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Introduction
You want to write a book. It might be a memoir that documents your heroic journey against 
all odds, or a story of love to pass on to your grandchildren. Maybe you’ve had a novel 
brewing for years; a character that haunts you, or a brilliant plot you’re sure will be a 
bestseller. Have you started a book, got to page thirty and tucked it into a drawer feeling 
discouraged? Or maybe you can’t escape your inner critic. Whatever has kept you from 
writing the book of your dreams, it’s time to free your muse. With my “no rules, no criticism, 
scene by scene” writing method, you’ll be writing your story in no time. 
 
What’s different about my method that makes it more fun than work?
 
First: I believe you’re already a world-class storyteller, so you have nothing to prove. If you 
doubt your world-class status, think back over the past week. Remember who you talked 
to and what you said. My guess is that you told numerous stories. Each had a setting, a 
character and an event. You filled in the details and described where you were when the 
event happened. You probably upped the stakes by exaggerating the conflict and how it 
was resolved. Your storyteller’s imagination is expansive! Just close your eyes right now 
and imagine a circus or a spaceship, a palace garden, or an old man’s face. Then add a 
conflict: the circus tent is on fire, the spaceship can’t land, the palace is under siege, the 
old man is dying. Amazing, isn’t it, the details our minds fill in? That’s because you ARE a 
natural-born storyteller.

Second: Every lesson begins with a picture that this book provides. You’ll do the writing 
exercise first with the given photograph. Then, once you’ve learned the skill, without 
writer’s block, or your inner-critic stepping in, you’ll move on and apply the learned skill to 
your scene. I’m trying to retrain your mind so that you grab the first creative impulse and 
write it, instead of thinking too hard and damming your flow! 
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Third: You’ll learn to write in scene using a scene worksheet. With my method, you don’t 
need to outline your entire book. You’ll simply make a list of events that impacted you 
(memoir) or your character (fiction). You will use this list of events to write scenes. You can 
write them in any order! No pressure! Just look at the event list and pick which scene you 
feel like writing. Writer’s block vanishes when you don’t HAVE to write what comes next! 
Once all the events/scenes are written, you’ll put them in an order that makes sense to you. 
Then write summaries to connect them.
 
Fourth: Editing will be done based on how the writing SOUNDS. When you finish writing 
a scene, you’ll read it out loud and make edits based on how the story SOUNDS. You’ve 
been telling stories your whole life, so chances are good that if you say your story aloud, 
you’ll catch 90% of the mistakes! 

MOST IMPORTANT! If you can talk, you can write! Use your natural storyteller abilities! You 
are an EXPERT observer of people (characters), how they talk (dialogue) and act (plot). You 
live this EVERY day. Trust your creative urges and go with them. Banish your inner critic 
once and for all. 
 
Are you willing to shift your belief from “writing is hard” to “writing is FUN?” 

If you do every lesson in this book, I promise you will hold in your hands the rough draft of 
a book.  Not only will you have written the book of your dreams, but you’ll have learned the 
craft of writing!
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what story do you 
want to tell?

The answer to this question is your starting point. Call on your imagination. Answer with 
an attitude of open-minded curiosity. Do you have more than one story and can’t decide 
where to start? Or maybe you have a general idea but aren’t sure yet what direction to 
take. That’s okay: brainstorm and write down all possibilities.

Pick the story that is calling to you right now. You’re going to create a list of events in your 
character’s life that influence the story you want to tell. The events don’t have to be in 
any particular order. They can be tiny or huge. Just  ask yourself: “what transformed my 
character during the slice of life that my story will illuminate?” 

To get the list going, pick the main event in your story and go from there. The main event 
happened to my character, which caused this and then that. The questioning can go 
forward or backward: what happened to CAUSE the main event? It could be a relationship, 
a conversation, a tragedy, or a success, or a loss. List all possible causes you can think of. 
Your event list should contain experiences that changed or influenced your character in 
some way.

On the next two pages, you’ll find questions to help you get an event list started.  There’s 
different questions to consider for memoir, non-fiction and fiction. The goal is to have 
at least ten event or plot points before you start the lessons.  Between now and the first 
lesson, more events may come to mind. Add them to the expanding list. 

You will use your list of events to write scenes.
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memoir events list
memoir is not an autobiography of your life from birth to the present that records everything 
you’ve ever done. Rather, memoir focuses on slices of your life. Those slices might be about 
a particular set of years (childhood, college, empty nest, retirement) or experiences (fighting 
cancer, traveling the world, overcoming adversity, falling in love, spiritual quest). You get to 
decide what story you’ll bring to life. Answer the questions below and notice if there is one 
theme or slice of life that calls out to you. If it does, then brainstorm further events from that 
time. The questions below are meant to jog your memory, so feel free to expand on them. List 
every experience that changed you in some way, made you think, helped you decide, marked 
the beginning or end of a relationship or career. Basically, what happened during that slice of life 
that made you who you are today? Write whatever comes to mind—nobody is going to see this 
list. So let the events, no matter how small, flow onto the paper. 

•	 From which experiences have you learned the most? What are peak experiences, both high and low?

•	 Which memories haunt you? Is there something you can’t let go of because of regret, blame, shame?

•	 Are there secrets you’ve never told; family secrets, secret wishes.

•	 When have you felt betrayed, surprised, scared, overwhelmed, hopeless, triumphant?

•	 What do you argue about, take a stand on and fight for?

•	 Name three turning points in your life when you made a choice and everything changed.

•	 Where were you (locations) when an emotional event took place?

•	 What losses have you experienced: death, divorce, leaving home, natural disaster?

non-fiction events list
non-fiction includes memoir, guides, instruction manuals, handbooks, journalism, 
academic books, travel writing, how-to, and self-help.  In all of these, a story or scene might be 
written to illustrate a point or bring the reader along on a journey. For example, if you are writing 
a travel guide for Costa Rica, the book might be structured around the events that happened on 
a trip you took and might include information about Costa Rica. Or maybe you want to convince 
your audience that riding a bike can solve global warming. So you tell a personal story of how the 
love affair with your bike began. You might also interview experts on global warming. If you’re 
writing a self-help book on finding inner peace, the reader would want to see and believe that 
the author really found peace before  following the book’s suggestions.  

Use the same questions from the memoir section above, but answer all of them with your non-
fiction topic in mind. For example, if your book is on cancer recovery, the first question would be: 
what experiences in your cancer recovery have you learned the most from? What were the peak 
experiences, both high and low? The most important questions to answer: Why did YOU choose 
to write this book? What makes YOU uniquely qualified to speak to this topic? What are you 
hoping your reader will learn or understand?
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fiction events list
fictional characters are made up.  Still, in order for the story to feel real, the reader 
needs to know your character: who they are, what they’re afraid of, what secrets they keep, and 
why they’re doing what they’re doing. You’re making up characters who live within the world 
you’ve imagined.  You have a story in mind. It could be a murder mystery, a love story, or a 
historical event. Whatever story you choose, your characters are the driving force. Their choices, 
behavior and desires cause the action of the story in the first place. The events happened to that 
character or were caused by them.  

You’ll want to make an event list for each of your main characters.  At the top of the page write 
the basic premise of your story. Two sentences each about the beginning, middle and end, 
just the basics. Then choose your first character and write down every major event (argument, 
struggle, relationship, choice) that influenced or CHANGED your character in a way that moved 
the story forward. Don’t edit or over-think this. Write everything that comes to mind. Think cause 
and effect. A character makes a choice and does something which causes the next event to occur.

Here’s an example: Character, (event: fell in love), then (event: found out lover was about to 
leave the country), so character (event: tried to sabotage lover’s trip).  Each of the events in 
parenthesis has your character DOING something, taking an action that influences the story. 

If your fictional story is written in the first person point of view (POV)(I was standing in the 
grocery store when I saw him for the first time and fell in love). You’ll only need to do this list for 
the main character who tells the story. If you’re writing in third person (Amy was standing in the 
grocery store when she saw a man. It was love at first sight), then do an event list for each of your 
main characters (no more than three characters). Many of the events for the main characters 
might be the same as minor character, since story is about conflict and most conflicts happen 
between characters.  If characters share events, list the event under the character who was 
changed the most by it. 

This event list will help  to organize and to clarify the most important scenes to write. Take the 
time required to create this list. Play with it and question it. Was that really why she did that? 
What did he really want? The list will eventually grow into a plot point outline for your story. 
Using the lessons in this book, you’ll write thirty to fifty scenes.  
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What is a scene?

Scene is an event or action 
happening in real time. A 
scene takes place somewhere 
(setting), has people in 
it (characters) who talk 
(dialogue), usually with a 
purpose (action) that has some 
consequence (plot).

Part One
Learning to Write in Scene 
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Once YOu hAve YOur lISt Of SIgnIfIcAnt eventS In YOur chArActer’S lIfe, 
YOu Are reAdY tO leArn hOw tO wrIte thAt event AS A Scene.

To make writing in scene fun and easy, I’ve developed a scene worksheet that will take 
you step by step to creating an engaging, action driven scene.

BefOre we BegIn tO wOrk wIth AnY Scene there are two important 
decisions you’ll need to make. 

•	 Where does your scene take place? (setting)

•	 Who will tell the story? (character and point of view) 

fOr everY leSSOn In thIS wOrkBOOk, YOu wIll fOllOw theSe fOur StepS. 
1.Pick an event from the event list you made. 
2. Decide where the scene takes place.
3. Decide who will tell the story of that one scene. From what character’s point of view will the 
reader see the scene unfold?
4. Work through the steps on the scene worksheet until the scene is completed. 

The following two pages explains the basics of setting and character point of view. 
Both topics will continue to be explored during later lessons, but I touch on them here so you are 
ready to begin the scene worksheet, 

there Are StepS On the Scene wOrkSheet thAt YOu mAY nOt underStAnd upOn 
fIrSt reAdIng them. hOwever, leSSOnS One thrOugh nIne wIll wAlk YOu thrOugh 
eAch Step. 

After you work with the scene worksheet a handful of times, you’ll understand the benefit of 
thinking through a scene before you begin writing. Each scene in your story/book, becomes 
a unit onto itself, with a beginning, a middle and an end. Each scene can be moved within the 
structure of the story because it is a completed thought. When an event is written in scene, the 
story is character driven and moves the plot along. 

You’ll have the opportunity to write one scene for every lesson in this workbook. My goal is to 
teach you to write in scene while having fun, but also to move you significantly towards the 
completion of the story/memoir/novel that you want to write. 
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setting

TAkE FOR ExAMPLE THE SCENE TO THE LEFT
 
The setting is a demonstration of some kind. 
A man is talking angrily to a policemen who 
watches passively but watchfully. Now lets 
keep the man and the policeman but change 
the setting. Imagine they’re outside a bar 
at 2am, or maybe the police are blocking 
the entrance to a hospital where the yelling 
man’s family was taken after a hurricane. You 
see how that immediately shifts the energy 
and direction of the scene.

When contemplating what scenes to write, consider how the setting informs and enhances the 
scene. For example, if one of your favorite memories of your mother is how she sang when she 
braided your hair, then she probably sang while braiding your hair many times in many settings. 
Place the experience you remember in a setting that amplifies the meaning. Have her braid your 
hair on the steps of a Catholic Church before your First Communion, or in the subway when 
you’re late for an audition, or just before you walk down the aisle at your wedding. If you’re 
writing memoir or non-fiction you may be limited in setting choices. But, if you’re writing fiction, 
you can choose whatever setting best fits.

the setting is where your scene takes place. location flavors and impacts how 
characters respond, what they say, and how they act. 

On the right, the the setting is a street fair. 
A man plays a piano outside with paintings 
hung in the background. Is the man the artist, 
or an entertainer hired to draw customers into 
the artist’s booth? Take away the street fair 
location and you’re left with a man playing 
a piano, maybe at a club, at his home or at 
church. With each possible change of setting, 
the flavor and purpose of the scene shifts. 
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character point of view
WHAT DOES POINT OF VIEW MEAN? If you’re writing memoir, you are the main character. That means 
the scene will be told from your point of view (POV) according to how you remember your life. If you’re 
writing fiction, you choose the POV character 
in each scene. The photo on the right could 
be told from more than one point of view: 
the bride, the groom or the person taking the 
photo. From the bride’s point of view, she is 
happy riding the large black stallion that the 
photographer promised her. From the groom’s 
point of view, he’s a little miffed by having 
to ride a pony. Planning the ceremony was 
left up to her, but when he saw the tiny pony 
she expected him to ride, he was not happy. 
When the stable manager explained that the 
groom’s horse was injured the day before, 
the groom somehow felt better. From the 
photographer’s POV, he is trying to remain 
calm but he’s still in shock from the accident 
the day before. He went to the farm to do 
some practice shots, but was so focused on the light of the setting sun that his car rolled into the horse 
the groom was supposed to ride. Which caused the groom’s original horse to be out of commission. 

*You need to pick a POV character in every scene, otherwise the reader will be confused.

tell a story using this photo. what’s 
going on from the card holder’s 
point of view? from the pOv of the 
person looking at the cards?

lots of options in this photo—
use your imagination and say out 
loud or write this scene’s story 
from each man’s point of view.
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I’ve given a brief introduction on how setting and point of view (POV) 

influences a scene. The next step is getting familiar with the scene 

worksheet. Take a few minutes to read through the steps outlined on the 

next pages. Don’t DO anything. Just read to familiarize yourself with the 

scene worksheet steps. You’ll be using this worksheet with each lesson. I 

don’t expect you to DO the steps on the worksheet right now. Don’t worry. 

Soon you’ll be worksheet pros. Lessons one through nine will walk you 

through the steps more intimately. Doing the worksheet will grow easier 

and become faster as you go. Remember the goal: to start having FUN 

with your writing. Look at the worksheet as a way to PLAY with a scene, 

imagining and testing ideas before you start writing the scenes. You don’t 

have to answer every question on the worksheet. You aren’t going to be 

graded or shamed. The scene worksheet is simply a tool available to you. 

You may even want to add steps of your own to this worksheet or modify 

it so it inspires your creative process. Using the scene worksheet triggers 

creativity, saves you time and clearly focuses the scene.

using a scene worksheet
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capture your Scene

1Look at your character event list. Pick a moment when a conflict,  discovery, triumph, peak 
experience, lowest point, argument, life-changing decision happened to your character. 

2Explore your setting options. Is there a way to make your setting more interesting? How 
might the setting contribute to the plot or character development?

3Close your eyes and imagine the event from the character’s POV. You can be the character, 
or stand back and observe the scene, like Scrooge in A Christmas Carol. The idea is to be 

there, if you can’t fully be there—see it, feel it, hear it—then your reader will not be there either! 
Visualize the scene for a few minutes. Really look around: imagine the conversations, the way the 
character felt, what he/she wanted and what the other people in the scene wanted. What did the 
character do?

4Before opening your eyes, take an imaginary SNAPSHOT of the scene, one picture, like a 
Polaroid that captures the experience. Hold that snapshot in your mind, or write it on the 

worksheet  to refer to when writing your scene.

5Take five minutes and write everything you remember from the scene visualization. Do not 
think or format, just write. This is called a free write. Pick the hottest emotion or most vivid 

detail and start there. Do not censor or judge. Nobody is going to read it. You’re not writing the 
story here, just jotting down what you want to remember to include in your scene.

understand your Scene 

6Write a quick version story of the scene (beginning, middle, end): 
Think about cause and effect. The beginning causes this, then that happens (middle), and 

then, because of that, something else happens (end).

7What does the character want? Desire is the key—your character desires to do this or to do 
that, to get this or that.

8What forces of antagonism (someone or something that offers opposition) block this desire? 
What do the forces of antagonism want (usually stands in the way of your character getting 

what is desired). 

9What was the turning point or conflict that most influenced the scene. When did a positive 
turn negative or a negative turn positive. You’re looking for a CHANGE of some kind here.

scene worksheet
***In this worksheet and in All the lessons the word chArActer refers 
to YOu if you’re writing memoir or non-fiction and to your imaginary 
character(s) if you’re writing fiction.
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write Your Scene

10Write the first sentence. Here are a few options:
   

 A. Introduce a character or set up a character’s secret.
 B. Convey a shocking piece of information that the scene will develop.
 C.  Reveal a startling detail about the setting.
 D. Recount an unusual or surprising event or action.

11Pretend you’re sitting with a friend and telling the story of the visualized scene. Write 
it down as if telling the story to a friend. Don’t think about it, don’t worry about 

punctuation: just keep writing without re-reading it until you’ve told the story. 

12You’ve completed a rough draft. Read it out loud. 
 

13Dialogue: Put an x in the rough draft wherever dialogue might be included. Then, on a 
different sheet of paper, write what was said. Don’t use he said or she said, 

just write snippets of conversation and leave a blank line between each sentence. Read the 
dialogue again, and IF you need he said or she said, or a description of what is happening to 
clarify or improve the dialogue, add it on the blank lines.

14Read the entire scene out loud again, adding the dialogue you just wrote where you put 
the x in the rough draft. 

15Read it out loud one last time. Really listen to how the writing flows. Make changes based 
on how it sounds to you. Thhen set the scene aside. You’re done for now!

You’ll find a printable version of this form on p. 230 of this workbook, or go to  
https://www.sheilaellison.com/scene-worksheet
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Part tWO                
              Lessons
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1. capture your scene . . . 
The first step before beginning to write a scene is to visualize the event. 

memoir: take a few minutes to shut your eyes and sink into the memory of your scene from your 
event list. The scene might have happened years before and you may not clearly know all the 
facts. Maybe you’re left with fragments, brief flashes, second-hand information that was told and 
retold until it became part of your character’s family lore. You might be sitting there thinking, 
there’s no way I can remember all of the details, or perhaps you’re shaking your head and saying 
I’m not going back there; I don’t want to live in that scene for one more minute. 

Whatever the case, the first and most important step in writing a story is your willingness to 
put yourself back in that time and place and remember what happened. Start with one tiny 
thought—maybe it’s just the image of your front door, then the table in the kitchen, or a meal, 
an argument or celebration. With each glimmer, another image will reveal itself. Before writing 
a word, replay and explore the scene in your mind’s eye; filling in the missing pieces, allowing 
characters to interact. Notice the tension and conflict. Step by step, the past takes shape. 

non-fiction: Non-fiction often requires that a personal story or scene be written to illustrate a 
point or bring the reader along on a journey, so follow the visualization instructions for memoir.

fiction: take a few minutes to shut your eyes and sink into the scene you’ve imagined. Close 
your eyes and put yourself in the scene. Talk to your characters. Find out why they are doing 
what they’re doing. Look around at the setting, feel the energy of the situation. What do the 
character’s say to each other. What is at stake? If you are stuck and aren’t sure what should 
happen next, invite your characters to show you. Just ask the question, what happens next and 
let them lead the way. 

before you dive into one of your own 
scenes, practice visualizing.

look at the photo on the right for a few 
minutes, then close your eyes and imagine 
that you’ve been transported into the 
room. You are inside the scene: look 
around, let it come to life. What’s going 
on? start a conversation. Do something 
outrageous and see what happens. see 
if you can predict the weather, is it hot or 
cold? how do you feel in this scene? are 
you scared, happy, nervous? 

Your Turn

visualize and take a snapshot

16
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Time to write your scene
If you finished the exercise above and have written the 
details from your visualization, you’re ready to move on to 
understanding the scene. Begin at #6 on the scene worksheet, 
write a quick version story  and work your way through the 
rest of the scene worksheet as best you can. 

It may take more than one try, so if you 
like this imagination game, do the same 
with the photos on the left.

Once yOu’ve practiced with the 
phOtOs, pick One Of the events Off 
yOur list. 

•	 Close your eyes. Visualize the 
event. look around and take in all 
the details. Who is in the scene? 
What was the character feeling that 
day? What happened? Was there 
a conflict? Try to listen for your 
character’s dialogue. What do you 
hear? Use all your senses.  

•	 once you’ve collected all the 
details, take an imaginary 
snaPshoT of the scene.  

•	 open your eyes and write down 
everything you can remember 
seeing. Don’t worry at this point 
about proper sentences; it might 
just be words, images, snatches of 
dialogue. Consider this as a brain 
download of your visualization. 
You’ll use some of these details to 
write the scene.

17



2. glimmers
pay attention . . .
life glimmers all the 
time!
 
You want to write, need to write,  
decide to write, because you are moved by an  
experience, idea, relationship or a myriad of 
other reasons. Where does that inspiration 
come from? That inner desire to put words 
on paper, to be a storyteller, to experience an 
emotion, an event, a relationship. Start to notice 
what’s going on around you, pay attention to 
the details, hear the nuance, feel the pain and 
joy. It’s a  
storyteller’s job to create a world that has  
never been seen before!

Writing will teach you how to pay attention.  All 
of a sudden, you’re noticing the details in your 
real life in new ways, knowing somehow you’ll 
incorporate your noticing into a story.  A school 
Halloween parade, a neighbor’s yard sculpture, 
or an argument overheard at the coffee shop 
informs your writing. You’re looking, gathering 
information and insight, poetic  
descriptions and believable dialogue to use in 
your story. Every moment of every day is fair 
game for a storyteller’s imagination.

Today you’re going to practice noticing. What 
jumped out at you lately? What happened out 
there in the real world that made you stop and 
pay attention? Think back to when you made 
your event list on pages 10 and 11. The event 
you chose had to jump out and grab you in 
some way. They screamed, “pick me, pick me; I 
matter.” They glimmered as you remembered.  

Fictional details need to glimmer for the 
character as well. In every scene you must ask: 
what would glimmer for this character, given 
everything I know about him/her? 

 

What glimmers at you as the 

storyteller may not be what 

glimmers for other people. No 

character shares the same life 

experiences, even within the same 

family or event. The telling of the 

story is based on what jumped out 

and grabbed the storyteller. The 

story is told through the writer, who 

processes and recounts the scene 

based on the storyteller’s unique 

experiences, understanding and 

memories. Glimmers are a clue, a 

spark of intuition that can offer the 

writer direction.

Look at the photos in this lesson. 
Do the images trigger any memories or 
experiences? What glimmers for you? 
For a character? 

What glimmers 
in the snapshot above?

  Your Turn  
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What glimmers in this 
play kitchen below? 
What memory comes to 
life from childhood? Is 
it a place, an emotion, a 
sound, an event?

What glimmers above?

A glimmer is what we 

imagine into a scene, 

that extra step in our 

visualization, to look 

deeper and further until 

we see something that 

makes the experience 

unique and memorable.
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One day you might  be out shopping and see a man wearing a Grateful Dead t-shirt and not notice him. 
Another person might see the same man and can’t breathe, because the t-shirt the man is wearing is the 
same one an attacker wore  when you were mugged. The t-shirt triggers a memory of an event. Perhaps 
something might glimmer that has no related memory attached: it just stands out, makes you laugh, 
looks odd, or is out of the ordinary. There are all sorts of reasons things glimmer. If you’re listening to a 
conversation and hear a word, a sentence, or an accent that draws you in, then it’s a glimmer. Fictional 
characters need glimmers too in order for the reader to relate to the characters.

Glimmers are the spice that makes the story interesting.
I call them the what else factor.
•	 Divorce and what else?
•	 She went down with the titanic and what else?
•	 He’s a successful actor and what else?
•	 A trip to Alaska and what else?

Glimmers fill in the what else details that keep the reader interested. Glimmers go on around us and most 
people don’t notice them. But it’s the job of a storyteller to notice the glimmers in everyday life. That 
noticing and paying attention, will help when visualizing a scene (#3 on your scene worksheet). 

Here’s an example: Jan just came back from a fabulous vacation in Spain. However on that trip she 
decided she was going to leave her marriage. Instead of writing a story about leaving her husband 
(divorce and what else?), Jan might ask what glimmered at her in Spain: paintings in the museum with 
the unusual names? the ridiculous disagreement with her husband in front of the cathedral? the broken 
ceramics mosaic on the top of an apartment that spelled out what the angel Gabriel said to Mary, “Do not 
be afraid, Mary; you have found favor with God.”

Glimmers get the scene going faster. If you sat down and said, “Ok, today I’m going to write the scene 
when Jan tells her husband the relationship is over, it might be very daunting. But If you begin by writing 
about the guy who was singing the U2 songs in the Madrid subway, how he grabbed Jan’s arm and told 
her to look for pickpockets, then you can start writing about the break up from a more inspired, creative 
space. Maybe Jan had an “end of the relationship” discussion on the train after hearing the singer AND 
being pick-pocketed!  

Start your own glimmer library! here’s how: 

•	 Pay attention! Notice the world around you. There are no boring moments when you’re a 
writer. Gather, gather, gather. 

•	 Organize your glimmers by subject matter: love, family, school, relationships, career, home, 
dialogue, setting, people-watching. Or organize them chronologically, or however else works 
for you. The goal is to be able to find them when you need them.
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 Your Turn
1. Think about unusual locations, conversations or
     experiences your character had In the last week or month, and write them down.

2. Pick one idea, one question, one decision, one action or thought your character is 
struggling with. Write it down.

3. Now pick one of the glimmers you listed (in #1) and incorporate the glimmer into the 
scene in some way as you either speak aloud or write about your character’s struggle.

Time to write your scene
look at your list of events. now that you know what a glimmer is, pick one of 
your events  and look for or create a glimmer from that event. write for two to 
three minutes about that glimmer, then do your scene worksheet from start to 
finish. when you get to #11, free writing your draft, incorporate the glimmer.
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3. quick version stories
PlOt: the action that drives the story forward.  

Something happens (cause) and then something else happens 

because of that cause, which then has an effect on the story. 

To understand what a big part cause and effect plays, we’re going to play the 
quick-version story game. Your stories should be no more than three short 
phrases—the shorter the better. Something happens to start it: the beginning; 
this causes the next to happen: the middle; and that causes the next to happen, 
or resolve: the end.

here are some examples

I fell. He kept running. I stood up and finished the race alongside him.

My father challenged my uncle Sal to a cook-off to prove his master chef skills. A 
garbage can fire started when the charred remains were thrown out. The competition 
concluded after the fireman left.

Sara went with Brad to the air show. A plane’s engine failed and crashed over the 
parking lot. Brad’s car was totalled. 

My mother told me to wear my wetsuit in the ocean. I swam out as far as I could and 
never looked at the shore to see her arms waving me in.  I went to the hospital with 
pneumonia and almost died. 

There was a hurricane the day of Pete and Debbie’s wedding. They had to evacuate the 
city. They  were married in the bus as they drove to an airport five hours away to depart 
for the honeymoon.

Amanda played in countless basketball games in high school. She could see her mother 
in the stands. She never once saw her father.

The neighborhood alarm sounded that a tornado was coming. Charlie, a three year old, 
ran to the storm cellar without his mother who was outside looking for him. When he 
came out of the storm cellar, the house was gone, and he couldn’t find his mother.

22



Now you try. Use your imagination. You’re the storyteller here: make up whatever you 

want! Jot down a few original quick version stories for each of the photos. Think about 

each scene as a quick version story based on cause and effect, and the scene is 

guaranteed to be action driven.

Your Turn

Man robs a store. He 
steals a bicycle to 
escape police. Then 
rides frantically until 
he gets to the end of 
a road and jumps off 
a cliff sailing over the 
train.

Mother just returned from 
the bank to tell her 
husband the loan wasn’t 
extended and foreclosure 
will follow. Father says 
he’s found a rigging job 
a state away. They don’t 
notice their daughter has 
entered the room and 
heard what they said.

Baby crawled out of 
playpen and into the 
cat’s window loft. The 
grandmother is 
looking everywhere 
for her. The police 
arrive and find her.
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what changed? 
Notice in each of your quick-version stories that a change of some kind happened. Look at the 
photo above of the kids lying on the ground. Imagine how this quick-version story might grow 
into a scene. 

Quick Version Story: A dust storm swept through town where I was walking with my brother. A 
man on a bike rode past us, screaming, and knocked us to the ground. Bystanders came to our 
rescue. 

For a scene to work, a change needs to happen: from positive to negative or negative to positive 
(and by positive to negative I don’t mean a judgment that something is bad or good, just some 
shift from happy to sad, a conflict to resolve, a question to answer). Some movement must 
occur. In my quick-version story above, the dust storm would qualify as a negative beginning. 
Bystanders helping is a positive ending. 

Here is the same scene with no change: a dust storm swept through town when I was walking with 
my brother. I told him to sit on the ground and wait until it passed. Then we kept walking. In this 
version no real change happens. They start off walking. . . A dust storm occurs . . . and they end up 
walking again. That would be a boring scene to write and to read!
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Time to write your scene
look at your event list and pick a scene to write. You’ve 
practiced writing beginning, middle and ends using cause and 
effect, as quick version stories do.  now widen your lens to 
include what happened just before or after the chosen scene. 
pick three events that happened BefOre the scene you plan to 
write that may have cAuSed the scene. then do the steps on 
the scene worksheet for the main scene. You will do a quick-
version story for every scene you write. doing this will help 
you understand your scene better, so you can distil what is 
really happening in the scene before you begin writing.
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In this chapter we’re going to explore what motivates a 
character and why it’s important to knOw this before 

you begin writing a scene.

On the scene worksheet #7 and #8, you’ve answered the following 
questions. 

1. What does the character want? Desire is the key—your character desires to do this or to do 
that, to get this or that.

2. What forces of antagonism (someone or something that offers opposition) block this desire? 
What do the forces of antagonism want (usually stands in the way of your character getting what 
is desired). 

Why is it important to answer these questions before you write your scene? Because the answer 
will determine if you have a scene or not! If BOTH characters in the scene want the same thing, 
then there’s no internal or external conflict. There will be no action, no conflict, nothing to solve 
or ponder, no challenge to face, no despair, no triumph. If there is NO conflict then the scene 
you’re contemplating is a candidate for SUMMARY. 

You’ll learn about summary in part three, after all your scenes are written. So if you get to this 
step in the scene worksheet and find no conflict then move that event to a summary folder to be 
used later.

4. character motivation
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Your Turn
Imagine what’s happening in the picture below 
and on the right. What motivates each person? 
Wants and needs aren’t always straight forward. 
Complicated desires are more interesting, so 
use your imagination. 

Come up with two or three scenarios for each 
of the photos.

What does your character want? Desire is the key—your character desires to do this 
or to do that, to get this or that.

SHE WANTS: She’s at a karaoke bar with a group of friends. All her life her family and 
friends made faces when she sang, joking that she couldn’t carry a tune. She’s been 
taking voice lessons for a year and her plan was to shock everyone with her star 
quality vocals.

What forces of antagonism (someone or something that offers opposition) block this 
desire? What do the forces of antagonism want (usually stands in the way of your 
character getting what is desired). 

HE WANTS: The man in the background owns the bar. It’s past 2am. He’s asked the 
group to leave but he can see that the singer has finally gotten the nerve to grab 
the microphone. He can see that this is an emotional moment for the singer, so he 
doesn’t want to pull her off the stage, but he got fined $1000 the week before for 
defying the city ordinance that says all patrons must leave his bar by 2am.

An example: In the photo of the singer on the opposite page, imagine a scenario where what 
the man and woman each want are at odds with the other. What she wants conflicts with what 
he wants. The further apart (in conflict) each character’s motivation is from the other, the more 
interesting the scene. Using the answers to #7 and #8 on the scene worksheet, it might look 
something like this:
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My goal is to get you thinking like a storyteller! What does a 
character want? What stops a character from getting it? Look 
around. Pay attention when you’re at a family event, out in public, 
or listening to the news. Watch and listen to how this negotiating 
of desire goes on in the real world, in both big and small ways. 
Use those observations when developing characters.

Time to write your scene
look at your event list and pick an event with at least two 
characters whose motives are at odds with each other. Before 
you do the visualization of the scene, write down the name 
of each character. then answer these questions for each 
character:

•	 what did each need, wish or hope to happen in the scene? 
•	 how did character motivation play a part; in what 

happened, the conversation, the outcome? 

make a quick list of what each character wAnted and how that 
desire influenced the outcome. then write the scene following 
the scene worksheet.

“
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I like to illustrate point of view (POV) using fairy tales we all know. Let’s start with the Three 
Little Pigs. In the story that we all remember, the pigs are the innocents being pursued by the wolf. 
What if we could hear it from the wolf’s point of view? Perhaps the way the wolf sees it, the pigs 
have been stealing his chickens, or maybe they played pranks on him. What would the story be if it 
was the wolf who was the victim and not the pigs? 

What about Cinderella? Imagine the story told from the stepmother’s point of view. Cinderella might 
be a spoiled, self-centered girl who refused to do her share of the chores. What if it were really 
Cinderella who treated her step-sisters like servants when they arrived to live at her father’s house? 
Perhaps the story we know of Cinderella began at the plot point when the stepmother finally 
decided to give Cinderella consequences for her bad behavior? It would be a totally different story 
from the stepmother’s or step-sisters’ point of view.

First Person POV: If writing a memoir, the story will be told from your first-person point of view. 
The stories will be told how YOU experienced them. As you write, don’t worry about how another 
family member or friend might have experienced an event. It’s YOUR story and your story will LOSE 
its emotional impact as soon as you start trying to BALANCE how other people might perceive it. 
Fiction can also be written in first person POV, with the main character as the “I”.

5. point of view
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Let’s practice with point of view. 

Write or speak a few sentences about what’s 
happening from the elderly woman’s point of 
view. Then imagine the story from the point of 
view of the person teaching the hypothetical 
computer class. What about from the point of 
view of the person sitting next to her?

Do the same with the photo below. What is 
going on in this photo from the woman’s point 
of view,  and then from the point of view of 
a bystander, the photographer, the woman’s 
boyfriend, or someone else you imagine in the 
scene?

Notice how drastically a story changes 
depending on the point of view.
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first person pOv 
 
In first person point of view, an “I” narrates the story. First person allows 
the reader to feel close to a specific character, but it also limits what the 
reader can know. The reader can only know what the main character, the 
“I”, knows since the story is told from that character’s point of view, just 
as the reader can only know what is in the pig’s head if the little pig is 
telling the story of the mean wolf. 

Example: First person point of view from the topless lady on the opposite 
page.
“It was my first modelling job. Finally I got the call. It was going to be a 
street scene, shot while pedestrians made their way home from work. 
All the way to the shoot, while I held onto the subway pole, I imagined 
wearing a gown, or maybe thigh-high boots and a miniskirt with my leg 
draped over a motorcycle. 
   “A wardrobe assistant accompanied us to the shoot, but when we 
arrived, the photographer told me the first series would be topless. I 
stared at him, speechless.”

If the story were told first person from the photographer’s point of view, 
it might read like this.
“For God’s sake, I am tired of the idiots who book these jobs. They never 
tell the model the scope of the work! There I stand, my camera ready, the 
light perfect but fading, and I ask the girl to take off her blouse, and she 
looks at me like I’m a pervert shooting a porn flick!”

When you write in the first person, the character who is telling the story 
must be IN every scene.

third person pOv 
Fictional stories are often told by a narrator using third person POV. 

Example: Let’s say the main character is Amy and she’s about to board 
a plane for Antarctica. Amy waited at the gate for her brother who was 
supposed to join her. The five minute warning sounded, she had to board 
the plane and it took off without her brother. The rest of the scene is told 
from Amy’s point of view. Unlike memoir, fictional stories can be told 
from more than one character’s point of view. POV may in fact, change 
from scene to scene or chapter to chapter, but WITHIN the scene as 
outlined on your scene worksheet, the point of view MUST remain with 
one character. 

Let’s say the next scene is Amy’s brother searching his sister’s apartment 
for an envelope of blackmail photographs he hid. He finds the envelope 
, rushes to the airport to see the plane taking off. He knows his sister 
will be in danger when she lands if she doesn’t have the photographs. 
Unfortunately she knows nothing about it. 
Just make sure that within a scene, you stay with one character’s point 
of view.
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Your Turn
Pick a scene from your list of events. Write down the name of each character in the scene. 
Next to each name, write a few sentences that describes what is happening in the scene 
from that character’s point of view. Experiment using first person and third person. Notice 
how the energy and attention shifts, depending on who you choose for the POV character. 

If you were writing fiction and two or more characters share an event, list the event under 
the character who was changed the most by the event. Before writing a scene, ask the 
question: What character has the most at stake in this scene? Then write the scene from that 
character’s point of view.

Time to write your scene
pick a scene to write. If writing in first person, 
then write the scene from that character’s point of 
view. If writing in third person, ask the question, 
what character has the most at stake (the most 
to win or lose) in this scene? write the scene from 
that character’s point of view.  
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In your scene, that turning point might be a character’s secret 

revealed, an argument, an unforeseen outcome, a problem 

solved, a tragedy avoided or simply an important fact that 

moves the story forward to the next scene.  The quick-version 

story is a good place to look for the turning point. It’s the 

moment when the scene changes and moves in a new direction. 

6. turning point
everY Scene hAS A turnIng pOInt; 
A clImAx Of SOme kInd thAt mOveS 
the plOt fOrwArd
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Another way to discover the turning 

point is to write short bullet points 

of the action taking place in 

the scene in chronological 

order. This list becomes 

the scene’s plot 

outline.

Bullet pOIntS

EXAMPLE: Using the beach photo 
from the man’s point of View

•We were having a picnic on the beach
•We argued about selling the house
•Our dog ran off and I had to go find him
•When I returned she was gone
•I heard people screaming
•They were pointing to the water
•I saw my wife bobbing up and down, her 
hands reaching out of the waves
•I started screaming and motioned for 
someone to go in after her. I was terrified 
since I’m not a strong swimmer
•Nobody went in to rescue her so I ran into the 
water
•By the time I reached her she wasn’t 
breathing
•I held on to her and swam for shore, standing 
up as soon as I could and dragging her to the 
beach
•Sirens sounded in the distance
•People ran towards us
•The medics got her breathing

Listing the plot bullet points gives 

you an outline of the whole event 

written in scene. You don’t have 

to start at the beginning of the 

list. You can start your scene in 

the middle of the action. The plot 

outline also allows you to play 

around with where the scene 

begins and ends without writing 

the whole scene. Look at the 

example on the next page to see 

how it’s done.
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MORE BULLET 
POINT IDEAS

One: Begin the scene in the middle of the action! Pick one of the 
bullet points to begin scene. Put a star next to this point. 

Example: I’ll choose as my beginning—I saw my wife bobbing up 
and down, her hands reaching out of the waves.

twO: Circle the bullet point that you believe to be the turning 
point of the scene. 

Example: This is what I think the turning point was for the man—
Nobody went in to save her so I ran into the water.
 (You may choose something else. In general, it will be where your 
POV character feels the most emotion, and in this case if the POV 
character did not take this action, his wife might have died.)

three: Write the turning point in detail.

Give your turning point the attention it deserves!

•	 Expand the action
•	 Slow it down
•	 Give sensory description
•	 Focus on one interesting object
•	 Add revealing or intense dialogue
•	 Allow a character’s actions to uncover important character 

traits
•	 Add drama to intensify emotions.

Don’t rush through it! This is the moment in the scene that 
matters most. It’s the turning point when a character is faced with 
a decision that moves the plot forward!
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Pick one of the photos. Write an 
imagined scene in bullet points as I did 
with the drowning woman. Then write 
the turning point, focusing on the details.

Time to write your scene
Search your event list for a dramatic scene. then 
go through the scene outline. when you get to #9, 
write bullet points and identify the turning point 
in the scene. decide where to begin. keep writing 
the scene by following the scene worksheet to the 
end. make sure to write the turning point in detail 
as described on page 33.

Your Turn
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Thank you for diving 
in and spending time 

with me! 
I hope you’ve enjoyed the journey. I hope you met the storyteller within you and 
exercised your imagination and creativity in new and exciting ways.

If you’d like to purchase Write Your Story or enroll in an online class with me, go 
to SheilaEllison.com.

     May your inner critic forever be banished, and never return!   
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Ready to learn more?
Courses.SheilaEllison.com
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Unlike other writing courses, this one is FUN!

“How can that be?” You ask. ”Isn’t writing supposed to be hard?” No, it isn’t.
 
Here’s why my method works for everyone:

I believe you are already a world-class storyteller, so you have nothing to prove. You are an
expert observer of people (characters), of how they talk (dialogue) and act (plot). You tell stories
all day long, drawing from your expansive imagination and a lifetime of experiences to share.

I use photographs with every lesson to teach you focused, relevant concepts that will inspire
your creativity. So instead of struggling to decide what to write, you’ll jump into imagination,
bypassing your inner critic, learning the skills I teach with minimal effort while having lots of fun
and success.

I teach you to write in scene using a proven, tested, simple, and interactive scene worksheet.
With my write-by-scene method, you don’t need to outline your entire book. You’ll simply make a
list of events that impacted you (memoir) or your character (fiction). Each event becomes a
scene, complete in itself and moveable, in whatever direction the story leads.

After you’ve written your scenes, you will edit based on how the writing sounds as you read out
loud (to yourself) what you wrote. When you speak your story out loud, you’ll hear 90% of the
mistakes.

This is my promise to you: I will teach you the craft of writing with my “no rules, no criticism, have
fun, be open to insight” method.  I will teach you how to banish your inner critic forever, so you
can listen to and trust the storyteller already within you.

If you do not LOVE this course for any reason, I will give you a full refund, no questions
asked.

Selling over a million copies, Sheila Ellison is the best selling
author of ten books on creative parenting,  healing after divorce,
and women’s empowerment. She facilitated a live workshop on
OPRAH, based on her book, The Courage to be a Single Mother.
She is a certified dream teacher, medicinal herbalist and
permaculture’s. She has a BA from the University of Southern
California and a Master in Fine Arts in creative writing from Pacific
University. The mother of six grown children and proud
grandmother of  seven, she lives with her husband in Northern
California where she writes, teaches, communes with her bees,
ducks and chickens, and tends her edible forest garden.
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