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Reading and Writing One Day Workshop 

We can all write... right?  For that matter we can all ‘play’ the piano.  But there’s 

playing.. and then there’s playing.   

Introductions:  

Who am I?  Why do I write?  How do I write? 

In the beginning 

We'll start with a quick ice-breaker, perhaps twenty minutes, devoted to a short type 

of verse that should get the juices flowing. 

Exercise: simple words 

The cinquain: it's a little known form, great to get the creative juices flowing.  Each of 

five lines has a set number of syllables, as follows: 2, 4, 6, 8, 2.  It suits the drama 

and quick-fire action of sports, especially sports commentary.  Here, for example, is 

a cinquain written by a Primary Six cricket enthusiast, Sophie Tulip, in praise of her 

cricketing hero, Kyle Coetzer of Durham and Scotland: 

Crowd gasp 

Wow, what a catch! 

Like a pouncing tiger 

Never seen anything like it 

Coetzer! 

Anyone can write a cinquain, pretty quickly.  It can be refined, improved, used as the 

basis for a short story or a twitter feed, shoved in a drawer, shared or kept private.  I 

encourage people to share their writing.  It's important to realise that most, if not all 

writers (and we're ALL writers) start out being self-conscious, as though we're not 

worthy of calling ourselves writers.  Sharing thoughts on the struggles we face to feel 

fulfilled as a writer helps to show that we are not on our own.  Actors have to relax 

and shake off their inhibitions before they can act: so do writers.   

Barriers to writing 

Call it writer’s block, self-consciousness, fear of the blank page or lack of time.  If you 

want to write, what stops you?  I hope that after today you will realise that all the 

challenges you face when writing, or hoping to write, are shared by ALL writers, 

however hard-bitten or successful.  And I hope that some of the aspects of writing 

that I introduce you to will help overcome those challenges.  After that… get 

writing… 



 

2 

Exercise: the blank page 

Here’s one you can do on your own, in pairs or groups.  Take a blank sheet of paper 

and roughly rule it with margins so that you have very wide band on all four sides, 

with squares in the corners 

Now, fill the four corners with things that stop you writing – time, 

perhaps; work pressure, laziness, or fear of making a fool of yourself.  

Then, along the four edges, set out four types of writing that you might 

like to try: short stories, perhaps; TV drama etc.  Now, in the blank 

middle of the page write the names of several people or incidents that 

made you feel ‘there’s a story there’ or inspired you to write poetry or 

a song.  Now look at the blank page – it’s no longer blank.  You just 

wrote something.  Whenever the juices fail to flow, it’s a handy exercise to get them 

running again, and you can make up several variants to share in a group. 

The protagonist 

It turns out that great stories have a lot in common, although that doesn’t mean we 

should slavishly follow some formula.  It’s a good idea to understand what underlies 

successful writing so that we can test our own against it.   

A good yarn ought to have a protagonist: the person we care most about, whose 

emotional journey interests us enough to keep turning the pages.  Protagonists don’t 

have to be handsome, perfect or even heroic; they don’t even have to be the main 

character, or even be human.  We will think of some protagonists in literature (or 

film) and try to work out what it is about them that makes us care.  It goes almost 

without saying, too, that good story-telling thrives on tension or conflict: it’s no good if 

the two lovers get together on page one and straightaway live happily ever after: as 

writers we want them to work for their love (or liberation, or success, or survival: 

whatever our story might be). 

So, we need to complicate our protagonists’ lives, give them a bit of up and down.  

And not just in any old order, either: we need to anticipate what effect our story has 

on our readers and take them along with us, without giving too much away.  Again, 

we will try to think of examples which we think work (or don’t work) and try to 

understand what it is that good writers do.   

Exercise: Protagonising 

Think of a protagonist; then try to answer the following questions: 

1. What is their goal? 

2. What gets in the way? 

3. How do they overcome their challenges?  
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The deeper the understanding of their answers, the closer we are to setting pen  to 

page in earnest. 

Narrative arc 

Stories have shapes.  The simplest, most economical stories can be told in a single 

line, the one-liner:  

A man walks into a bar: Ouch! 

To engage the reader or listener over the long haul (War and Peace runs to well over 

a thousand pages) we need to complicate the simple.  So it helps to understand how 

stories are ‘engineered’ from a simple idea.  We can perhaps best do that by 

recalling the stories we love the most: jokes, nursery rhymes, tall tales, films and 

books.  Good stories have a structure, and there are a few simple ways to view that 

structure. 

In the screenwriting profession, because of the peculiar financial pressures 

associated with a successful movie, structured writing has developed in an almost 

scientific, highly self-conscious way.  There are rules in narrative construction, and 

they are tightly adhered to (or deliberately broken) in order to ensure a satisfactory 

‘balanced narrative’.  In classical cinema, which trades heavily on the rhetorical 

structures of ancient Greek theatre and mythology, the eight-part storyline, and 

variants thereof, has become embedded as the grounding behind the screenwriting 

process, often involving complex collaborations in the same way that large 

engineering projects do. 

The eight part structure is founded on the concept of a protagonist, compelled to 

embark on a journey of emotional goals and challenges.  In this context the 

protagonist is the character (human, animal, or inanimate) who makes the most 

profound emotional journey across the narrative.  Many other characters may 

undertake and complete journeys; the protagonist makes the most important of 

them.  In a famous example, one can identify the protagonist in The Lord of the 

Rings (JRR Tolkien) as Sam, the unwitting gardener (representing us: Joe Bloggs) 

who tags along with the main character (Frodo).  An example of an inanimate 

protagonist, famously, is the Picture of Dorian Gray (Oscar Wilde), which ages as its 

real-life counterpart is frozen in time. 

In order to produce a satisfactory emotional journey (or so the theory goes), the 

protagonist must face a challenge which propels him, her or it to undertake a journey 

(the journey does not need to be physical in any sense, even if Homer’s Odysseus is 

the founding tract – and protagonist – of this school).   
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In the eight-part structure, the narrative begins with a portrait of normality.  Normality 

is interrupted by an inciting incident which ‘calls the protagonist to adventure’.  Think 

of Humphrey Bogart playing Philip Marlowe: 

Normality: no work coming in; rain dashing against the windows; no love life; 

no prospects, the dismal dark streets of Los Angeles in winter.. 

Inciting incident: Glamorous dame knocks on door and says something like: 

Mr Marlowe, you’ve got to help me, etc. 

At this point Marlowe, having seen it all before, turns down the job – and the dame: 

why?  Because she  looks like trouble.  This is the ‘refusal’.  Having set up the 

tension of the inciting incident, the refusal seems to deflate the narrative expectation, 

but effectively shows how difficult (and potentially rewarding) the challenge ahead 

will be, raising the stakes for the protagonist.   

From here, there is an inevitable point at which the challenge is, reluctantly, taken 

up.  There follow a series of progressive complications, including one or more 

‘reversal’ (that’s the point in the movie when the protagonist appears to have 

achieved their goal; and you look at you watch and think: well, there’s another hour 

to go in the film… and then Bang! The roof falls in; before a catharsis leads to 

resolution of the tension and, finally, a denouement restores normality – apart from 

the crucial circumstance that the protagonist will never be the same again.  Oddly 

enough, when drawn as an arc of emotional journeying, the eight-part narrative 

structure often looks like an ECG. 

There are many variations on this theme; Quentin Tarantino, notably, likes to play 

with, subvert and parody the structure.  As he says, every story has a beginning, 

middle and end; but not necessarily in that order… 

Exercise: The eight-parter 

The rules: 

1. Have an idea for a story or character 

2. Identify a protagonist (you; the reader; a lover…). 

3. Front-load tensions… 

4. Portray normality (part 1 of 8) 

5. Create Inciting incident (2 of 8) 

6. Make the call to adventure (3 of 8) 

7. Construct a refusal (if necessary) (4 of 8) followed by acceptance of call to 

adventure (5 of 8) 

8. Progressive complication and reversal(s) (6 of 8) 

9. Catharsis (7 of 8) 

10. Denouement (8 of 8) 
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Exercise: Raising the stakes 

It’s easy enough to think of a protagonist and then work out eight parts to their 

‘journey’.  Some of the real skill in writing, the art of the storyteller, comes with 

‘raising the stakes’. 

Two people are having breakfast (big deal, who wants to read a thousand pages of 

that?) 

But they are not just any two people: they are… Eva Braun and Adolf Hitler. 

… and it’s not just any breakfast: it’s the morning of April 30th, 1945. 

Go ahead: take your protagonist, sit them down to breakfast, and then raise the 

stakes: this is what I call ‘front-loading with tension’.  Make it matter that we read on, 

that we care. 

Dialogue: the great banana skin 

Why is convincing dialogue so hard to write?  Because we only hear ourselves when 

we write, and we forget that character is encoded in language: its patterns, rhythms, 

vocabulary, dialect, idiosyncrasies. 

Exercise: a heavy limp 

Write a simple scene between two people.  One of them has a heavy limp, the result 

of some otherwise unknown trauma.  Imagine how that person might talk, or 

articulate their pain – do it aloud; then write it down and see if it still works. Read out 

your dialogue and, without using any cheesy clues (like ‘he winced…’) show the 

reader that one of your characters has a physically debilitating condition.  The same 

goes, naturally, for evoking emotional pain, or pleasure – how is that reflected in 

language? 

You can repeat the exercise with any single or group of traits that makes your 

characters unique.  What you are doing is giving your ‘actors’ (or readers) clues to 

nudge their imagination into engaging with the dialogue. 


