work is loosely reproduced here. Hungarian-American psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi first coined the term ‘flow’ in the 1960s, using it to describe a state of fully engaged, fluid and trance-like work. In an interview with John Geirland in 1996, Csikszentmihalyi describes a feeling of complete immersion in an activity, so that nothing else seems to matter: ‘The ego falls away. Time flies … Your whole being is involved, and you’re using your skills to the utmost.’11

         Discuss experiences of flow with your class. The chances are that all students have felt it, perhaps while running or swimming, painting or playing music. It is active in nature; you’re not in flow while passively watching a movie, but you may be when playing a  computer game. It’s the purposeful absorption brought on by challenging and engaging work. 

         A vast number of interviews with dancers, musicians, rock climbers, artists, surgeons, chess players and, of course, writers convinced Csikszentmihalyi of the existence of flow states. Later in his career he turned his attention to the factors that contribute to the creation of these states. He suggested there were ten,12 but the four that most interest us are:

         
            	Clear goals, expectations and rules: an awareness of what the aims are and what makes a good performance. (A student who recognises this might head into a period of writing thinking: ‘I should be silent and focused. I should be building pictures in my mind, moving the story forward, then recording what I see. I’m moving away from the empty page towards paragraphs of prose.’)

            	High levels of concentration and absorption – a ‘limited’ task free from the contradiction, chaos or confusion of everyday life. (Students aware of this often chunk the creative process: ‘All I’m doing is describing this character getting out of a taxi and crossing the square on a rainy night. I just have to put down what happens next.’)

            	A feeling of control – as if the self and the action are one and the same; decisions arise in constant spontaneous response to the task. (Students clear on this point might be thinking: ‘It’s just me, the paper and the words. Nothing else matters and no one is judging me.’)

            	Immediate feedback, often from the self when reading over, checking and adjusting; a sense of whether things are going well or need further work. (Students aware of this are regularly rereading, editing and improving as they go along: ‘I’ve not got the right word here. I need to cross this out and replace it. Maybe I need to add some dialogue here?’)

         

         Once students know what a flow state is, you can use the language to describe what classroom-based writing sessions should look and feel like, and then work continuously to create a culture in which flow can happen for short periods of time.

         

         2. TIME-LIMITED SESSIONS

         Since flow takes a little time to reach, super-short sessions haven’t been helpful for us. When we ran sessions with six-minute writing exercises, some were happy to run down the clock and do nothing. Others needed longer. Somewhere between eight and twelve minutes has worked well: long enough for silence to establish itself and for the students to realise you mean it, but short enough so that those who are experiencing difficulties aren’t trapped clockwatching forever. As levels of concentration and discipline increase, so can the length of the sessions.

         3. HANDWRITING BEATS TYPING

         It might just be us, but whenever our students sit at individual laptops or PCs, they type a sentence and then spend fifteen minutes seeing what it looks like in every available font.

         4. MODELLING

         Some of our best sessions have occurred when we are writing too. This has multiple advantages:

         
            [image: ] You’re at the front showing students how it’s done.

            [image: ] You’re not patrolling. Flow is hard to reach if your primary concern is hiding your work whenever your teacher hovers at your shoulder.

            [image: ] You’re not tempted to sit with one student working through a problem while levels of concentration drop all around you. And before you know it you’re reduced to bellowing, ‘We should be working IN SILENCE!’ from a seated position somewhere among the kids.

            [image: ] You’re not robbing the students of their feelings of control by judging them as they go.

            [image: ] You can read your work aloud to encourage others to share theirs too. (It goes without saying that your role here is to lower your status by sharing flawed work, not to blow them away with heart-rending purple prose!) 

         

         5. MUSIC

         Don’t roll your eyes! This has worked particularly well for us when the music is chosen to suit the session. It’s always film scores, usually orchestral and always without lyrics. We’ve experimented with film scores in lots of different situations and the result is often a heightening of concentration. The music must be unobtrusive and atmospheric. There is no negotiation on the topic of music; no concessions given. You aren’t going to take requests, so put away High School Musical.

         Instead consider the following – all available on Spotify:

         
            [image: ] Jeff Beal’s House of Cards score or his work for Gypsy.

            [image: ] Alexandre Desplat’s music for The Danish Girl, The Ides of March, The Painted Veil or Syriana.

            [image: ] Anne Dudley’s score for Elle or her music for Poldark.

            [image: ] Harry Gregson-Williams’ scores for The Zookeeper’s Wife, The Equalizer 2, Déjà Vu or Breath.

            [image: ] James Newton Howard’s work for Snow Falling on Cedars, The Lady in the Water, Concussion or Michael Clayton.

            [image: ] Thomas Newman’s work for He Named Me Malala, The Shawshank Redemption, The Green Mile, The Debt or Revolutionary Road.

            [image: ] Rachel Portman’s score for Never Let Me Go or Despite the Falling Snow.

            [image: ] Hans Zimmer’s music for The Thin Red Line or Frost/Nixon. Note: there will be naysayers – usually staff rather than students.

         

         6. NON-SUBMISSION

         Not all written pieces need marking. Often announcing at the start of a session that the work won’t be shared or marked yet, that it’s too early in the crafting process to be making assessments, helps to free up writers and encourages experimentation and risk-taking. 

         7. WHAT’S YOUR FAVOURITE BIT?

         It’s important to acknowledge that none of us will be completely happy with what we’ve produced, but there will be something – a word, a phrase, an image, a line of dialogue – that we’re probably pleased with. Students get to reread and adjust their work, then highlight or underline something they’re happy to have produced. You could do the same. These gems are reusable. It’s fine if they appear again in the next attempt.

         

         

         PRINCIPLE 2:

         BECOMING A GOOD WRITER OF NARRATIVE FICTION MEANS BEING PROFESSIONAL: NOT WAITING FOR INSPIRATION TO STRIKE BUT WORKING HARD TO HUNT IT DOWN.

         Creativity isn’t cushy or easy. Steven Pressfield, in his book The War of Art, identifies the belief in waiting for creativity to happen as one manifestation of what he calls resistance – the force that is forever trying to stop us from creating art. To overcome this requires great self-discipline and control, but it also requires professionalism.13 This, in part, is the act of turning up to do the job and doing it diligently.

         A common stereotype of the writer is of a tortured soul whose inspiration has been blocked. The inspiration is some spiritual muse, a supernatural force that swoops down and touches the forehead of the writer, filling them with brilliant art.

         It’s a load of nonsense.

         Most authors are small businesses. They rely on writing to pay their bills and feed their families. They don’t have time to sit around waiting for inspiration to strike. Most of the authors we know are out there hunting for writing jobs and actively searching for commercial ideas that they can sell to publishing houses, media companies and agents.

         So, forget the muses. We need to be a classroom of professionals.

         Professionals turn up to do the job of writing and ignore any negative voices. Professionals know that all writing has a purpose. Students should be aware of that purpose, whether it’s impressing the teacher or an examiner. We often assume an audience for the purposes of our writing – a leaflet for newly arrived students or a letter of complaint to a newspaper – but, in reality, the purpose of any writing is to demonstrate that we have the skills to write in that form. Inviting the students to be professional about their work enables them to see its true purpose.

         The professional mindset is expressed with brutal clarity by Steven Pressfield in his book Turning Pro: ‘The professional acts in the face of fear. The professional is prepared. The professional does not hesitate to ask for help. The professional is committed over  the long haul. The professional dedicates himself to mastering technique. The professional reinvents herself.’14 

         Professionals get to grips with the rules of their craft. In Psychology Today, Jeffrey Loewenstein and Matthew Cronin, authors of The Craft of Creativity, talk about creativity using the example of a gourmet meal.15 You need the skills and the ingredients to be creative with food. The ability to create a gourmet meal comes with learning the craft: the right temperature to cook at, when to take a sauce off the boil, how to chop and dice quickly, and which flavours go together so you can challenge that assumption. Writing is no different: you need to master the craft and know the ingredients of a genre before you can write and subvert them.

         

         

         PRINCIPLE 3:

         GOOD STORIES ARE THE RESULT OF STOCKPILING A HUGE NUMBER OF IDEAS AND SORTING THROUGH THE ORDINARY TO FIND THE UNUSUAL OR INTERESTING. IDEAS ARRIVE IN PIECES (MICRO-IDEAS) AND STORIES HAVE TO BE BUILT FROM THESE PIECES. ORIGINAL IS OVERRATED. ALL STORY COMPONENTS HAVE BEEN USED SOMEWHERE BEFORE, BUT THAT DOESN’T STOP YOU BUILDING SOMETHING NEW WITH THEM.

         Often there’s a misconception about what an idea is. Students who claim they don’t have any ideas, or any good ideas, usually mean ‘I don’t have a fully formed idea,’ ‘I don’t have a complete idea,’ ‘I don’t have a startlingly original idea’ or ‘I don’t have an idea I really love.’ You don’t need any of these things. You need a collection of micro-ideas.

         MICRO-IDEAS

         What do we class as an idea? The British Library’s archive audio collection The Writing Life has fascinating interviews with countless authors.16 Hilary Mantel’s description of what an idea is struck us as helpful. She likens an idea to a granule of grit. It’s small and seemingly insignificant, but if it has promise, things accrete around it and it grows. Whether into a pearl or not remains to be seen.

         As the name suggests, micro-ideas are small – expressed as a sentence, a phrase or perhaps just a word. They’re rough and unformed. Often they’re lifeless until they’re combined with another idea. Stronger ideas come, says Will Gompertz in Think Like an Artist, ‘when we encourage our brain to combine at least two apparently random elements in a new way’.17 Take Suzanne Collins’ story of how she conceived of The Hunger Games trilogy: ‘One night, I was lying in bed, and I was channel surfing between reality TV programs and actual war coverage,’ she tells the School Library Journal. ‘On one channel, there’s a group of young people competing for I don’t even know; and on the next, there’s a group of young people fighting in an actual war. That’s the moment when Katniss’s story came to me.’18

          Not everyone will see the potential of micro-ideas when considered alone. Students might raise a world-weary eyebrow at a number of them. But as Hilary Mantel testifies, ideas tend to have magnetism. They gather an accretion of other ideas. Some microideas gather stronger magnetism and attract more thoughts and ideas.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         The ‘good idea’ that a student is mistakenly assuming should arrive in one piece might be an accumulation of four or five micro-ideas. As Picasso famously said, ‘I begin with an idea, and then it becomes something else.’19

         You might consider sharing micro-ideas and asking students to experimentally combine them. Here’s an example we used with some Year 8 students recently. We shared a bank of micro-ideas we had previously recorded ourselves (don’t judge: like all microideas they may strike you as insignificant, inert or dull) and asked students to combine them. The micro-ideas they decided to use were:

         
            [image: ] A stately home in a rainstorm.

            [image: ] Two sisters – one happy, one sad (Why?).

            [image: ] Wild creatures from another planet (like dinosaurs?).

            [image: ] A boy with an eyepatch.

            [image: ] Being trapped overnight (hotel?) with the ghost of the guy who last slept there.

         

         The story summary that emerged was as follows:

         
            A wild jungle planet is used as a hunting base for rich people from Earth. There’s a big fancy mansion surrounded by a high fence. There, a group of adults and their children gather. The monsters break free and terrorise them, killing them one by one. There’s also a ghost who only the sisters can see and talk to – a boy with an eyepatch.

         

         Many were enthusiastically plotting and planning by the end of the session. Plenty were excited: they felt they had got something fresh and interesting by carefully choosing, discarding and combining micro-ideas. Bearing this in mind, you might want to make the early stages of creative work about creating a visually accessible bank of fifty or a hundred micro-ideas. Go for more if you can. They could include:

         
            [image: ] Character names.

            [image: ] Possible locations.

            [image: ] A single scene.

            [image: ] A strange opening.

            [image: ] A phrase, word or saying.

            [image: ] A character trait.

            [image: ] A weird situation.

         

         Letting students withdraw because they have one good idea is dangerous and not to be recommended. Abundance is key!

         Roger von Oech, president of Creative Think, game designer and creativity expert, puts it this way: ‘If you only have one idea, you only have one course of action open to you … risky in a world where flexibility is a requirement for survival.’20 The exam is a world where flexibility is a requirement for survival – a point that needs constant emphasis.

          Tom and David Kelley explore the notion of abundance in Creative Confidence. ‘When ideas are in short supply, it’s tempting to become possessive and limit your options,’ they point out. ‘If you have only a few ideas in your idea bank, you’re more likely to settle on one of the few you have and defend it fiercely … but when ideas are plentiful and easy … there’s no need to become territorial about them.’21

         Keep encouraging collection until you have your fifty or a hundred or more. Get the students to record them all. Take the ideas jotters in at the end of sessions and keep them safe. Assure the students that you won’t be checking them.

         CONSTRAINT FUELS CREATIVITY

         In 2015, Aadil Vora (a medical student at the time) delivered a fascinating TEDx talk about creativity.22 In it he outlined his experiences of coaching elementary school students in a creativity competition called ‘Odyssey of the Mind’. One activity gives students the plain image of a clock face with a red second hand. The instruction is: Replace the second hand with something unique. The aim is to make the clock more interesting and unusual. Have a go!

         Now let’s examine some of the responses Vora got from his students. We’ve labelled them A–J and arranged them in reverse alphabetical order. It might be interesting to give each response a quick score. Use the 1–5 scale on the left.
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          Now you’ve scribbled down some thoughts, here’s the interesting part. Not all these responses were generated under the same conditions.

         
            [image: ] Some students were given free rein: Replace the second hand with something unique.

            [image: ] Some were given a specific constraint: Replace the second hand with something unique. It has to be green.

            [image: ] And some were given a different constraint: Replace the second hand with something unique. It has to be alive.

         

         Here are the responses organised by limitation:

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Responses
            
                        
                        	Your scores


                  
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Free rein
            
                        
                        	Twig, toothpick, spoon, oar, needle
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	Something green
            
                        
                        	Witch’s finger, dinosaur’s tail
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	Something alive
            
                        
                        	Stick insect, giraffe, Angelina Jolie’s right leg
            
                        
                        	 


                  
               

            

         

         If your scores are anything like ours, or the hundreds of students who’ve since taken part in this scoring experiment with us, the responses generated with constraints get a higher score than those generated in complete freedom. (The ‘free’ responses, incidentally, tend towards physical stand-ins or similarly shaped objects.)

         Consider sharing this with your students (we like doing this!) and then give them some constraints to use. By insisting on a focus you are providing a structure or framework to their writing. Professional writers do this to themselves all the time. Here are five constraints you might want to consider:

         
            	Insist that the writers place themselves in the story. They are the narrators. This can have the effect of situating their story in the real world, even if strange and fantastic things happen.


            	Dictate the setting: a shopping centre, a fairground, a busy office. Again, this can guide writers as to the types of characters they might meet. A picture stimulus is appropriate for this exercise.

            	Give them a story trope or genre to invert or subvert. Inversion might be a reverse heist story in which the thieves have to return something without being caught. Subversion might be a hero from classical mythology who turns out to be a total coward.

            	List three objects or people that must appear in the story: a torch, a bucket and a mop; a shop assistant, an old woman and a store detective. Obviously, the object may dictate the genre of story: a coffin, a crucifix and a wooden stake will easily lead to a tale of vampires. What if you subvert that list? Challenge students to write a story with a coffin, a crucifix and a wooden stake that doesn’t have any vampires in it.

            	Dictate an everyday activity and then place it in an unusual setting: going shopping in a warzone, or a family outing in the jungle.

         

         Your first idea is rarely your best (we’ll explore this in Activity 1). Many of our early ideas fall short of what we consider to be original or interesting. They’re often clichéd. ‘Discount the 1st thing that comes to mind,’ advises Pixar storyboard artist Emma Coats. ‘And the 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 5th – get the obvious out of the way. Surprise yourself.’23

         DISNEY’S THREE ROOMS

         You may be familiar with the details of Disney’s creative approach but the chances are that your students won’t. It’s well worth sharing. According to Michael Michalko, author of Cracking Creativity and Thinkertoys, the master storyteller required his concept artists, storyboarders and animators to function with three distinct roles:

         
            
               	
The dreamer: ‘A dreamer spins innumerable fantasies, wishes, outrageous hunches and bold and absurd ideas without limit or judgment.’

               	
The realist: ‘The realist [turns] the dreamer’s ideas into something realistic and feasible.’

               	
The critic: ‘The critic reviews all the ideas and tries to punch holes in them.’24


            

         

          Disney physically moved his staff from room to room to indicate a shift in role and to keep them focused. Room 1 was the room to dream in, room 2 was where the realists took over and room 3 was the place to be critical.

         Students who dismiss their own ideas as ‘rubbish’ move too swiftly from dreamer to critic, which hamstrings them before they’ve had a chance to establish themselves – or gather a few other ideas around them. Students who are too loyal to ideas that aren’t working might lack the no-nonsense approach of the critic. ‘Every creative person needs a room three,’ argues Scott Belsky in Making Ideas Happen. ‘The idea bloodshed that occurs in room three is just as important as the wild ideation of room one.’25

         Sharing Disney’s technique with your students – and insisting they stay in each role for a longer period – will help to create a climate in which students can non-judgementally generate a stack of micro-ideas.

         THE IMPORTANCE OF IMITATION AND THEFT

         
            Look at the early work of any artist and you will see an impersonator yet to find his or her own voice.

            Will Gompertz, Think Like an Artist

         

         We all start off by copying. Martin wrote Doctor Who fan fiction and once impressed his creative writing tutor by submitting poetry composed entirely of stolen song lyrics. Jon wrote numerous fantasy stories: carbon copies of Lord of the Rings and Conan that involved wizards and elves, barbarians and orcs. He also used to write and draw his own versions of Marvel Comics. A pre-designed universe populated by fully realised characters means nascent writers can shortcut their way to practice, just like the aspiring piano player who hammers out stilted covers one slow note at a time. Students need to dismiss the judgemental inner critic who tells them, ‘This is no good. It’s been  done before.’ After all, as Will Gompertz observes, ‘you have to imitate before you can emulate’.26 

         This is an important point for any creative manifesto. Paying homage via imitation is all part of the process. Imitation becomes emulation becomes theft.
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         A word about the differences here:

         Imitation is copying – producing a close facsimile of an admired source work without yet fully understanding it. (Perhaps in order to understand it?)

         Emulation is producing a work that pays homage to a source, reproducing many parts of it but adding original elements, perhaps through subversion, inversion or parody. The writer is beginning to recognise how the source text works and can experiment within the constraints of its world. Fan fiction lives here.

         Theft is sophisticated. It involves seeing the working parts of the source, recognising and assessing these subcomponents, stealing one or two, and recasting them in new and interesting ways. As screenwriter Paul Schrader (Taxi Driver) tells film-maker Brian Koppelman, ‘You have to steal around. You can’t go back to the same 7-Eleven. They catch you. [So] you go to the floral shop. Then you go to the gas station. Then the hot dog stand nobody goes to. And eventually somebody will think you made it up.’27

         Artist Austin Kleon distinguishes the characteristics of good theft and bad theft in Steal Like an Artist. For example, he says that good theft honours rather than degrades.

          According to Kleon, good theft transforms rather than merely imitates. It remixes rather than rips off. And, like Schrader, Kleon emphasises the need for rich and varied sources: ‘There’s an economic theory out there that if you take the incomes of your five closest friends and average them, the resulting number will be pretty close to your own income. I think the same is true of our idea incomes. You are only going to be as good as the stuff you surround yourself with.’28

         The message for the student who feels they have to be original? There’s nothing new under the sun. We’re all working with the same material. Copying is a natural starting point, but the ultimate aim is to surround yourself with great work – then to steal around. To try to combine familiar elements in new and interesting ways.

         

         

         PRINCIPLE 4:

         GOOD WRITERS OF NARRATIVE FICTION READ A LOT OF NARRATIVE FICTION.

         Any writer worth their salt will tell you that reading and writing go hand in hand. Neither of us can name a writer who doesn’t read for pleasure. Nor can we think of a writer who doesn’t, at some level, read for research purposes.

         In 2015, the Reading Agency commissioned a literature review of research related to reading for pleasure. From this, it drew some observations. Reading has a number of ‘payoffs’ for all sectors of society. For children, it encouraged empathy, improved attainment (even in maths and numeracy), helped with relaxation, focus and flow, and was essential in creative pursuits.

         
            The main outcomes reported were enjoyment, knowledge of the self and other people, social interaction, social and cultural capital, imagination, focus and flow, relaxation and mood regulation. Improvements in young children’s communication abilities and longer-term education outcomes were also reported for early years children.29

         

         The findings suggested that reading for pleasure could have a positive impact on children’s attainment, but principally when they had a degree of control over their reading rather than for some external motivation. In their paper Research Evidence on Reading for Pleasure, the Education Standards Research Team highlighted the benefits for comprehension, general knowledge and reading attainment.30 Reading gives access to new ideas, other cultures and unusual experiences. It gives students phrases, images, tropes and micro-ideas to play with and widens their vocabulary.

         When we encounter a talented writer in school, they are nearly always a keen reader too. These readers are ‘genre savvy’: they know the tropes and character stereotypes of every book they have read. They will compare plotlines and characters between books and films. They will avoid what is clichéd and emulate what they admire. Confident and  enthusiastic readers will often be braver in their experimentation with writing styles and borrow phrases from their favourite authors. 

         There are many ways to encourage reading for pleasure in schools: book boxes, a school library with an experienced and enthusiastic librarian, competitions, teachers as readers. This is not the remit of this book, however. Suffice to say that if you want to nurture and feed creativity in your classroom, make time for reading for pleasure and talking about books.

         

         

         PRINCIPLE 5:

         THERE ARE A THOUSAND DIFFERENT WAYS TO TELL A GOOD STORY. CREATIVITY IS AN ACT OF COURAGE – OF BEGINNING YOUR VERSION OF A STORY WITHOUT KNOWING IF IT WILL BE SUCCESSFUL OR IF OTHER PEOPLE WILL LIKE IT.

         There is no right or wrong during the idea development phase. In the dreaming room, there’s no such thing as a mistake.

         In the past, we’ve both dismissed the notion of leaving a regular teaching job with pensions benefits and a regular salary to become writers as a stupid idea. Other people did that sort of thing. Not us. Similarly, we both encountered students who wouldn’t commit to writing because their ideas might be thought of as stupid. Even worse were the students who destroyed their work before anyone could read it because they thought the same.

         Jon was lucky enough to hear David Almond give a keynote speech entitled ‘Daring to be Stupid’ at the Federation of Children’s Book Groups Conference in 2011. Almond confessed that every time he started a book, he was plagued with self-doubt and thought that everything he wrote was ridiculous. He invited the audience to see writing as an act of bravery. The writer was overcoming these negative feelings – daring to be stupid, if you will.

         Many students don’t like to appear too creative because they fear the judgement of their peers. But what is needed in class is the freedom to express ideas, an environment in which students can take creative risks more fearlessly.

         Often, on hearing the word ‘stupid’, students assume you mean ‘wacky’ or ‘bizarre’. Having discussed daring to be stupid at the start of a workshop, the students come up with ideas like unicorns driving clown cars and worlds made of sweets inhabited by talking cupcakes. While these might seem fun topics to write about, they rarely give the students the best chance to showcase their skills or to extend their story. They become trapped in a narrative of increasingly surreal events that leaves the reader bewildered and unamused. There has to be some discipline to the work, some focus to it.

         A discussion about creative courage can set the foundations for a classroom safe enough for the wildest of ideas. We’ve found that students recognise the description of times when writing has been destroyed or chances missed because of the fear of peer  judgement. It is worth discussing the pitfalls of trying to be open and suggest ideas in class. Talk about the idea of ‘being stupid’ and taking risks. Jon likes getting students to discuss their favourite online content, memes, YouTube clips and gifs. Which ones survive and go viral? Are they always the most sensible, or even the ones that you would have thought of first?

         

         

         PRINCIPLE 6:

         THERE’S NO SUCH THING AS WRITER’S BLOCK.

         Plumbers don’t get plumber’s block and teachers don’t get teacher’s block. Writers shouldn’t be allowed the luxury of pretending they’re blocked, particularly since writer’s block doesn’t exist. The whole metaphor of writing as piped liquid (i.e. ‘It’s really flowing today!’ or ‘It seems to have dried up – I’m blocked’) is to be avoided. Instead of water, try ice. In the preface to her autobiographical collection of essays Yes Please, American sitcom writer and comedian Amy Poehler asserts that ‘writing this book has been like … hacking away at a freezer with a screwdriver’.31 Poehler’s image emphasises hard work over ease – chipping away with dogged persistence.

         Seth Godin has written over twenty books. He also blogs every single day of the year and has done so for years. If anyone is likely to feel blocked, it’s someone who has set themselves the challenge of blogging so regularly. And yet, for Godin, writer’s block doesn’t exist. ‘Yes, we feel stuck,’ Godin admits. But he goes on to argue that the feeling is fear. ‘What we’re really saying is, “I don’t have any ideas that are perfectly formed. I don’t have something that I’m sure is going to work.”’ A proponent of the quantity-beats-quality paradigm discussed on page 37, Godin concludes: ‘Your problem isn’t that you don’t have enough good ideas. Your problem might be that you don’t have enough bad ideas.’32

         Bad writing, Godin argues, is what we do on the way to good writing.

         

         

         PRINCIPLE 7:

         QUANTITY BEATS QUALITY. WE ARRIVE AT GOOD WRITING ON THE OTHER SIDE OF BAD WRITING. YOU CAN’T EDIT A BLANK PAGE.

         Quality is the result of abundance, not the careful nurturing of a single idea or the desire to perfect a short piece. We’re after rough, ready and plentiful. As Voltaire observes, ‘Perfect is the enemy of good.’

         Don’t allow the ‘quality narrative’ to develop in class. For help, refer to David Bayles and Ted Orland’s excellent Art and Fear. In it they tell a story about a ceramics teacher at an art school. (The story is probably apocryphal: short, powerful, truthful, much like a fable.) The teacher splits the ceramics students into two groups. On the left-hand side of the studio the students are encouraged to produce as much work as possible. Pot after pot – quantity is the aim. The work would simply be weighed at the end of the production period and grades assigned based on the amount of work produced. On the right-hand side of the class quality was the aim: ‘Those being graded on “quality” … needed to produce only one pot – albeit a perfect one – to get an “A”.’

         When grading the work, the teacher adjusted tack and decided to mark everything based on quality. A ‘curious fact emerged’, write Bayles and Orland, ‘the works of highest quality were all produced by the group being graded for quantity’. The authors conclude: ‘If you think good work is somehow synonymous with perfect work, you are headed for big trouble.’33

         

         

         PRINCIPLE 8:

         VERY FEW STORIES TURN OUT AS THE WRITER HOPED. THE STORY IN OUR HEAD IS ALWAYS BETTER THAN THE ONE WE PRODUCE ON THE PAGE. THESE FAILURES ARE A NORMAL PART OF THE CREATIVE PROCESS.

         A good starting point for discussing failure in the context of a creative endeavour is Will Gompertz’ excellent Think Like an Artist. At the heart of his argument is the notion that since none of us produce stories as good as the ones we imagine in our heads, all of us ultimately fail as writers. ‘Which, if you think about it,’ he says, ‘makes the concept of failure close to meaningless.’34

         The upfront knowledge that our efforts are doomed will not inspire dedicated practice, and it’s not what Gompertz argues. Instead, he concludes that the writer knows that ‘not everything we attempt works out as we had hoped. A far more important lesson to learn from artists is not that they fail, but that they prevail.’35

         It’s also well worth emphasising the when of failure, and the importance of amassing and processing a large number of errors before the exam, rather than on the day. ‘The best kinds of failures,’ note Tom and David Kelley, ‘are quick, cheap and early, leaving you plenty of time to … iterate your ideas.’36

         Software engineer and project management guru Steve McConnell refers to ‘thrashing’ early.37 That is, doing the difficult creative decision-making upfront: ‘you explore all of the ideas for a project at the beginning, when it’s most cost-effective’.38 Thrashing is arguing, debating, questioning, failing, disassembling, ditching and reconceiving. In essence – fail early, and your project is likely to emerge the better for it. Students need to know that the early stages of a project can be messy. Messiness near the start may well be a very good thing.

         Otherwise you end up in Rogue One territory.

          Screenwriter Tony Gilroy was paid a reported US$5 million to fix the Star Wars movie months before it was due to be released. It was allegedly confused, difficult to follow and varied wildly in tempo and tone. Speaking about the experience to the Hollywood Reporter, Gilroy said of the project: ‘they were in terrible trouble’. Gilroy needed to do a complete overhaul – to find the heart of the story in order to fix it. ‘If you look at Rogue, all the difficulty … all the confusion … in the end when you get in there, it’s actually very, very simple to solve,’ he says. ‘Because you sort of go, “This is a movie where … everyone is going to die.” So it’s a movie about sacrifice.’39

         Still, 5 million US dollars – that’s the high cost of thrashing at the end, not the beginning.

         

         

         PRINCIPLE 9:

         IMPROVEMENT COMES FROM FINDING AND MAKING AS MANY MISTAKES AS POSSIBLE, THEN LEARNING FROM THEM. THE MORE ERRORS YOU MAKE NOW, THE FEWER THERE ARE LEFT TO MAKE IN THE EXAM.

         Inconsistent execution is typical of the early stages of skill acquisition, and as such all writers should expect it. And since we don’t follow a neat upward line of measurably improving writing as we go, there is a significant psychological element to continued application.

         In The Dip, Seth Godin discusses the shape of a long-term project such as learning to play the piano, speak Italian, surf, ski, skateboard or to complete that novel you’ve always wanted to write. Why do so few of us become proficient pianists? Godin introduces the idea of the dip. ‘At the beginning, when you first start something, it’s fun. Over the next few days and weeks the rapid learning you experience keeps going,’ he says. Then comes the dip. ‘The Dip,’ Godin explains, ‘is the long slog between starting and mastery.’40 If there was no dip, everyone would be a brilliant musician, a world-class skier or a surfing guru. The reason they aren’t is that most of them quit when results stop improving. This is the dip – the place where progress temporarily flatlines. Beyond the dip is further forward movement, even though it might not feel that way.

         Author and entrepreneur Scott Belsky’s concept of the project plateau is similar. ‘The project plateau is littered with the carcases of dead ideas that have never happened,’ he says. ‘What do we do? We just generate a new idea.’ According to Belsky, when we reach a plateau our tendency is to ditch the hard project and start something new, so we can return to that excited feeling of beginning something. ‘And this is why’, he explains, ‘there are more half-written novels in the world than there are novels.’41

         Your students will hit the dip, but so will you. A certain number of sessions in and you’ll feel hopeless: this isn’t working, they still don’t believe me. The dip is why teaching is rife with ‘we tried that and it didn’t work’ narratives.

         Here’s what we’ve discovered. Being aware of the dip or the project plateau helps. Knowing it’s there and expecting it makes the creative process easier (usually it comes  at about 30,000 words on a 65,000 word project). It’s a normal part of the process and should be included in your manifesto. 

         

         

         PRINCIPLE 10:

         CREATIVITY IS NOT A GIFT GIVEN TO SOME AND NOT OTHERS. WE ALL HAVE THE CAPACITY.

         David Bayles and Ted Orland make this interesting point in Art and Fear: ‘Were talent a prerequisite, then the better the artwork, the easier it would have been to make.’42 Was it easy for Leonardo da Vinci to paint the Mona Lisa? Was it easy for Quentin Tarantino to write and direct Reservoir Dogs or The Hateful Eight? Was it easy for J. K. Rowling to write the Harry Potter series? ‘By definition,’ conclude Bayles and Orland, ‘whatever you have is exactly what you need to produce your best work. There is probably no clearer waste of psychic energy than worrying about … talent.’43

         Dr Kyung Hee Kim is a researcher in the field of creativity and the author of The Creativity Challenge: How We Can Recapture American Innovation, in which she dissects her own meta-analysis of creativity and age. As part of Kim’s work, students at various ages/grades are asked to complete a creativity test and are scored for particular creative aptitudes. (We’ve included equivalent year groups for students in England in the quotes that follow.)

         First the test: the Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking (TTCT) were developed by Ellis Paul Torrance and are a test of divergent thinking. It’s worth pointing out that divergent thinking is only part of the creative process – the FORGE-ing part. It’s important that we don’t substitute ‘divergent thinking’ or ‘idea generation’ for ‘creativity’, since creativity, in the context of Storycraft, actually means creating: crafting, persisting through challenges, finishing a project and making something.

         On to Kim’s study. She divides creativity into various components and her findings are considerably more nuanced: ‘Children’s ability to produce ideas increased up to third grade [Year 4] and remained static between fourth and ﬁfth grades [Years 5 and 6].’ As well as fearlessly generating significant numbers of ideas in Years 4 and 5, students’ scores for originality are also very high: ‘until ﬁfth grade, children [are] increasingly open-minded and curious and more apt to produce unique responses’. However, Kim found that ‘creative’ responses subsequently drop off. Idea production  ‘then continuously decreased, which might indicate children become alert to issues like accuracy and appropriateness of their responses when they generate ideas’.44 

         When Pablo Picasso famously said, ‘All children are artists,’ he was right. Sadly he was perhaps also right when he suggested, ‘The problem is how to stay an artist.’45

         Brené Brown, research professor at the University of Houston, has amassed a vast number of interviews in her research on people’s experiences of empathy, courage and shame. She finds that about a third of people can recall what she calls a ‘creativity scar’ – a defining event when their creative endeavours were criticised or their talent called into question.46 Of course the impact of an event like this can be profound. Many years after the events of our childhood we still both wince at specific memories of poorly executed stories or early attempts at fiction. We’re going back an alarming number of years now, but our teachers’ use of the word ‘natural’ to describe creative talent had a pervasive effect, particularly when it wasn’t applied to us. It’s no wonder that some students opt out of being creative.
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