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Dedication 
 

This guide was developed with all the wayward women, 

everywhere in the world, who have known joy, pain, 

suffering, triumph, love and liberation, enough to want to 

shout it from rooftops, sing, cry, ululate and ultimately 

write about it.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Wayward = wilful, disobedient, unruly, strong willed, 

rebellious, insubordinate, defiant, contrary, transgressing, 
and unafraid to be no one’s darling. 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Be nobody's darling;  

Be an outcast.  

Take the contradictions  

Of your life  

And wrap around  

You like a shawl,  

To parry stones  

To keep you warm. 

 

Watch the people succumb  

To madness  

With ample cheer;  

Let them look askance at you  

And you askance reply. 

 

Be an outcast;  

Be pleased to walk alone  

(Uncool)  

Or line the crowded  

River beds  

With other impetuous  

Fools. 

 

Make a merry gathering  

On the bank  

Where thousands perished  

For brave hurt words  

They said.  

 

Be nobody's darling;  

Be an outcast.  

Qualified to live  

Among your dead.  

 

Alice Walker 
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Welcome note 
For as long as the world has been around, people 

have told all manner of stories. Stories about the 

making of the world, stories about the meeting of 

worlds, big stories, small stories, once in a life time 

stories, everyday stories, stories of the kindness of 

strangers, stories of love of kin, stories of violation and 

abuse, stories of looking adversity in the face and 

rising above it, stories of oppression and dismantling 

of chains, funny stories, sad stories, stories leave 

irremovable traces on our minds.  

 

These stories in their many shapes fill our lives, 

connect us to each other, touch us in ways that make 

us laugh, that make us cry, that heal us, and make it 

impossible for us to think of the actual physical world 

around us, without associating it with at least one 

story.  

 

More than this, stories move us and cause us to take 

action; stories touch us, heal our wounds, and knit 

tighter knots that bring us - the writer and reader, the 

healer and the healed, the ‘I’ and ‘You’, closer 

together.  

 

About POWAis  

POWA is a non-profit organisation whose main 

purpose if to create a safer society that does not tolerate 

violence against women, and where women are 

powerful, self reliant, equal and respected.  
 

Our mission is to be a powerful, specialised and multi 

skilled service provider that contributes to the complete 

eradication of violence against women in society, in 

order to enhance women’s quality of life.  

In the main our work involves Sector Capacity Building and 

Strengthening; Law Reform; Information and Knowledge 

Dissemination; Right’s Education, Regional And International 

Strategic Advocacy, as well as the Writing Programme 

These activities work towards keeping the issue of women’s 

rights with specific focus on violence against women on the 

national agenda. 
 

About the POWA Writing Programme 

In 2006 driven by the need to create a collective space 

through which women could share their stories of surviving 

gender based, we set up the Writing Programme, and 

invited women from through out the country to send us 

their short stories, poems and personal essays that told 

stories of survival.  
 

Since its inception there have been four anthologies published, 

the titles of which were 

 

2005 – Breaking the Silence: Dreaming of living;  

2006 – Breaking the Silence: Positive Living Gender based 

Violence and HIV; 

2007 – Breaking the Silence: Murmurs of the girl in me;  

2008 – Breaking the Silence- Journeys to recovery. 

 

In 2008 we reviewed the project’s structure and after much 

consideration decided to change it from a competition, to a 

programme, and by so doing set it up as a space that could be 

entered/ occupied by as many voices as possible. 

The motivation behind this decision was that we wanted to 

place ourselves in a position where we were able to extend 

the invitation, to this journey at the end of which, hopefully 

those that come will encounter their voices, to as many 

women as possible. 
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Built on feminist principles, this programme encourages 

women, through writing, to rid themselves of the shackles 

of silence, which often are the means through which their 

oppression is perpetuated. 

 

This guide, whose main purpose is to help you improve 

and develop your writing skills, is but one of the ways that 

we as an organisation, strive for the creation of a world in 

which women are safe.  Safe in the world, in safe in their 

countries, safe in their communities, in their homes, in their 

bodies, but mostly in their minds, enough to be able to 

take time for themselves, to tame their thoughts, and turn 

them into words they can write down, and share with 

others; in the hope that they too will be touched by them, 

enough to also want to tell their stories.  

 

We hope that you will benefit greatly from the time you 

will spend going through this guide, either on your own, or 

as part of the number of writing workshops in which this 

guide will be used. 
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Authors note 

As a principle I do not 

think that it is possible to 

teach anyone how to tell 

stories, or for that matter 

how to write them. For 

me the idea sounds as 

ridiculous as someone 

saying they are going to 

teach me how to smile. 

For one I already know 

how to smile, and so 

does everyone else. In fact not only does everyone 

already know how to smile we each one of us have our 

unique way of doing it, so that at attempt at teaching 

anyone how to do it would be what my uncle would call 

‘an exercise in futility’.  
 

But there’s something that most smiling people may not 

know instinctively,  (even though they have been smiling 

pretty much all their lives); and that is - there are 

different ways of smiling, each with a different effect on 

the beholder.  
 

Put differently, although people tell each other stories 

every single day, there are ways, techniques, tips and 

guides, (especially if the stories in question are to be 

committed to paper) that can be learned and used to 

bring out different responses from those who will 

ultimately read those stories.  

 

This then is what this guide is – a set of tips and 

techniques, to help you do better the thing you already 

know how to do – tell stories, and do it from a position 

of consciousness about what you are doing. For writing, 

perhaps more than any other form of expression is one 

of the ways in which the world, both of ideas and 

thought, is made and remade, shaped and reshaped, 

invented and reinvented.   
 

How good you become at the practice of 

writing, and the amount of writing you will 

produce beyond these workshops – that is 

something that will be determined by the 

stories you want to tell, and the urgency 

with which you feel they need to be told. 

Beyond that, it is also something that will be 

determined by the amount of time you are 

wiling to spend, on your own, sitting still, 

with your thoughts doing what Brooks 

Atkinson referred to as a private and lonely 

substitute for conversation – writing. 
 

So here’s wishing you incalculable, uninterrupted 

hours spent in your own company, holding the 

world inside your head, (that is to say your thoughts) 

and plying your unbounded will to write, write, and 

write even more.  

Lindiwe Nkutha 

Johannesburg – October 2009 
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Introduction 

This section of the guide is intended to provide you 

with a sense of how it is set up, for your ease of 

navigation, and also so that you can maximise on 

whatever benefit you may derive out of it.  

 

 

 

 

Sections  

There are in total five Sections in this guide, all of 

which are arranged as building blocks, so that each 

Section builds on the information gained in the one 

before it, to provide something of a coherent course 

to follow.  

 

Section breakdown 

Section 1: Stories and writing 

Section 2: Types of story  

Section 3: Final touch 

Section 4: Writing and reading  

Section 5: Living to tell tales  

 

 

 

 

Arrangement of Sections  

For the sake of uniformity and in the service of 

coherence, all the Sections (except the last one) are 

laid out in a standard format. The decision that 

informed the arrangement of these Sections is the 

same as the one that informs our belief; and it is that 

you already know most of what there is to know 

about telling stories, and are going through this guide 

only to remind yourself of what you already know, as 

you refine and deepen your understanding of this 

knowledge.  

 

All the sections are laid out in the following manner 

o What you already know: begins by 

tapping into what you already know, and 

builds on this knowledge to introduce you to 

knew information; 

o The issue in focus: a detailed discussion 

of the subject of the section; 

o Exercises: the use of exercises to illustrate 

the subject discussed.  
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Section 1: Stories & Writing  

 

What is a story?  

A story is: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Flowing from this exercise it is evident that there does 

not, 

and in fact cannot exit any one singular definition of what 

a story is.  

 

What then can we say is a story? 

For purposes of this guide however, and in the interest of 

illustrating the common components that make up a 

story, we thought it meaningful that we should develop a 

working definition of what a story is, so that we were all 

moving from the same understanding.  

Stories and writing  

Working definition of story 

Generally a story is an account or a detailed telling 

of an occurrence, or a series of linked events, that can 

either be an anecdote (i.e. an actual occurrence) or 

fictional (an invented tale).  

 

Where do they come from? 

Stories fill our lives in the way that water fills the lives of 

fish. Stories are so all pervasive that we practically cease to 

be aware of them - Steve Denning 

 

‘The narratives of the world are without number...the 

narrative is present at all times, in all places, in all societies; 

the history of narrative begins with the history of mankind; 

there does not exist, and never has existed, a people without 

narratives.’ Barthes 

 

Stories are everywhere, happening every second. Every 

passing second of our lives adds an extra sentence, an 

extra paragraph to make up the different episodes that in 

the end make up the story of our lives.  

Exercise 

If you think about it, you’ll realise that from the moment 

you were born, right to this minute, you have been 

accumulating stories that you tell yourself and others.  

This exercise is an example of how you have done and 

continue to do this. 

 

Life story mapping: 

Let us draw a graph that represents our lives – see the handout 

for instructions on how to go about putting together a life story 

map. 
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Different types of story 

The world of story is broad, and vast and endless, like an 

ocean, and is made up of varied titbits of every form and 

shape, each with its own qualities and uses, all of which 

are potential stories. 
 

The diagram below is a visual representation of just some 

of the different kinds of stories that there are in the 

world, all of which exist as a garden that anyone wanting 

to write can harvest and develop into stories.  

Forms of story  

Springboard story :  a springboard story is catalytic 

kind of story, which when told allows for a leap in the 

reader’s understanding, that makes it possible for them to 

grapple with the ways in which communities or societies 

can and may change. By their nature springboard stories 

provide the tools through which a reader can visualise, 

from one story the dynamics for transformation in a 

different context.  
 

o Anti-story :  an anti-story is a story that arises in 

opposition to another, which in literature I also 

known as writing back. This form of story telling 

begins from what is perceived as untruth, half-truths 

told about one set of people and moves to 

destabilise these by creating new and different sets 

of truths.  
 

This practice is similar to the one in other 

disciplines known as deconstruction, which can 

be explained (note not defined) as follows:  

If there is a house that’s already built, an anti-story 

tears that house down, and in its place builds a 

different one.  
 

o Account: is usually a written or verbal 

explanation or description of something that has 

happened or a series of events that took place of, 

in the form of a report.  
 

o Tale: something told or related; relation or a 

recital of happenings; or a story or account of true, 

legendary, or fictitious events; narrative; or a 

literary composition in narrative form. 
 

o Chronicle: a historical record or register of 

facts or events arranged in the order in which they 

happened. 
 

o History :   is generally an accumulation of 

accounts of what has or might have happened 

over a period of time in the life of one person, a 

family, an institution, a community or a society that 

is recorded and passed on from one generation to 

another.  
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o News: is new information about anything; 

information previously unknown; or reports, 

collectively, of recent happenings, especially those 

broadcast over radio or TV, or printed in a 

newspaper. 
 

o Report :  to give, often at regular intervals, an 

account of, or information about something seen, 

done or series of events. 
 

All of these are documented and told in different ways, 

using different skills, however the one thing that unifies 

them is the fact that it is through them that we are able 

to access knowledge of things we may never have been 

able to access had we not come into contact with them.  
 

The importance of stories  

Beyond their ability to entertain, inform, and teach us new 

things, one of the most important factors about stories lies in 

their ability to help us make meaning of the world around us.  

 

For any one person to arrive at the meaning of something 

requires that they should have asked themselves how that 

particular thing is related or connected to another.   

 

And because meaning is not produced by individuals, but by 

communities, societies and cultures, who generate it through a 

shared language, and agreed to understandings of the 

connections between things and their meanings, stories play an 

important role in shaping this contract of meaning making.  
 

So that on the whole the meaning of each event is produced by 

the part it plays in the whole episode, in the stories of their 

lives. 
 

When we tell our stories ‘We create narrative descriptions for 

ourselves and for others about our own past actions, and we 

develop storied accounts that give sense to the behaviour of 

others.’ Polkinghorne  

 

The stories we tell ourselves 

In the long run the stories we tell ourselves, over and 

over again, begin to shape our sense of how we see 

ourselves, and who we become. In other words over 

time we become the stories we tell about ourselves.  
 

It goes without saying then just how important it is that 

we should be ultra careful of the stories we tell, the way 

in which we tell them and just how often we tell them.  
 

The dangers of a singular story 

People are full of life, and to think that you can get to 

know them fully on the basis of one story is to make a 

huge mistake.  Stories themselves are dynamic and shift 

and change every time we tell them. 

Consider this story for a second to see what I mean 

Once upon a time there was a blind explorer who had heard of an 

elephant, and so wanted to get someone to describe to her what 

an elephant looked like.  So she asked her friends to bring together 

a number of people who would give her more than one description 

of what an elephant was.  
 

Her friends brought together a number of people, and put them at 

different ends of asked them to describe the elephant to our 

explorer based on what they saw immediately in front of them.  
 

One person was placed next to the elephants task and when they 

described the elephant said it was a set of white task sticking out of 

a face, another was placed in front of the trunk and described it as a 

flowing thing that stuck out of a face, anther saw the tail and 

described it as a short tail sticking out of a very huge backside, 

another a leg, and described it as a coarse skin.  

Each of these people described only one aspect of the elephant 

without giving a full picture.   

 

To put this to the test, listen to yourself the next time 

you tell someone the same story and notice how 

depending on who you it is you are telling, and the 

reasons you are telling them, you always emphasise 

different aspects, even if you are telling the same story.  
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The story of your life is no different, and the parts of you 

choose to tell at whatever point do not show a full 

picture of who you are, they just give us a picture, a 

snippet, a glimpse into this very dynamic thing called your 

life.  
 

Think about it: how many times have you found yourself 

surprised by learning something new about a person you have 

known all of your life, or seeing them in a different light because 

they have suddenly done something you had never seen them do 

before.  
 

Why am I even bring this up – well it is mostly because a 

lot of times writers fall into the temptation of reducing 

people to just one story, and developing those stories as if 

they were that person’s entire reality.  
 

Asked to tell their story a person who has just been 

raped an hour ago might in telling their story come out 

sounding like a victim. This does not mean that they are 

victim all the time, or that the entire story of their life is 

marked with victim moments, it might just mean that 

because the incident of violence is so new and so fresh 

the feelings of being victimised are the most dominant at 

that time. 
 

A number of months down the line, when they have 

recovered, asked to tell the story of their life, that same 

person may project a different side of themselves, i.e. as a 

survivor, or hero who looked violation in the eye and 

managed to rise above it.  Like the elephant we are all 

made up different parts, all of which make up the story of 

our lives, and in isolation give just one view of who we 

are.  

 

 

Different ways of telling stories 

Oral story telling: is possibly the oldest and most intimate 

way of telling stories. In its original format the storyteller 

and the listeners are physically close as well as, through 

the story connection, psychically close.  

 

The advent of technology through the radio, and other 

audio formats has managed to reproduce the immediacy 

of story telling even though the intimacy is lost out on.  
 

Stage performances and poetry reading also form part of 

the oral story telling tradition.  
 

In pictures, symbols and images 

The saying ’A picture is worth a thousand words’ is 

enough proof that anyone would ever need to be 

convinced of the power of pictures, images, illustrations 

cartoons, painting and so on to tell stories.  
 

Writing 

In technical terms, writing is the representation of 

language in a textual medium through the use if a set of 

sign and symbols known as a writing system. Although it 

also relies on signs and symbols, writing is different from 

illustrations such as drawings or paintings, or audio 

recordings, in that it is mainly makes use of words. 
 

It is distinguished from illustration, such as cave drawing 

and painting, and the recording of language via a non-

textual medium such as magnetic tape audio. 

 

Film and video  

A happy marriage between moving pictures, oral story 

telling and writing can be found in film and video, which 

use all of these mediums to tell stories. 
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But really what is writing?  

To get a real sense of what writing is, it is probably best 

that we consult some of the things that writers have said 

to explain what it is thy do.  

 

Some of the quotations below is what some writers have 

said about writing: 

 

Writing is a series of permissions you give yourself to 

be expressive in certain ways. To invent. To leap. To fly. 

To fall. To find your own characteristic way of 

narrating and insisting; that is, to find your own inner 

freedom. To be strict without being too self-

excoriating. Not stopping too often to reread. Allowing 

yourself, when you dare to think it's going well (or not 

too badly), simply to keep rowing along. No waiting for 

aspiration’s shove..                                              Susan Sontag  

 

When I write ‘I’m just trying to look at something without 

blinking’                                                       Toni Morrison 
 

Book of wisdom, exemplar of mental playfulness, dilator of 

sympathies, faithful recorder of a real world (not just the 

commotion inside one head), servant of history, advocate of 

contrary and defiant emotions . . . writing … can be, should be, 

most of these things.                                  Susan Sontag 

 

What is a writer?  

A lot of myths have been created to scare people off 

from writing and make it look like only a select kind of 

person qualifies as a writer.  

 

Some of these include 

A writer is someone who's organized her life in order 

to write. 

 

If you are not writing every single day, then you are not 

a writer. 

 

But for me perhaps the most practical answer to this 

question has been given by Élisabeth Vonarburg, who 

during a speech dedicated to answering this very 

question says ‘ A writer is someone who has a certain 

kind of relationship with words — and not the written 

word only, but all words. Someone who loves words, 

the very concept of words, who loves their forms, 

sounds, rhythms, history, mutable meanings. Someone 

for whom words are not merely tools but exists in 

their own right, as living beings.. Someone who tells 

herself stories all the time, who feels, an impulse, a 

desire, a need, an obsession, a perversion, to tell 

stories ; that is, someone for whom the whole 

universe is a story, and herself a part in it, engaged in 

a constant dialogue with it, at once telling it and being 

told. Not for "money, fame and the love of women or 

men,’ that deep impulse to tell needs neither others' 

love or acknowledgement, it just needs to be. It is 

there. 

 

Jorge Luis Borges said about writers that ‘To be a writer 

is, in a sense, to be a day-dreamer - to be living a kind of 

double life. ‘ 
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According to Julian Barnes ‘The writer must be universal in 

sympathy and an outcast by nature; only then can he see 

clearly.’  

 

In order to understand what Barnes means it is 

important that we remember the words of Alice Walker, 

which this guide opened with ‘ Be no one’s darling.’ In 

order to write effectively a writer must not be afraid to 

rock the boat, unsettle already established orders, risk 

irritating one person or two, or a million, risk making 

herself uncomfortable even.  

 

This however, does not mean that the writer must set 

out to disturb the order just for the sake of doing it. That 

might be causing unnecessary havoc.   

 

But if the order is oppressive, unjust, and stands in the 

way of equality, then the writer would be irresponsible if 

they did not challenge it.  
 

Why do writers write? 

Different people write for different reasons. Some write 

because they have urgent stories to tell, which they can’t 

think of other ways of telling either than by writing them 

down. Some write because writing is a passion of theirs, 

something they simply have to do or it disturbs, 

something they simply can’t live without doing.  

Others do it because they love telling stories, others still 

do it because they have made it their life - the 

preoccupation of interpreting their observation of the 

world, very much like most other artist do.  
 

Whatever their reason, most writers do it because they 

harbour a desire to send their thoughts and ideas about 

the world they live in, how they see and how they 

would love to remake it, often into a better one.  
 

The writer’s responsibility 

The role of the writer is not simply to arrange ‘Being’ 

according to his own lights; he must also serve as a medium 

to ‘Being’ and remain open to its often-unfathomable 

dictates. This is the only way the work can transcend its 

creator and radiate its meaning. -Vaclav Havel, 

 

To the extent that speaking, or more specifically 

‘speaking up’ is a political act, the same can be said of 

writing.  And like public figures with a voice, writers too 

have a responsibility.  

 

As Toni Morrison puts it ‘As you enter positions of trust 

and power, dream a little before you speak.' Toni Morrison 

 

A feminist approach to writing 

The world is what it is - it is populated by men, from 

whose perspective most of what is written is told, there’s 

no denying this. It is also populated by women, who on 

the surface appear to fit into the mould of what they are 

written as – weak, dependent, abused, feeble, 

manipulative, out to trap men at every turn, but it is also 

populated by strong, go-getting, self defining women, 

who very often are not written about in male authored 

texts, or if they are, are presented as bitches, or 

emasculating man eaters.  
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So what is feminist writing? 

A feminist approach towards writing moves from these 

worlds, these skewed inclusions and deliberate exclusions, 

to create images of women as conceived by feminists.  
 

So that largely what feminist writing is, is not necessarily 

about outright statements and brash arguments, but for 

the most part is as simple as the creation of characters 

(main or supporting) that are different, in the way they 

break from the mould of what a woman and often a man 

should be, in their quest freedom, emancipation, that 

begins to paint the possibility of a different world for the 

reader; a world in which women are valued as whole 

beings and their rights upheld and respected. 

 

Different forms of feminist writing 

As mentioned earlier the world and particularly the world 

of writing has for the most part excluded women’s voices 

and opinion. Over the years feminist have developed ways 

of creating writings that not only take into account, but 

centralises women’s’ voices. Some of these include:  

o Writing in:  inserting women into text where they 

otherwise would have been left out;  

o Writing back: a lot like the anti story, writing back 

focuses on picking up on and refuting myths and 

untruths often written about women.  

o A combination of both: the use of both means, 

of writing women characters into stories, as well as 

disproving false truths about women and their worlds. 

o Creating women centred worlds: writing stories 

where women are central to the story, and they do 

not play secondary roles, or portrayed in the weak or 

negative roles they are usually portrayed in.  

 

 

The start of a journey 

So here you are having made that important decision 

that you too want to write. The rest of this guide is 

designed to give you helpful pointers that hopefully you 

will find useful as you embark on this journey to writing. 

Complete these sentences and discuss them with a 

partner  
 

Exercise: My thoughts on writing 

 To me writing is  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
When I write I feel 
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The beginning of a journey to writing  

Before you embark on any journey it is important that 

you get a few things in focus. You are going to have to 

know who you are, where you are going and why it is 

you have decided to go there. 
 

Know thine self and to thine self be true  

What kind of writer are you? There is no writing without 

writers, and when they happen they happen in all shapes 

and forms. This guide is not going to go into any kind of 

detail about the types they come in excerpt to say, and 

for purposes of this guide only, that they come mainly in 

two forms, namely the structure writer  and the 

discovery writer .  

 

Although the difference between these types of writers 

is largely academic, the reason we are even mentioning it 

is to help you figure out what kind you are, so that you 

can remove some of the frustrations that most starting 

out writers often experience when they start developing 

their own writing styles. . And who’s to say, it might even 

give you a more colourful outlook towards your writing. 

 

The structure writer  

The structure writer is the kind that prefers structuring 

their work before they even begin with the writing 

process. For this kind of writer things like seeing the 

big picture, mind/road maps, plans, and outlines 

are as essential to the writing process as the actual 

writing itself.  

 

They begin with a predetermined plot, so that every 

step they make is guided by the planning they did even 

before they began.  

 

They avoid distractions, also know as side trips as 

much as they can, and aim to get to the finish line/ the 

end of the piece thy are writing, as soon as possible. 

As much as they enjoy the writing process, they enjoy 

fruition even more.  
 

Discovery writers  

The discovery writer’s greatest pleasure lies in the 

sudden and unexpected revelations that the writing 

process by its nature will invariably bring up. Unlike the 

structure writer for whom what will be written is 

already predetermined, for this writer the process of 

writing itself is a form of discovering and thinking about 

what to write.  
 

It is important to note that even discovery writers also 

do need to have a broad outline or plan of some kind to 

guide them in the process so that in their discovery they 

do not stray too much away from what they are writing 

about. The difference between the plans that the 

structure and the discovery writer have is that for the 

discovery writer the plan works more like a framework 

than it does as a rigid structure.  
 

In the end it is not so much what kind of writer it is you, 

but the fact that once you have committed to writing, 

you stick the commitment out to its conclusion.  
 

Learning what kind of writer style fits your bent, will go a 

long way toward making writing more enjoyable.  

 

Writing can be fun! I hope this sets you free to be who 

YOU and work with what comes naturally to you.  

 

Knowing what writer style you are can give you much of 

the freedom to focus more on the intricate details of 

writing and not so much how you go about it.  
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A writer’s toolkit  

As with any trade, a writer needs a toolkit of their own 

to help them execute the task they have taken upon 

themselves to write.  
 

The way we see it a writer’s toolkit is in two parts, 

namely a non-tangible as well as a tangible section.  

 

The non-tangible section refers to the characteristics that 

you should posses to help you as you undertake the task 

of writing, the tangible refers to the actual physical things 

that you will do in order to perform the actual writing.  
 

Non-tangibles 

According to William Faulkner ‘A writer needs three 

things, observation, imagination and voice, any two of 

which, at times any one of which, can supply the lack 

of the others.’  
 

What this means is that in order to write you need to 

have:  
 

An observant personality: and be the sort of 

person who notices and pays attention pays careful 

attention to those little things that others would not pay 

attention to. 
 

Imagination:   have the ability to create images and 

ideas in your mind, especially of things never seen or 

experienced directly. 
 

Voice: a way of giving expression to ideas and 

opinions unique to a particular person.  

 

Of all these qualities, voice is possibly the most 

important that a writer will ever develop.  

 

Exercise:  Say Hello 

To demonstrate that we each have a different voice, 

listen to different people saying the same word, or 

same thing even. Notice the different way in which all 

of them say it. 

 

Your voice is your own, it is different from the next 

person’s and in the long run will become the thing that 

separates the writer you become from many others, 

even if you are writing about the same thing. 

 

Like your actual voice your writing voice will grow and 

evolve with you, the more writing you do.  

 

A helpful guide to developing your voice is to try, as 

much as possible to find original things to say, and by 

original we do not mean new. After all, the world has 

been evolving for the past 460,000 million years, and 

there’s very little chance someone else before has not 

already thought what you may think is new.  

 

By original we mean finding old ways of saying new 

things, or alternatively finding new ways of saying old 

things, and putting your own mark develop your own 

voice.  

 

In addition to these qualities it is also useful for a writer 

to have these other traits;  
 

Life experience 

A life well lived makes for potentially good writing. Most 

writing whether it is fiction or non-fiction draws from 

the writers own experience and the things, and people 

both real or imagined that that have shaped their lives.  
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Curiosity about the world: it helps a writer 

a lot to have eagerness and an unlimited interest in the 

world, both immediate and the broader one around 

them. 
 

Sense of agency: the ability to take action, or 

follow through the necessary process to get things done. 
 

A love for words: reading, learning shaping 

them, and for the daring making new ones too.  
 

Commitment to the craft: willingness to give 

time to it, a desire to hone and perfect the skill of 

building with words, keeping abreast of developments to 

do with writing  
 

Tangibles 

These are some of the actual physical things that writers 

should have in order to write.  

A notebook: in which to capture developing ideas, as 

they happen for possible use at a later stage. It is actually 

a good idea to carry one with you all the time, so that 

you do not loose any. 
 

Pen or pencil or any other thing that writes:  

The use of this is obvious, you will need this to write into 

your notebook with. 
 

Dictionary + Thesaurus: because writers are in 

the business of painting the world with words, the more 

words, in whatever language you know, and their deeper 

meaning, the better able you are to paint beautiful 

pictures. 

 

 

 
 

Word processor: a computer in which you can 

type in your ideas. In the long run, and the more you 

write, word processors make it easy for you to write 

and rewrite stories.  

 

Even if you do not own one of you own, being able to 

gain access to the use of one, in places like your work, 

or an Internet café, will help be of great help. 
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Crafting stories  

A word is a bud attempting to become a twig. How 

can one not dream while writing? It is the pen, which 

dreams. The blank page gives the right to dream.” 

Gaston Bachelard, 

 

"Every human being has hundreds of separate people living 

under his skin. The talent of a writer is his ability to give 

them their separate names, identities, personalities and have 

them relate to other characters living with him." -Mel Brooks 

Crafting a thought into a theme or a story is something 

that takes time, experience and vision. It may be 

accumulated during everyday life in another occupation 

or by plain sweat and exertion, and one only gets better 

at in time.  

Before they come to being complete products, stories 

go through a cycle of their own. Although the process 

is different for every writer and for every story, it is not 

too prescriptive to say that by and large they all will 

involve components of the cycle detailed below. 
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A beginning, a middle and an end 

One of the tools used to help writers organise their 

stories, is comes from the words said by the philosopher 

Aristotle a long, long time ago, which every author has 

since been hit on the head with, and they are 

that…‘every story has a beginning, a middle and 

an end. ‘ 
 

Once they have been developed, stories need to be 

organised, so that they flow, take the reader along with 

them on a journey that is enjoyable, not confusing, or 

disjointed.  

Although this is true, the order of things does not 

necessarily always have be like that.  Some stories begin 

at the end, some in the middle, some mess around with 

the order. However, the important thing to remember is 

that they should have, this beginning, middle and an 

ending.  
 

In other words something must have happened to spark 

the story off, a set of events must keep it moving and in 

the end the story must conclude, with a particular 

outcome, or irresolution.  
 

Components of a story 

Writing a story is a lot like baking a cake, and requires 

pretty much the same preparation as would go into 

making a cake.  As with baking a cake, you are going to 

need some ingredients, in the right measure, mixed in 

the right way for you to get the right kind of cake.  

 

If you mix a biscuit mix, what you will get when the 

baking is done are biscuits and not scones. If you mix 

for a chocolate cake, you are not going to get a 

strawberry cake. But regardless of what you are mixing 

for you are not going to produce a cake if certain 

ingredients, like flour, eggs, sugar and milk are not part 

of your ingredients.  
 

The same is true for stories, regardless of the kind of 

story you are telling, be it a poem, a personal essay, or 

as short story, you are not going to be able to a 

produce a story unless you have the following 

components, which we will discuss in detail later. 
 

Characters ! - Characters are the people in your 

story, or the object in your poem. As Rick Darmus puts 

it ‘Your job, as a writer whatever your beliefs--is to 

put complex personalities on stage and let them strut 

and fret their brief hour. Perhaps the sound and fury 

they make will signify something that has more than 

passing value--that will, , "make [people] see what 

themselves for what they are’  
 

Dialogue – are the things your characters say. In order 

to work dialogue should as much as possible be similar 

to every day dialogue that people use. 
 

Setting & Description - All stories happen in a 

certain place, that is of being described this in order to 

give the reader the ‘where’ of the story.  
 

Plot - most importantly a plot, which is the sequence 

of events in which serves as the engine that that drives 

the story.  
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Section 2: Forms of story 

As we already have seen earlier, stories come in all 

shapes and forms  

What kinds of stories can you think of, in the box below 

list types of stories that you have come across  

Types of stories 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Written stories often come in the following forms 

Form of 

story 

Explanat ion  

Short story  a made up fictitious composition work is 

shorter than a novel that tells the story.   

Novella  

 

Similar to a short story but usually longer 

in length, but not so long as to qualify as a 

novel, about actions, feelings, motives, of a 

group of characters.  

Drama  a literary composition that tells a story, 

usually of human conflict, by means of 

dialogue and action, to be performed by 

actors; play; now often any play that is not 

a comedy.  

Comedy:  originally, a drama or narrative with a 

happy ending or non-tragic theme; more 

recently, any of various types of play, film 

or television programme with a more or 

less humorous treatment of characters and 

situation and a happy ending.  

Novel a fictional prose work with a relatively 

long and often complex plot, usually 

divided into chapters, in which the story 

traditionally develops through the 

thoughts and actions of its characters. 

Personal 

essay 

a short analytical, descriptive, or 

interpretive piece of literary or journalistic 

prose dealing with a particular topic, 

especially from a personal and 

unsystematic viewpoint. 

Poems a complete and self-contained piece of 

writing in verse that is set out in lines of a 

particular length and uses rhythm, imagery, 

and often rhyme to achieve its effect. 

 

For purposes of this programme the last three that we 

are going to pay attention only to short stories, personal 

essays and poems.   
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Short stories 

What is a short story? 

The most distinguishing characteristic about short stories 

is the word short. In a short story you have a short space 

of time, and a few pages to take a reader through an 

emotional and mental experience that hopefully will 

leave a mark in their minds and if you are lucky their 

lives. Remember this always.  
 

Then remember some of the technicalities, which we will 

go into just now. But remember these are just 

technicalities, and not the word of God. These are the 

rules and like most rules, once you know them, the most 

fun thing to do is break them. But you can’t break them 

if you don’t know them. So here they are: 
 

Making a short story, it is often said, is like finding a man 

or a woman, putting him or her up on a tree, throwing 

stones at him (in a short story you have very few 

stones), with the sole purpose of bringing him or her 

down.  
 

The plot  (the heart of your story is your tree) the 

man or woman your character/s, the stones are your 

style, your language – it has to be beautiful otherwise a 

reader might as well be reading a newspaper article, and 

the man or woman gets of the tree eventually when you 

have made your point and the reader either goes aha, or 

they smile, or they feel moved to tears 
 

Characteristics of a short story 

Put differently a short story is a kind of story that: 

o Gets off to a fast start 

o Generally has a limited number of characters 

and scenes; 

o Starts as close to the conclusion as possible; 

o Frequently deals with only one problem; 

o Uses only the detail necessary for 

understanding the situation; 

o Usually covers just a short time period. 

Develop interesting characters 
In order to develop a living, breathing, multi-faceted 

character, it is important to know way more 

about the character than you will ever 

use in the story. Here is a partial list of character 

details to help you get started. 
 

Make your character by answering these questions, - 

some of this information will not go into the story, but 

it’s good for you to know your character/s backwards 

and forwards.  
 

Ask what their name, age, job, ethnicity, appearance, 

residence, pets, religion, hobbies, single or married, 

children, temperament, favourite colour, friends, 

favourite foods, drinking patterns, phobias, faults, 

something hated, secrets, strong memories, any 

illnesses, nervous gestures, sleep patterns etc. 
 

Imagining all these details will help you get to know 

your character, but your reader probably won't need 

to know much more than the most important 

things in four areas:  

 

Appearance:   Gives your reader a visual 

understanding of the character. 
 

Action: Show the reader what kind of person your 

character is, by describing actions rather than simply 

listing adjectives. 

Speech: Develop the character as a person -- don't 

merely have your character announce important plot 

details. 
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Thought:  Bring the reader into your character's 

mind, to show them your character's unexpressed 

memories, fears, and hopes. 

Choose a Point of View  
Point of view is the narration of the story from the 

perspective of first, second, or third person .  

This is the part where you decide who is going to tell 

the story and how much information is available for 

the narrator to reveal in the short story. The narrator 

can be directly involved in the action sub jec tively ,  or 

the narrator might only report the action 

objec tive ly .   
 

First Person: The story is told from the view of 

the person telling the story, who usually refers to 

herself in the pronoun "I . " The narrator is either the 

Protagonis t (main character) and directly affected 

by unfolding events, or the narrator is a Secondary 

character  telling the story revolving around the 

protagonist. This is a good choice for beginning writers 

because it is the easiest to write.   
 

Example 

I saw a tear roll down her cheek. I had never seen my 

mother cry before. I looked away while she brushed the 

offending cheek with her hand. 

 

 

Second person:  The story is told directly to 

"you", with the reader as a participant in the action.  

Example 

You laughed loudly at the antics of the clown. You clapped 

your hands with joy. 

 

Third person:  The story tells what "he",  "she, "  

or " i t" does. The third-person narrator's perspective 

can be l imi ted  (telling the story from one character's 

viewpoint) or omnisc i ent (where the narrator knows 

everything about all of the characters).  
 

Example 

He ran to the blue and white taxi that was parked on the 

other side of the road.  
 

Your narrator might take sides in the conflict you 

present, might be as transparent as possible, or might 

advocate a position that you want your reader to 

challenge (this is the "unreliable narrator" strategy).  

Write meaningful dialogue 
Make your readers hear the pauses between the sentences. 

Let them see characters lean forward, fidget with their 

cuticles, avert their eyes, uncross their legs.  -Jerome Stern  
 

Dialogue is what your characters say to each other (or 

to themselves).  

Each speaker gets his/her own paragraph , and 

the paragraph includes whatever you wish to say about 

what the character is doing when speaking.  
 

Example 

"Where are you going?" Sipho asked nervously. 

"To the racetrack," Thembi said, trying to figure out whether John 

was too upset to let her get away with it this time. 

"Not again," said Sipho, wondering how they would make that 

month's rent. "We are already maxed out on our credit cards." 
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Use setting and context  
Setting moves readers most when it contributes to an organic 

whole. So close your eyes and picture your characters within a 

desert, jungle, or townhip--whichever setting shaped them. 

Imagining this helps balance location and characterization. Right 

from the start, view your characters inhabiting a distinct place.  -

- Laurel Yourke  

 

Setting includes the time, location, context, 

and atmosphere  where the plot takes place.  

 

Remember to combine setting with 

characterization and plot.  
 

Include enough detail  to let your readers 

picture the scene but only details that actually add 

something to the story. (For example, do not describe 

Mary locking the front door, walking across the yard, 

opening the garage door, putting air in her bicycle tires, 

getting on her bicycle--none of these details matter 

except that she rode out of the driveway without 

looking down the street.)  
 

 

Use two or more senses in your descriptions of 

setting. Rather than feed your readers information about 

the weather, population statistics, or how far it is to the 

grocery store, substitute descriptive 

details so your reader can experience the location 

the way your characters do. 

Example 

Our sojourn in the desert was an educational contrast with 

its parched heat, dust storms, and cloudless blue sky filled 

with the blinding hot sun. The rare thunderstorm was a 

cause for celebration as the dry cement tunnels of the 

aqueducts filled rapidly with rushing water.  

Set up the plot  
Plot is what happens, the storyline, the action. Jerome 

Stern says it is how you set up the situation, where the 

turning points of the story are, and what the characters 

do at the end of the story.  
 

A plot is a 

series of 

events 

deliberately 

arranged so 

as to reveal 

their 

dramatic, 

thematic, 

and emotional significance. -Jane Burroway  

 

Understanding these story elements for developing 

actions and their end results will help you plot your 

next short story.   
 

Explosion or "Hook": A thrilling, gripping, 

stirring event or problem that grabs the reader's 

attention right away. 
 

Conflict: A characters versus the internal self or 

an external something or someone. 
 

Exposition: Background information required for 

seeing the characters in context. 
 

Complication:  One or more problems that 

keep a character from their intended goal. 
 

Transition: Image, symbol, dialogue that joins 

paragraphs and scenes together. 
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Flashback:  Remembering something that 

happened before the short story takes place. 
 

Climax: When the rising action of the story reaches 

the peak. 
 

Falling Action:  Releasing the action of the 

story after the climax. 
 

Resolution:  When the internal or external 

conflict is resolve. 
 

Brainstorming  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The mind map or the brainstorm becomes your road 

map, to developing a story and sometimes ideas, and 

can be used by both types of writers.  

 

Structure writers can use mind mapping to quickly get 

their ideas out, then create their detailed route by 

drilling down more and more in the mind maps.   
 

Discovery writers get the big picture, the bones of the 

story as it were, but they leave room to flesh it out as 

they go.  

The mind map gives the confidence that, should you 

stray too far off the route, the mind map will get you 

back on track. 
 

Exercise – Lets do a little brain 

storming of our own here; 

Thandi is a young girl who has just realised that she is not 

going to have enough money to go to school next year. 

The only person she knows who would be able to give her 

the money is one of her uncles, only she is reluctant to ask 

him, because in the past this uncle had sexually abused her. 

Develop a brainstorm of the options that Thandi has 

available to her and spell out what the consequences would 

be for each action 
 

Create conflict 

Conflict is the fundamental element of fiction, fundamental 

because in literature only trouble is interesting. It takes 

trouble to turn the great themes of life into a story: birth, 

love, sex, work, and death.  -Janet Burroway 

 

Conflict produces tension that makes the story 

begin. Tension is created by opposition between 

the character or characters and internal or 

external forces or conditions.  

By balancing the opposing forces of the 

conflict, you keep readers glued to the pages wondering 

how the story will end.  

Possible conflicts include:  

o The protagonist against another individual; 

o The protagonist against nature (or technology); 

o The protagonist against society; 

o The protagonist against God; 

o The protagonist against himself or herself. 
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Conflict Checklist 

Mystery: Explain just enough to tease readers. 

Never give everything away 
 

Empowerment:  Give both sides options. 

Progression:  Keep intensifying the number and 

type of obstacles the protagonist faces. 
 

Causality:  Hold fictional characters more 

accountable than real people. Characters who make 

mistakes frequently pay, and, at least in fiction, 

commendable folks often reap rewards. 
 

Causality:  Hold fictional characters more 

accountable than real people. Characters who make 

mistakes frequently pay, and, at least in fiction, 

commendable folks often reap rewards. 
 

Surprise: Provide sufficient complexity to prevent 

readers predicting events too far in advance. 
 

Empathy ;  Encourage reader identification with 

characters and scenarios that pleasantly or 

(unpleasantly) resonate with their own sweet dreams 

(or night sweats). 

Insight: Reveal something about human nature. 

Universality:  Present a struggle that most 

readers find meaningful, even if the details of that 

struggle reflect a unique place and time. 
 

High stakes:  Convince readers that the 

outcome matters because someone they care about 

could lose something precious. Trivial clashes often 

produce trivial fiction. 
 

Build to a Crisis or Climax  
This is the turning point of the story--the 

most exciting or dramatic moment.  
 

The crisis may be recognition, a decision, or a 

resolution. The character understands what hasn't been 

seen before, or realizes what must be done, or finally 

decides to do it. It's when the worm turns. Timing is 

crucial. If the crisis occurs too early, readers will expect 

still another turning point. If it occurs too late, readers 

will get impatient--the character will seem rather thick. -

Jerome Stern. 
 

Jane Burroway says that the crisis "must always be 

presented as a scene. It is "the moment" the reader 

has been waiting for. In Cinderella's case, "the payoff 

is when the slipper fits."  
 

While a good story needs a crisis, a random event such 

as a car crash or a sudden illness is simply an emergency 

--unless it somehow involves a conflict that makes the 

reader care about the characters.  

Find a Resolution 
A resolution is the solution to the conflict . 

In short fiction, it is difficult to provide a complete 

resolution and you often need to just show that 

characters are beginning to change in some way or 

starting to see things differently. Yourke examines some 

of the options for ending a story.  
 

Open: Readers determine the meaning. 

Example: Zwide’s eyes looked away from the priest and up to the 

mountains. 
 

Resolved:  Clear-cut outcome. 

Example: While Nhlanhla watched in despair, Nomathemba 

loaded up the car with her belongings and drove away. 
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Personal essays 

What is a personal essay? 

A personal essay  is a piece of autobiographical 

writing, usually shorter in nature than a comprehensive 

autobiography. In the main it is a short analytical, 

descriptive, or interpretive piece of literary or journalistic 

prose the subject of which is an aspect of an individual’s 

personal story.  So that much of what you are doing 

when you are writing a personal essay is remembering a 

moment or a set of moments in your life, with a 

common theme, around which you want to tell a story.  
 

Personal essay are like short stories, in that they have a 

similar narrative structure, for all other stories including 

setting, plot development, imagery, conflict, 

characterization, irony and symbolism, only they are 

based on a real life occurrence and are not made 

up, so that for the most part, the same guidelines that 

apply to short story writing also apply to writing personal 

essays.  
 

Characteristics of a personal essay  

A personal essay is a specific literary form;  

o that involves a more personal 

reconstruction of the events and their 

impact; 

o provides the writer's contemplation of the 

meaning of these events in retrospect; 

o describes the events and then shows, either 

directly or indirectly, why they are significant 

o that explores a period of time, or a series 

of related events in a life; 

o  is focused in time and can span as little as 

one day or several years; 

o does not tell the story of a lifetime, but 

rather a smaller part of a life;  

o has a fictional quality even though the story is 

true; 

o moves at a higher emotional level; 

o is therapeutic experience for the personal 

essayist, especially when the personal essay is of 

the crisis or survival type of personal essay 
 

The personal essay, especially of the kind that this 

programme is asking for, tries to capture certain 

highlights or meaningful moments in one's past, 

often including a contemplation of the meaning of that 

event at the time of the writing of the personal essay.  
 

Exercise 

The mirroring exercise 

Sit in pairs and change your movement at least 10 

times 

The one person mimics the other 

Then discuss if the person who mimicked, managed 

to copy your movements in the right order, or in 

the way you did them.  

Try and remember yourself what actually happened 

 

Writing the personal essay  

Writing a personal essay can seem like a huge task at 

first. However, with a little bit of help you can create 

an interesting record of your life's most important 

events that you can share with others who probably 

have gone through similar experiences.   
 

This part of the guide focuses on giving you added tips, 

which though not specific to personal essay, apply 

mostly to them.  
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Tips to writing gripping personal essays  

It is always important to remember that because, a 

personal essay is supposed to be true, you need to be 

careful to not to exaggerate or embellish the truth just 

to make it more exciting 
 

Brainstorm: to find the main idea or theme of your 

personal essay. List things you remember, things that 

are important for one reason or another. Talk to friends 

or family who can help you fill in any "blanks" about the 

time you want to write about. 
 

Write your first draft: Some writers start at the 

beginning and move to the end, others write in sections 

and then piece it all together later. Do what works for 

you. The most important thing is not how you write but 

that you simply write. 
 

Indulge your work by free-writing: 

Free writing is a form of writing that allows that you to 

write freely whatever comes to mind without stopping. 

During this exercise Forget about spelling, punctuation 

and even grammar. Just write. Afterwards, look over 

your words and see if there are any ideas or phrases 

you can develop later. 
 

Make a list of words or short phrases that 

spark memories for you then moving from these write 

fuller sentences, then paragraphs.  
 

Decide on your audience: This is one of the 

most important steps of personal essay writing. You 

need to know who your target audience for the book is 

going to be, why they will be interested in your story, 

so that you are able to include and or emphasise the 

parts that they will find most useful.  

 

Focus on the most compelling part 

When learning how to write a personal essay you 

need to remember that it isn't necessary to tell every 

little detail of your or life. Instead, pick events from 

your story that are exciting and focus on them. If 

you've had a major experience that had a profound 

impact on the way that you live your life then you 

could focus your entire personal essay around that one 

thing. 

Make a skeleton  

 

Note down all the experiences from 

your life that you feel would be relevant in 

whatever order they come to mind.  

Elaborate on each  one then once you feel 

all your ideas have been exhausted order the 

events you have written down chronologically. 
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Put flesh on the skeleton 

Starting with your first experience, begin to write 

your personal essay.  

Make sure that you use a writing style that will 

hold the audience's attention.  

Also, ensure that you don't falsify any details in the 

personal essay and that you keep the audience in 

mind whilst writing.  

Every event needs to have a beginning, middle and 

end and there needs to be an overall beginning, 

middle and conclusion for the entire personal 

essay too. 

Revise your work: Once you've got it written 

down, rework things. You might want to take a 

few days between writing and revising so that you 

approach it with a clear head. 

 

��Read your work aloud to yourself: Listen 

for passages that flow nicely and mark passages 

where you stumble. If the words are difficult to 

speak, they will probably be difficult for your 

reader. 

Polish and make additional revisions.  

Put your pages away for a few weeks or months, 

and then have another look. You will likely see 

things you want to change. Once you've made the 

final revisions, you can explore publishing. 

Write with an end in sight 

Unlike short stories and novels that can be written 

over a period of time, personal essays need to be 

written over fixed deadlines.  

So set a realistic deadline for completion so that 

you don't wind up writing a small amount every 

so often. This is not ideal as it could take months 

or even years to complete the personal essay and 

your writing style will become disjointed and hard 

to follow.  

By following these basic steps it's not too difficult 

to learn how to write a personal essay that will 

be appreciated by all those who read it.  

Also, remember that the more you write the 

easier it will become to craft a fluid writing style 

that really holds the reader's attention. 

     

 

� 

 

 

�� 
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Poetry  

Verses and stanzas 

"The reading of a poem should be an experience. It’s 

writing must be all the more so." -Wallace Stevens,  

 

What is poetry? 

Like all other forms of writing, it is almost 

impossible to give a single definition of what 

poetry is. In fact there are as many definitions of 

poetry as there are poets.  
 

An attempt at defining poetry is likely to yield a 

poetic expression of its own, which might sound 

something like this. ‘Poetry is a riddle wrapped in 

an enigma swathed in a cardigan sweater or 

something like that. It doesn't like your definitions 

and will shirk them at every turn’ The only real 

way of knowing what poetry is, is to spend time 

reading it.  
 

But we have to have a common understanding of 

what it is we are talking about as we move 

forward. So again let us look at what poets 

themselves have said poetry is, as way of 

developing this common understanding.  

 

William Wordsworth defined poetry as "the 

spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings;" 

Emily Dickinson said, "If I read a book and it 

makes my body so cold no fire ever can warm me, 

I know that is poetry;" and Dylan Thomas 

defined poetry this way: "Poetry is what makes 

me laugh or cry or yawn, what makes my toenails 

twinkle, what makes me want to do this or that 

or nothing." 

 
 

Characteristics of poetry 
Uses the fewest and choicest words 

One of the most definable characteristics of the 

poetic form is economy of language. Poets are 

miserly and unrelentingly critical in the way they 

dish out words to a page. Carefully selecting 

words for conciseness and clarity, considering a 

word's emotive qualities, its musical value, its 

spacing, and even its special relationship to the 

page. Making poetry the chiseled marble of 

language; it's a paint-spattered canvas - but the 

poet uses words instead of paint, and the canvas 

is you.  

 

Deals with subject matter beyond the 
literal 

Although poems do speak about every day issues, 

unlike stories poems go even deeper in their 

exploration of these, to reveal significance of 

those things we once saw as just normal. 

 

Does not conform to strictures of 
grammar  

Poets are about the only people who have a 

license to break grammatical rules, as they use 

what in literature is called ‘poetic license’, 

which is a form of word play that allows them to 

say what they need to say in the most colorful 

ways possible to convey the message of their 

poem.  

 

Appeals more to the emotion than to 
the intellect 

It is easier to say, based on technicalities what a 

good story is, but with poems, it is mostly what 

they do to move you, make you smile, make you 

cry, and so on that determines if they are good or 

not. 
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Writing poems 

This is a part of the manual I could have, if I had 

the powers, left blank, and up to you to decide for 

yourself. For how does one even begin to suggest 

the process that one follows in writing a poem, 

such a process does not exist.  

Poems are the most unpredictable things to write, 

they come to you when you least expect them, 

and often are a different thing when you first 

caught an inkling of them to what they eventually 

will be when you finished writing them, to what 

they will be when a reader reads them.  

 

The following section does not even pretend to 

be a guideline on how to write poems, just a 

number of ideas to hold at the back of your mind 

as you write your poems down.  

  

Poetry may well be the art of the 

unsayable. A good poem lies somewhere 

beyond mere words: it is the intangible, an 

exultation in things vaguely apprehended, 

something which emerges out of its own form, 

and which cannot exist without that form. Any 

poem that can be completely understood or 

paraphrased is not a poem, therefore, but simply 

versified or emotive prose  

Poems are an act of discovery, and require 

immense effort — to write and to be understood. 

The argument against popular amateur poetry is 

not that it uses out-of-date forms (there is no 

authority here, and art is always an mixture of 

elements coming in and going out of fashion) but 

that popular poetry finds its conceptions too 

readily.  

Contrary to contemporary dogma, poetry 

doesn't have to be challenging, but it does have 

to explore the nature and geography of the 

human condition. 

A poem is something unique to its 

author, but is also created in the common 

currency of its period: style, preoccupations, 

shared beliefs. You will probably write yourself 

through many enthusiasms and styles. And 

because your experience of the world will be 

shaped by your literary efforts, your conceptions 

of poetry will change as you develop a voice 

commensurate with your vision. 

Poems are not created by recipe, or by 

pouring content into a currently acceptable 

mould. Shape and content interact, in the final 

product and throughout the creation process, so 

that the poems will be continually asking what 

you are writing and why. The answers you give 

yourself will be illustrating your conceptions of 

poetry. Once again, those conception will 

develop, eventually to include experiences more 

viscerally part of you, since poems are not a 

painless juggling with words. 

Evolution of poetry 
There used to be a time when poetry was 

reviled, (except for the very few who have always 

been dedicated to the art) as the forte of the 

boring, crinkly and old. Then something 

happened; poetry got a new cool sense, a new 

cheek a different vibe about it that improved 

(some might say a bit too much) its popularity.  
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When it was still considered the forte of the 

boring, as a rule poets were content with sitting in 

small smoke filled rooms writing their works in the 

hope that a few would read their works (this was 

in Europe mostly), in Africa that they would 

recited and delivered by Imbongis – (praise 

singers) who like prophets would deliver their 

messages to communities most needed to hear.  

 

New poetry loves applause 

In its cool form, a development that has occurred 

is that poets who write, write their verses and 

leave pauses in them to allow for applause. 

Although there is nothing necessarily wrong with 

poetry getting applause, the problem is that most 

of the new poetry almost insists on poetry 
 

Poetry’s real job 

They don’t have to clap for it t be good, they have 

to be moved by the subject matter, dazzled by the 

simplicity of the language.  

Poetry is artistically rendering words in such a way as 

to evoke intense emotion or an Ah Ha! experience 

from the reader. 
 

Alternatively, poetry has the ability to surprise the 

reader with an Ah Ha! Experience -- revelation, 

insight, further understanding of elemental truth 

and beauty. Like Keats said: "Beauty is truth. 
Truth, beauty. 
 

But the most important thing to know  

Is that poems hatch from memory, fantasy, the 

need to communicate with the living, the dead, the 

unborn.  

 

Poems come directly out of daily life, from the 

garden, the cats, the newspaper, the lives of 

friends, quarrels, a good or bad time in bed, from 

cooking, from writing itself, from disasters and 

nuisances, gifts and celebrations. They go back 

into daily life: people read them at weddings and 

funerals, give them to lovers or soon-to-be ex-

lovers or those they lust for, put them up on their 

refrigerators or over their computers, use them 

to teach or to exhort, to vent joy or grief. 
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Section 3: Final touch 

 

All good writing is rewriting: 

Those who are new to writing will find it irritating, the 

realisation that once they think they have come to the 

end of their story, that it is only then they have actually 

come to the beginning of it.  
 

What does this mean? It means that it is really when only 

when you have finished letting out everything that you 

think you want to share in your story, that you re really 

ready to really start crafting it as a story.  
 

‘But I have all these pages, that I have spent days putting 

together, what do you mean it is only now that I am 

ready to write the story?’ 
 

Lets answer this by way of example; imagine you are an 

artist who carves wood to make your figurines. You 

come across this block of wood, which you spend days 

chiselling and chiselling to make figure of a person. After 

a few weeks of chiselling, you manage to get a general 

image of a person, with a head, a body and limbs, would 

you say that you were finished? The answer in no! In fact 

it is only then that you have started.  

Now you must put in the final touches, decided if your 

person is a woman or a man, a child or a grown up, if 

they have a happy face or sad face, if they are carrying 

something or not. And even after you have finished all 

of this, you still would not be entirely finished, because 

you still would have to sand the figurine down, then 

polish it, then using a smaller chisel make even more 

finer details.  
 

The same procedure applies to writing. You might be 

sitting with twenty pages of written words, but not until 

you have given you story the final touch, would you 

have a completed story.  
 

This process is called editing, re-reading and rewriting, 

and can best be carried out if before you release your 

story into the world to be read by others you stop for a 

second and check if your story contains the 

components listed below.  If not begin the process of 

making sure that it does.  
 

Write a compelling title 

Your title is your selling tool. It’s the first thing readers 

will scan as they decide on whether or not to read your 

story contemplate whether to read your story. What 

your title’s job is, it has to attract readers into your story 

that is why it needs to be compelling.  

Write compelling first lines 

The task of the first line is to hook the reader, tweak 

their interest and have them wanting to ‘enter’ in a 

manner of speaking the house of your story. Although 

there are no hard and fast rules about how these 

should be written. For me second only to titles first lines 

are one of the ways I decide if I am going to read a 

story or not.  
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Here are a few examples of some really compelling 

opening lines. 

 ‘Early in the morning, late in the century, 

 Cricklewood Broadway.’ 

Zadie Smith – White Teeth 
  

 ‘All happy families are alike; each 

 unhappy family is unhappy in its own 

 way.                Leo Toltsoy - Anna Karenina 

 

 ‘Quiet as it is kept there were no 

 marigolds in the fall of 1941’ 

Toni Morrison – The Bluest Eyes 

 "It was the best of times, it was the 

 worst of times; it was the age of 

 wisdom, it was the age of foolishness; 

it was the epoch of belief, it was  the 

epoch of incredulity…’ 

Charles Dickens – A tale of Two Cities 

Put the reader in the picture 

Because reading is all about the reader creating mental 

pictures of your words for themselves, it always helps 

to put them in the picture; bring the to the location of 

the place where this story is taking place.  

Is  outdoor,  is  it  indoors ,  i s  i t in the ir head? 

And even this big detail is not enough, it adds a lot 

more texture when the  writer paints the reader a 

more specific picture of the space where the story is 

taking place. 
   

  In a house  

“She woke up to find herself in a small derelict room, 

inside which stood a bed  standing on three legs, as if, if 

it were moved a little too violently would fall apart and 

leave a vacuum where before stood a bed.  

  Out doors  

The corridor was wide, and white, the ceilings high, 

dwarfing even the tallest person. The pictures on the 

wall stood straight, suggesting that there was 

someone whose ob it was to put them straight every 

time thy slid out of place. Everything was spotless. 

The thought of walking on the tiles, was   

Appeal to all the senses 

Here’s a phrase you will never hear enough of as a 

writer. 
 

Show don’t tell. 

It used to irritate me too, because I never quite 

understood what the difference between telling and 

showing was. I thought stories were to be told and 

that in their telling the writer by extension was 

showing us things we had not seen before.  

But soon I discovered that this was not really 
 

Smell 

 An example of telling: ‘it smelled bad’ 

An example of showing: ‘it smelled as if some one 

had cooked a pair of socks that had not been 

washed since the ‘70’s in a sauce of rotten eggs’ 
 

Sight 

An example of tell ing:  ‘The garden was    

very pretty’ 

An example of showing: Standing in that 

garden felt like what I imagined heaven would look. 

At the extreme end of the garden, pink and white 

daises stood next to each other, followed in their 

queue by the most golden marigolds I had ever seen. 

The grass evenly manicured, had an inviting feel 

about it.  
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To complete the picture, the scent of todays, 

yesterdays and tomorrows, filled  the air all about us, 

while showing off their purple, lavender and white 

petal.  What a sight for anyone to behold. 
 

Hearing 

The importance of sound 

Most movies watched with the sound turned off do 

not have the same effect on the viewer as they do 

with the sound on.  
 

An example of telling: …he banged the 

 door  

An example of showing: he showed the 

door very little mercy as he pushed it shut, with all the 

force inside of him. Had my dad not fixed that door, 

there would have been no door left  
 

Touch 

An example of telling: He touched me in 

an uncomfortable way. 

An example of showing: ‘There was 

something unsettling in the way he touched me. His 

hands were soft, not as coarse as some of the men 

who have touched me before.  

They were a bit clammy too. He shivered, like 

someone who had not done this sort of thing 

before, but that too was not true, I had seen him 

come in. He was not distracted, or uninterested. 

There was just something else in his mind, I should 

have known because as soon as we made eye 

contact, he strangled me. 

 

 

 

Taste 

An example of telling ‘The food was not 

nice’ 

An example of showing The food tasted a 

little like something a sick child had thrown up, but 

because we were so hungry, we had no choice but 

to eat it.  
 

Use your voice to reel the reader in 

Your voice, in all its forms as we discussed it earlier 

is the tool that will keep the reader interested, 

excited, enlightened and entertained by your story.  
 

Oh the beautiful flower of language  

A few devices to use to make your text prettier and 

even more compelling to read 
 

Use figure of speech 

Figure of speech language is a word or phrase that 

is used instead of everyday plain language for the 

purpose of making comparison, emphasis, or 

providing certain clarity, or freshness, to what 

would otherwise have been bland usage of 

language.  
 

Used effectively figures of speech can you’re your 

writing come alive, while using the fewest words 

possible, but like everything in life, too much of a 

good thing can be bad, so that overused figure of 

speech can be cause of some unnecessary 

confusion and make your writing come out 

sounding a bit foolish. 

 

There are many different kinds of figure of speech, 

but this guide will only discuss the most popular, 

namely the simile, pun, irony, personification, 

alliteration, and rhyme.  
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Colour your writing with metaphors 

Definition: A metaphor is a comparison of two 

things that does not use "like" or "as." Like similes, 

metaphors are a type of figurative language. Used 

well, metaphors are an efficient way of conveying an 

image or idea to your reader. Used poorly, however, 

they confuse or distract your reader. 

 

Examples: For examples of metaphor, we can 

turn to a master, picking up Raymond Chandler's 

The Long Goodbye. On the first page, we find: 

"...his hair was bone white." 

 

Use puns 

Simply put a pun is a play on words, which involves 

the use of words that have a similar or identical 

sound but very different meanings, often with the 

aim of eliciting a humorous response.  
 

The following are a few of my favourite puns: 

- ‘Does the name Pavlov ring a bell?’ 

- ‘Reading while sunbathing makes you well-

red.’ 

- ‘When two egotists meet, it's an I for an I.’ 

- ‘A backward poet writes inverse.’ 

- ‘In a democracy your vote counts. In 

feudalism your count votes. 

 

Use similes 

Definition: A simile is a comparison of two 

things using "like" or "as." Like metaphors, similes are 

a type of figurative language. 

 

"And his eyes were like holes poked in a snowbank." 

 

"His hair was as smooth as a bird's breast." 

Use irony 

Definition:  irony is usually defined as the ‘the use 

of words to express something different from and 

often opposite to their literal meaning’ and often 

expresses a clash between what is expected and what 

actually happens.  
 

Examples :   

The phrase the ‘Memory hole’, as it is used in the 

George Orwell novel ‘1984’ is a good example of 

irony. In the novel, the memory hole is a slot into 

which government officials deposit politically 

inconvenient documents and records to be 

destroyed, whereas one would have thought that a 

memory hole was a place where memories are kept.  
 

Use alliteration  

Alliteration is the repetition of consonants in a phrase 

or line. Like assonance, alliteration is most commonly 

used in poetry, but fiction writers also make use of it 

(often subconsciously) in more poetic styles of 

writing, or in dialogue, to humorous effect. 
 

Use personification 

Definition: Personification is a figure of speech in 

which objects or nonhuman organisms are given 

human characteristics. 

 

Write last sentences that make a lasting 

impression 

‘To finish is sadness to a writer - a little death. He 

puts the last word down and it is done. But it isn't 

really done. The story goes on and leaves the writer 

behind, for no story is ever done.’ -John Steinbeck 
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Like everything good, stories too come to an end, so 

that when every single word has been read, every laugh 

elicited, every tear jerked, it is left to the last line to 

wrap the story up, lead the reader out of the door and 

lead them into that place where they when they their 

lives have been made all the more richer for having 

read the story, and hopefully not stop talking if not 

thinking about it.  

 

Here are a few examples of some really compelling 

opening lines 

     ‘… you must go on, I can’t go on, I’ll go 

 on’.  

 Samuel Beckett, The Unnamable  

 

 ‘Yes, she thought, laying down her 

 brush in extreme fatigue, I have had my 

 vision.’  

Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse  
 

 ‘Then I went back into the house and 

 wrote, It is midnight. The rain is beating 

 on the windows. It was not midnight. 

 It was not raining.’ 

Samuel Beckett, Molloy   

 

 ‘…and it had no top, just circles and 

 circles of sorrow.’  

Toni Morrison, Sula  

 

 

 ‘So much of life in its meshes! She 

 called in her soul to come and see.’ – 

Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God  

 

 ‘Are there any questions?’  

Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale  
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Section 4: Writing and reading  

 
 

 

The relationship between a writer and a reader 

Every opening paragraph is the beginning of a delicate 

and transient relationship between reader and writer. 

This relationship begins quietly, usually without much 

fanfare—and if it’s properly initiated, the reader doesn’t 

even know it’s happening. Yet the success of this 

relationship is an important factor in creating an 

enjoyable, engaging experience for the reader. 
 

All words that are written are meant for reading, so 

that it can be said that the very act of writing is an 

exercise in trying to catch a reader’s attention. This kind 

of thinking then reinforces the relationship between a 

writer and reader, or the written word and the words 

that are read.  
 

Of course it is possible for a writer to write without the 

reader in mind, however if the writers words remain 

unread, or never engaged with then the question has to 

be asked if those written words mean anything? 

 On the other side readers do not exist without 

writers, because for reading to take place, there must 

have been something written down to begin with. 

Therefore the relationship that exists between reading 

and writing is a mutually beneficial one.  

Writers write the kinds of things that readers will be 

interested in, and readers read the kinds of things that 

they find interesting.  

 

Reading 

Reading, for the most part, succeeds in doing what 

very few other forms of entertainment are able to 

achieve, that is tap into an individual’s imagination, and 

through the written words transport them to another 

world, another place and another time, and allow 

them to experience experiences that they otherwise 

would not have never gained access to.  

 

It is only through reading that you get the chance to 

live multiple lives, be as many people as you can be, 

travel to lands far and away, and when you come back 

(finish reading) have a view of the world that is 

different than it was when you first started.  

 

And all of this made possible because someone, 

somewhere took the time to sit down, and in their 

minds themselves lived these lives, travelled these 

worlds and wrote down their experience of it, so that 

they can share it with you.  
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Section 5: Living to tell tales  

 

Writing is one of those things, which unless you make a 

conscious decision to set time aside for, are so easy to 

postpone or neglect, especially if you have other things 

to pay attention to, such as you other work, or the 

demands of day to day living.  

 However, a community that neglects to tell its 

stories, in the long run does itself the greatest disservice, 

as it robs itself of the opportunity to preserve its 

memory, and deprives future generations of legacies that 

may help them make sense of their own worlds.  
 

The task to touch and heal others and yourself, reflect 

on the world in the now moment, and lay the 

foundation on which the story of history will be built, is 

the responsibility of people like yourself, who have 

shown an interest in telling stories, by writing them 

down.  
 

As already mentioned this might not be a task that you 

might feel yourself always ready and willing to throw 

yourself at.  Should you find yourself short in the 

enthusiasm department, the following tips might be 

useful to again stimulate your interest in writing.  

 

Be patient with yourself 

Like most things in life, stories do not keep a fixed 

pattern. Sometimes you will find that stories just come 

gushing out of you – you get the idea, you get the 

inspiration, and the words will not leave you alone until 

you have finished that story. Sometime however, you 

find that the stories you want to tell take a long time 

before they are ready to be finished, and you find 

yourself walking around like a pregnant person – 

knowing that something is happening to the story that is 

inside you, only it is has not become time for it to come 

out yet. During this time you find yourself thinking 

about them, the characters come to you, the dialogue 

comes drips and drabs, but the full picture plain refuses 

to reveal itself.  
 

This is also fine, because this too is part of the writing 

process.  
 

Don’t be too patient with yourself 

In the end though if you are going to write, that is what 

you are going to have to do, write. Write when you feel 

like it, and do your best to write even when don’t feel 

like it.  
 

Like most things in life, the longer you put it off, the 

more difficult it becomes to go back to writing.  
 

The best way to keep on keeping on is by doing exactly 

that, keep on keeping on.  

 

Imagine you were runner and that moving from a very 

long period of not doing any exercise you decided to 

run a marathon. For weeks you developed yourself a 

training schedule to get you back on track.  
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At first you found it hard to follow your new routine, but 

with persistence you eventually got comfortable with it.  
 

On the day of the race you wake up, and not quiet feel 

so enthusiastic about running anymore, what would you 

do? Would you decide not go to the race and make a 

waste of all those weeks of training, or would you decide 

to pull yourself out of bed, to go and run, even if you did 

not quite feel like it.  

 

Most people I know would choose the second option, 

and you would be surprised, just how quickly you gain 

your level of excitement again, once you in the middle of 

the act.  

 

The same is true about writing, can be said of writing.  

The best advice you will ever get to overcome tour 

unwillingness to write, is ‘just show up!’  Just show up at 

your table, at you desk, in your bed, (where ever it is 

that you do your writing), just show up. Show up with 

notebook and pen in hand, show up with your 

computer, show up and start making those words come 

out of you. In the end that is all it takes, otherwise very 

little writing gets done.  
 

Make writing enjoyable  

Another factor to consider with writing, just like with any 

other activity, is to ask yourself just how much you enjoy 

doing it. If you do not find writing enjoyable, chances are 

you will keep avoiding it.  
 

However, even if you do find it enjoyable, some days 

may be slower than others, and you might find that you 

need inspiration to pick it up again.  

During those times when you find yourself running low 

on inspiration, the best thing to do is to take some time 

out and let the story marinate.  
 

There’s absolutely no reason to beat yourself up, 

rather use this time to re-examine the story you are 

writing, see if it has changed direction and whether it 

would not benefit from you brainstorming new ideas 

that follow the direction it is now taking. Or perhaps 

drifting off to read other people’s work, which 

hopefully will give you some inspiration to continue 

with your own story.  

Always remember that there is no one "right way" to 

writing, what is important is that you find your own 

style, rhythm, pace and routine that allows you to keep 

it an enjoyable thing for you to keep doing.  

 

Pick up good habits 

Learn a word a day: and try and find an occasion to 

use it in a sentence. The more words you know, the 

better able you are to colour your stories with 

entertaining use of language.  
 

Own a dictionary: because your business is to build 

with words, words are your material, the more words 

you know and the deeper you understand their 

meanings the better able you are to write gripping and 

fascinating stories.  
 

Carry a notebook at all times: and take down 

notes of the things you see or the thoughts that go 

through your mind. Notebooks are like little storage 

facilities in which you keep and develop your ideas 

until you are ready to use them.  
 

Be an active observer of the world : a 

story can be written of every passing moment in life, all 

you have to do is develop the habit of observing it 

properly, so that you can write down the moments 

that make the most impression on you.  
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Write on a regular basis:  develop the 

practice of devoting at least an hour of your day 

composing sentences, sometimes paragraph, even if you 

don’t feel like it. If you keep this habit up, before you 

know it you have would have finished another story.  
 

Collect stories from everyone you 

meet:  Taxis, buses, trains, things that children say, 

funny, out of this world stories from newspapers, the 

place you work in, the work you do, your life, and many 

other situations bring you into contact with stories.  

Keep the amazing, the unusual, the strange, the 

irrational ones you hear, and who knows they just might 

become the basis for the next story, or poem that you 

decide to write.  
 

Read, Read , Read 

The secret to getting better at writing is to read as 

widely and broadly as possible. It is mostly through 

other peoples writing that you will come to appreciate 

what works and what does not. It is also through this 

exercise that you will come to pick up the things you 

do not like, so that you avoid them in your own writing.  

Read just about anything you an lay your hands on, but 

whatever you do, read!  
 

The end  

We have come to the end of this guide, and hope that 

you have enjoyed going through it as much as we 

enjoyed putting it together. Hopefully the tips and 

guides we gave you, help you as you undertake your 

journey to writing the world as you see and 

experience it.  

 

As this guide draws to a close, the words of Ronald 

Sukenick, at the close of his novel “Out” come to 

mind ‘this way this way this way 

this way this way this way 

 this way out 

this way out’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now go out into the world and write, write and 

write some more until the world of books is 

filled with the stories that paint YOUR vision 

of the world.  


