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Abstract 

What is the most encouraging, helpful response to students who, when given class time and the 

assignment to write a creative short story, make poor or disruptive use of their time and give the 

reason, “I can’t think of anything [good] to write about”? Effective teachers must provide their 

students with that element of knowing. This article describes an innovative lesson idea for 

teaching the creative process for writing a short story. This approach to instruction relies on 

multimodal stimuli in the writing prompt as part of the assignment directions given to students. 

With a picture as a prompt, students can more easily write about their main character, setting, 

and complications of the plot when they compose these descriptions separately, as prewriting 

steps to their short story compositions. 
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Creating the Short Story: 

Using Images from Elements to Writer’s Craft 

 Writers write what they know. Whether they know the characters, setting, or situation, 

fiction writers, in order to give their stories plausibility, write what they know. Even writers of 

science fiction and fantasy begin with a knowing of the message they want to convey, that 

inkling of humanity that pulls the story together and pulls their readers into each page. When we 

study literature and teach literature, we examine the writer’s craft, often looking for the personal 

elements that link the story to its author. 

 What about young authors, then, who don’t have the array of life experiences from which 

to draw? How can they give that element of knowing to their own stories? More importantly, 

how can we teach that aspect of the writer’s craft? What is the most encouraging, helpful 

response to students who, when we give class time and the assignment to write a creative short 

story, make poor or disruptive use of their time and give us the reason, “I can’t think of anything 

[good] to write about”? These questions present a classroom dilemma, which can be overcome 

by effective teachers who provide each student with that element of knowing through the use of a 

picture as an integral part of their instructional plan. The pedagogical activity described herein 

was developed by the author as a scaffolding technique for beginning writers as they compose 

from the prewriting phase to develop effective elements in their own short stories. 

Pedagogical Review 

 Creativity can be stimulated with an image. This approach to instruction relies on 

multimodal stimuli in the writing prompt as part of the assignment directions given to students. 

Supplementing a verbal writing prompt with a tangible picture can enable students to more easily 

brainstorm descriptive language (Gabriel & Gabriel, 2010). Used in this way, “visual artifacts 
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such as [a] photograph serve as valuable springboards for meaning making” (Sanders-Bustle, 

2008, p. 8). This is a different approach than that of others, such as Dunn and Finley (2010), who 

suggest letting students express themselves through their own artwork before composing their 

thoughts in written form. While there are studies such as that of Sanders-Bustle (2008) showing 

how descriptive writing can be enhanced with a visual stimulus, there is a dearth of research in 

the area of using visual images to stimulate the creative process in students while they are 

learning to write the elements of a well-developed fictional short story, which is the focus of this 

pedagogical strategy. With a picture as a prompt, students can more easily write about their main 

character, setting, and complications of the plot when they compose these descriptions 

separately, as prewriting steps to their short story compositions.  

 The visual image that is provided for the students serves as a scaffold in their instruction. 

The scaffold bridges the gap in a student’s knowledge base (Cooper, 2014). The purpose of 

scaffolding is to provide support to students as they learn new skills and strategies for success; 

this type of guided instruction is an integral component of the gradual release of responsibility 

model of teaching (Fisher, 2008; Fisher & Frey, 2008). 

The sense of knowing that can be gained by looking at a photograph can encourage 

developing writers to “step beyond their immediate experience to write a story” (Lambert, 2005, 

p. 23). Examining the details of a picture not only lays the foundation for ideas during the 

prewriting phase of the writing process; it can also help students critically think about those 

details in a way that builds more complexity to the structure of their writing. This is supported by 

the findings of Batt (2001): 

If we don’t know the people in a picture, we seem to speculate even more about what 

happened after the photo was snapped. The right photo can fuel enough imagination to 
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fill the pages of a novel. Action pictures suggest movement before and after the shot. We 

may wonder: What set the action in motion? What happened next? Why were the people 

behaving the way they were in the shot? Why did they have their picture taken? What 

were they thinking when the camera clicked? (p. 52) 

The use of visual images as writing prompts, while especially helpful for generating and building 

upon ideas, can also serve as a tool for organizing a sequence of events (Gabriel & Gabriel, 

2010). This strategy satisfies a variety of student needs on a visual level. 

 Today’s students are multi-taskers who thrive with a constant stream of multimodal 

stimuli. Though they may not always be productive multi-taskers, they multi-task nevertheless 

(Carrier, Rosen, Cheever, & Lim, 2015; Rekart, 2011; Willingham, 2010). They read and 

complete homework assignments while listening to music and watching television and videos 

and monitoring their Facebook and Twitter accounts and chatting or texting with friends, and 

probably eating, too. And they would do all of the above in our classrooms if we let them. But 

we don’t. So it shouldn’t be surprising, then, when we take away all of their multimodal input 

mechanisms and give them quiet class time to be creative and produce, but they don’t, or won’t, 

or can’t in a classroom that is, to them, too sterile. We need to give back some of what we have 

taken away—the visual stimulus that they crave—to enable them to return to a semi-comfort-

zone so their words can flow from their thoughts to the page, seamlessly, subversively, through a 

novel approach to instruction that appeals to students with media multitasking brains (Rekart, 

2011). Only then will traditional creative writing assignments be transformed for the more 

visually stimulated students of today. 
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The Idea in Action: A Teacher’s Perspective 

 I begin the school year with two thoughts at the forefront: providing visual stimuli for 

writing and Harry Wong’s (1991) concept of bellwork. I appreciate having my students enter the 

classroom with a five-to-ten-minute assignment already on the board, so they can get to work 

while I take care of the menial housekeeping tasks of starting each class: taking attendance and 

responding to the students who need my attention for one reason or another (Wong, 1991). I take 

full advantage of the bellwork concept by having students journal in response to a prompt that 

links to the topic of the day, or a situation or decision faced by the character of the day, to give 

relevance to the lesson activities. 

 When I get to the topic of creative writing and short story elements, the visual stimulus is 

already on the wall for them. In fact, it has been on the wall since the first day of school, a 

colorful display that is a testament to the diversity of life and its peoples. But I haven’t said a 

word about it—yet.  

 I have a collection of what I refer to as my “magazine people”: faces that I have found 

and ripped from a myriad of magazine feature stories and ads. These are not just any faces; they 

are full-page (or almost) people, free from wording, mounted to a sheet of construction paper 

color-matched to the image, laminated, and hung in a collage on the wall. The entire wall. It 

really looks great (see Figure 1). The pictures display a range of characters of all ages and races, 

some only themselves, but many with a background that shows an activity, or hobby, or 

occupation, with the character in action.  
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Figure 1. Magazine People Collage. (Photograph by Robyn Huss) 

 
The most important consideration when choosing pictures for writing prompts is that the images 

“selected to stimulate writing in the classroom should be thought provoking and engaging, 

imaginative, and grade-level appropriate” (Joshua, 2007, p. 92). Coordinating background colors 

add to the visual display; my sterile classroom walls are transformed.  

 By the time my students are ready to begin their short story creative writing assignment, 

the collage has been on the wall for weeks. Each student knows, either consciously or 

subconsciously, which image speaks to him or her. After we have studied character development, 

the following day’s bellwork activity is to invent a character and write at least a full-paragraph 

physical description; if students cannot imagine a character of their own, they should select one 

of the magazine people and describe what they see. And they all do so; they have been looking at 

these images for hours and know what they look like, already know which is “theirs.” The next 
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day, their bellwork activity is to write at least a paragraph of personality description of the 

character they described the day prior. Again, because they have been looking at the images for 

days, they can write because they know who their characters are. 

 Setting can be a little trickier because not all of the images contain a rich background. For 

this step, I ask students to describe the place where their character can be found. If they are 

writing about one of my magazine people, they have the option of describing the background of 

the photo: the outdoor environment, the workspace, the room, or the playing field. Although 

research suggests that to be effective, the best images “should depict interesting scenes and 

include conflict” (Joshua, 2007, p. 92), I have found that my high school students are mature 

enough to allow their imaginations to bridge this gap. If they don’t have a physical setting in 

their image to describe, my students are encouraged to describe a place where the character 

would most likely go or would be most comfortable. The following day’s bellwork assignment is 

a description of the time of the setting, and they have options here, too: what is the time of day? 

Season? Is it during the past, present, or future? And they can write it. 

 Over the series of days that students complete these short bellwork writing assignments, 

they come to know their characters and their situations. Another related paragraph is for students 

to describe a problem their character would face in their described setting. Finally, they are asked 

to brainstorm a list of possible solutions that might be available for that character, ultimately 

focusing on one and listing the steps involved. This character and this situation have been in 

mind for weeks, and when my students are asked to think about potential solutions, they know 

what could occur.  

 Only after that do I give the full assignment, to write a creative short story that contains 

all the elements of plot we have studied across the example stories in our textbook. This day, my 
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students look dismayed at the daunting task, until I point out that they have already written their 

drafts in their bellwork journals! They can either use their magazine character, setting, conflict, 

and so on, adding characters and other details as necessary and working in their journal 

paragraphs where those details fit; or they can start from scratch, with new characters and 

situations that they invent for this assignment. At this point, some students use their own creative 

imaginations, some use the draft paragraphs they have in hand, and others start with a fresh 

selection from my wall of magazine people. My students have not simply been given a writing 

assignment; they have been given that author’s sense of knowing as a basis for their writing. 

 It is not only the visual learners who benefit from the use of photographs in the 

classroom. Is this lesson an example of individualized instruction? Yes, each student has chosen 

his or her own topic from the variety of visual imagery I have provided. Is this lesson 

differentiated for the multiple abilities that are present among the students in my classroom? Yes, 

the students each write their own ideas in their own words at their own level, whether they are 

your second-graders or my high school freshmen or pre-service teachers in my methods course. 

Extending the Practice 

In addition to my collage of people, I have a collection of settings: landscapes of nature, 

close-ups of flora, cityscapes, a bustling street, a comfortable room, an empty restaurant table, a 

garden, a pathway. These settings can be used for a variety of descriptive writings, or the short 

story assignment can begin with a setting and move on to a character that can be found in that 

location. I also have a collection of animals: furry kittens, happy dogs, polar bears in the snow, a 

parrot in a poacher’s net, and a crocodile snatching a hapless gazelle. Is it a short story from the 

point of view of an animal? Is it a poem? Maybe.  
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I use my animals during grammar/usage lessons when the focus is on editing simple 

sentences to use active verbs or add descriptive phrases, making the sentences more interesting 

and more complex. Each student has a mounted and laminated photo in hand, chosen from the 

piles I passed along each row, ready to raise in hand as a sentence is shared after each step. We 

start with the shortest, simplest sentences possible. I write with them, modeling as I hold up my 

picture for the class to see, reading my sentence that has evolved over a series of short revisions 

from the simple “An owl is holding a bug” to one that contains an active verb, an appositive 

phrase, and an implied metaphor: “The owl, predator of the night, clutches his prize.” We are 

writers. 
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