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Introduction






With this series of Elementary Author Guides, my intention is to do exactly as the title implies: provide you with an easy to follow, straightforward, step-by-step process for getting your book off the ground. There are many far more detailed guides available in both book and digital formats. I make no pretence at competing with them. My only aim is to try to make things as simple as I can for you by limiting content to the fundamentals of book writing.

This guide will provide you with the basic processes for planning your book, whether fiction or non-fiction. Part I guides you through the processes for Planning Your Fiction Story. Part II provides you with guidance for Planning Your Non-Fiction Book.

You should be aware, I’m not claiming to be an expert. I have no formal training nor any academic qualifications in any of the authoring or book writing disciplines. What I share with you comes from my experience as a ghostwriter, from assisting others with their book development, and from research.








  
  
How to Use this Guide




This is designed to be a step-by-step guide. You move from one chapter to the next. Each chapter builds upon the content of the preceding one. To skip one will result in you missing an important component, unless you already have some experience as an author. 

If you’re already partway down the path of writing your story, you may skip to the next appropriate chapter, but before doing so, make sure you’ve not missed a step.

I appreciate we all work in different ways, which is why I’ve taken care to provide information and guidance in the most logical manner I could think of.
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1

Finding Your Story Idea





Note: This chapter looks at story ideas for fiction. Non-fiction topics are considered separately in Part II. 

 

Do you want to be an author but struggle to come up with story ideas, or feel you haven’t anything worthwhile to share?



Neither of those are true. Whether or not you realise it, you already have a treasure trove to hand. Everyone, author or not, creates fresh memories each day. Some good, some not so good, others indifferent. They’re all valid and real. These may be: simply enjoying a peaceful scene on a warm summer’s day, observing a conflict between fellow commuters, watching children at play, taking in a news item, and so on. Also, even if there’s some similarity with others, we should always remember our lives are unique, as are most of our experiences and viewpoints.



Whether you write fiction or non-fiction, you’ll, consciously or sub-consciously, draw information and ideas from your own life, experiences, and observations. This is a fact many probably overlook or, sometimes, deny. Even fantasy may have its roots in one of those. That doesn’t belittle the viability and value of imagination. But those who’ve the benefit of active imaginations are rarely in need of story ideas. They’ll more than likely have more than they can cope with. This discussion aims to help those who struggle for ideas, who don’t have active imaginations, who initially, at least, don't feel they have anything to share.



If you really can’t think of anything from your life or observations to base a story on, you could try using the brainstorming method. Brainstorming is a method for generating ideas. There are two options. If you have a group of friends or relatives, you trust not to steal your ideas, you could get them together to throw suggestions into the discussion. Alternatively, you could simply sit down and allow ideas to come into your head. An important factor to both is not to be restrictive. No matter how off-the-wall or bizarre an idea may appear, allow it in. You should write them all down for later consideration. If you try to keep them all in your head, you’ll forget some. Alex Osborn was an American advertising executive who also published several books on creative thinking. He introduced the technique of brainstorming in 1942. He concluded brainstorming should follow four principles: no criticism of ideas submitted, acceptance of all suggestions no matter how bizarre they may appear, focus on producing as many concepts as possible, attempt to build upon and develop each submission. No matter how bizarre some may appear, he suggested many will have elements of truth to extract and use.



Another option many find helpful is freewriting. This is where you write whatever comes into your mind, no matter how odd it may appear, and without concern for writing conventions or accuracy. Alternatively, you could just list your ideas. Don’t worry about it making sense or being in complete sentences. Nor does it have to flow from one idea to another. The aim is to come up with an arbitrary collection of ideas, thoughts, and concepts, which you can filter at a later stage.



If you are still stuck, you could try asking ‘What if?’. What if so and so was put in such-and-such a situation? I don’t want to lead your thoughts, so I’ll let you come up with your own ideas.



Many authors confess ideas and developmental thoughts frequently arise at most inopportune moments. Including in the middle of the night when they are trying to get some well-earned rest. It’s also a fact most people lack a readily retentive memory. As a result, many good ideas are lost, or lack their initial vitality when the author attempts to recall them. It would therefore be sensible for you to have some means of recording these readily to hand. Such as:


	Notebook and pen or pencil: (Some have developed their own shorthand, but it’s not necessary to have done so.)


	Smartphone: (Most modern smartphones have notepad and dictation facilities.)


	Electronic tablet: (Again, most include a notepad and dictation facility and document creation software.)


	Dictaphone: (Not used very much these days but for those who have never encountered them, it’s a small recording machine.)





Some authors also use smartphones and tablets to send themselves e-mails and texts outlining their ideas, thoughts, and observations.

When noting down any of your observations or memories, which you think may be useful as the basis for a story, it’s not enough to just record the bare facts, e.g. ‘I stubbed my toe.’, ‘Clive and Andrea had an argument.’, ‘Watched a sparrow hawk catch its lunch.’, etc. To be of effective use, your note should include some detail of the:


	Psychological impact;


	Emotional response;


	Physiological damage (where relevant).





Of course, this list isn’t exhaustive. For example: the occurrence could impact how you’ll view future decision making. However, most of the repercussions will fall under one or more of the above.



In the past, it was common practice for people to keep a diary within which they recorded each day’s activities and experiences. Though not so popular today, it may be worth a consideration. In a lot of instances, these have provided the material for many books.



Sometimes it may be sufficient to just record your high-level framework thoughts for an idea, though, if you are aware of recollection limitations, it may be wise to include more detail.



If you really are stuck for a story idea, a search of the internet for ‘writing prompts’ or ‘story ideas’ will return a directory of websites, which provide lists of ideas, topics, and prompts. I’ve never used these and therefore am not in a position to recommend any site or service. I’d, however, say overall I consider it better for you to use something from your own experience or observation. You may not realise it, but you’ll have a greater investment in that idea compared to one that comes from an external source.



If ideas for your characters, settings, scenes, etc. also pop into your head, you should also note them down.





When you’ve found your story idea, the next step is to expand upon it. The next chapter will show you how to do that.
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