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A Chocolate Box of Short Stories

Fiona Linday

Following the fascinating
article ‘Wind them up, let
them go’ by Raymond
Soltysek in Writing in
Education No. 50, I'd like to
add how we’ve managed to
engage primary-aged children
in the whole process of short
story writing. Raymond wrote
knowledgeably about the
time necessary to achieve a good finished story. Well,
we managed it as an ‘add on’. By that, I mean we were
privileged to introduce story writing as a lunchtime
club. The expectation was certainly to satisfy the palate
of the reader but, more importantly, the desired effect
was comfort eating for every storywriter. Getting their
ideas on the page took priority. This ran alongside a
wider school drive to write stories following their class
reading, through TRAWL (Teaching Reading and
Writing Links) in literacy. This is a scheme we are
following, introduced to us by Nottingham University.

We introduced the concept of story writing for pleasure
last year, within a half-term, once-weekly lunchtime
block. A dozen or so KS2 pupils attended. I modelled a
short story I'd had published online, reading pertinent
excerpts. Also, I passed on tips I'd recently received on
the Certificate in Creative Writing at Lancaster
University. My excitement at being published rubbed
off, as following the block of lunchtime clubs came a
fascinating array of interesting short stories, written by
the pupils. In fact, a couple of ambitious Year 9 girls
couldn’t leave it there - they just had to keep writing! So
again, I agree with Raymond’s comment about the
importance of adding publishing to the list of stages of
stimuli to the process of writing a short story. Placing
good work in booklets and on boards can achieve this.
The girls’ story, ‘Keep Running’, can be found at the end
of this article.

My personal thoughts about getting the best out of the
children’s stories went along these lines. Life is like a

box of chocolates, (according to Forrest Gump in the
well-known American film drama.) Thus, stories are
equally diverse in tantalizing individual palates. Stories
can reflect the child’s life experiences with an individual
voice plus the cherry on the top, their fresh
imaginations. The group were reminded of a familiar list
of suggested vital ingredients, similar for all the stories:
similes, twists, alliteration, ellipsis, streams of
consciousness and pathetic fallacy.

Of course, these were being regularly practised in the
literacy hour. The mixture altered, giving quite different
flavours. The blend of ingredients produced a range
from quick melting, pleasant tales to the gob-stopping,
terrifying epics to chew over. A lot depended upon how
much of their own time went into the mix.

The theme of chocolates was easy to relate to: however
difficult the choice between various tempting tastes, we
are allowed our own individual preferences. As far as
possible we wanted to free the children up to write
about what was important to them, what they were

" especially excited about. For this, we talked about how

the story needed to be believable and that I could write
about a horse called Mila because I knew exactly what
she looked like, in my head. Each child was given a
journal to scribble ideas in; it was permitted for these to
be taken home so writing could take place whenever
there was the chance. Remembering to bring the journal
in on a Thursday Iunch was a challenge for some
members.

We suggested that after hooking the reader with an
unusual fizz, comes the satisfying sucking on getting to
know the main characters. The children were asked to
make the reader care about the main protagonist,
tantalizing taste buds ensuring further reading. For two
or three main characters I asked them to consider using
friends or people they actually knew. Also, they drew
pictures of these characters to reveal the details
necessary to describe them confidently, with their
likes/dislikes as well as what they’re scared of, pencilled
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in. Here, Tidentified a rare opportunity for them to lie
legitimately and to make up things to conceal identities.

For settings I shared how I'd actually gone to the bottom
of my garden to write about the first scene in a short
story. Next, I read to them from my story; ‘I came out
here for fresh air but there’s no fresh air, only mud. But
that’s okay.” I explained how, looking out over nearby
fields, I got “One day this mud will be a meadow of tall
buttercups’ and ‘The sun excited the whole hillside until
the flowers, the trees, the bushes and the grass, all burst
into colour.”

The use of inference about setting and personality was
touched on. The great thing here was we had a week
between sessions, when each child had the chance to
explore a specific location, the bottom of their garden, to
think about sights, smells and sounds. Next time it
rained I asked them to think about that experience, the
dripping for example. I asked them to think about time
of day and temperature at the same time. This was a fun
activity to promote, reminding me of listening walks
practised regularly in primary school, a few years ago.
The girls came up with a bookshop after recalling a visit
to their local library, then googled old libraries.

Whilst encouraging adventure and escapism, the
concept of a problem/enemy was suggested to give the
necessary build up to a crescendo. To stimulate ideas
here I talked about scrapes the children had found
themselves in and how they avoided further
confrontation. The Year 5 girls’ story involving twins
came from a discussion between them about how to
make the siblings close friends. My asking about their
hobbies was a useful starter in finding the strength of
their background knowledge. I tried to impress on them
the benefits of reading further about their subject to
achieve authentic descriptions and impress the reader.

Likening a nasty surprise or twist to the moment when
the hard surface of a toffee melts to reveal a bitter centre
helped them understand how this might keep the story
flowing. Solving the problem was a desired effect
leaving a pleasant taste in the mouth. Open-ended
stories could provide the opportunity for sequels but
leave the reader hungry for more. All this effort took
place with minimum ‘corrections’ and culminated in
their typed, carefully worked pieces (often refined at
home), being proudly placed into the chocolate box of
stories in our library. This mixture of flavours included
different adventures for all tastes.

On completion of each individual story the author

68

enjoyed a small chocolate bar, to complete this sweet
experience. The stories were published for the whole
school to enjoy. By experiencing other flavours there
was the chance for pupils to learn from their peers. The
school website was a further means of promoting the
delicious chunks of prose. The feel-good factor was
beneficial in encouraging other willing authors to
contribute to the box of stories, which is ongoing.

These stories were never going to be ‘wrong’, since they
were part of the writer, who was a valued member of
our club. If ideas dried up, the work could be picked up
later. From fellow writer feedback I understood how
positive critiquing could build the writer up. The
children were in a safe environment to enjoy writing
about what was important to them. T myself admitted
that not everyone enjoys what I write but my friends
want to help me get better at writing and can sometimes
be interested in reading my work.

So, after taking away some of the stress involved in
producing the goods, we encouraged the removal of
some of the first things that clogged creative thoughts by
writing for two minutes non-stop. This was identified as
a useful, tried and tested tool. Here, we endeavoured to
let the children get rid of any negative impulses towards
writing. Talking about first drafts and editing as an
essential part of the process removed some further
hurdles.

There were many opportunities for the children to
improve their stories to the point that they were happy
with them. It was a help to give them the tip of reading
back their stories out loud, to see if they made sense, We
let each child read some of their writing at each session
if they wished - the real luxury of a small group.
Identifying the taste of each other’s stories, for example
a soft centred ‘happy ever after’ sort, as opposed to a
tangy, sour ‘edge of your seat thriller’ sort, made for fun
feedback. Success came from a positive writing
experience gained luxuriously, free from the usual time
restraints of the classroom. I'm thinking of a Thornton’s
special boxed selection.
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Assistant. Obtaining a Certificate in Creative Writing at
Lancaster University last year coincided with her debut novel
being published by Onwards and Upwards. Get Over It is
inspired by her voluntary work in hospice and child
bereavement seftings.





