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Calling all young writers
January truly is our favourite time of the year.
Not only are the days getting longer and lighter but this is the month we
launch another 500 Words competition and find out how wonderfully
empathetic, ingenious and word-wizardly the children of the UK really
are. January is also a time to reflect on what we have achieved thus far
and what we hope for the future.
This year is particularly important for us at Radio 2 as it marks a decade since
500 Words began and became the UK’s biggest story writing competition for
children aged 5–13. There is no better honour for our team than to be opening the
gates to another cohort of young imaginations brimming with brilliant, original, hearty stories.
The rules are the same: we ask young writers from all across the UK to send us a fictional short story
no more than 500 words in length.
We’re curious about stories from every child, no matter what school they go to or how many stories
they’ve written before. 10 years of BBC’s 500 Words has seen over 900,000 stories submitted, which
equates to over 400 million words for the Oxford Corpus, the largest children’s language database in
English. Every one of these original stories helps Oxford University Press to better understand how
children creatively use language to voice their concerns about the world, to share the worlds in their
imagination, and to create characters that stay with us forever.
We know this year will be no different.
From children who write regularly, to those who are tempted to pick up a pen or sit at a keyboard for
the first time, this competition is open to ALL – every child has something to say and we want to read
it! This learning resource pack has been designed to help children take those first steps. Each section
focuses on one of the marking criteria so that children can explore, develop and improve on their
ideas, knowing that the judges will be specifically looking at these areas – it is a competition after all!
You can also find helpful tips, sources of inspiration and even more writing resources in the ‘Learn’
section of the 500 Words website. A huge thank you for getting involved in the competition so far
and remember there is a story inside everybody! Don’t forget to submit your pupils’ entries online via
the 500 Words website before 8pm on Thursday 27th February.

Best of luck from all of us on the 500 Words team!
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Originality

Calling all

teachers

Some people say that every story has already been told…
but our 500 Words writers know that’s not true! Every year,
they come up with wonderfully inventive and original
stories that wow our judges. Use some of these activities
with your class and tell them to let their imaginations run
free and take us on an adventure.

Original antonyms

WORD
POWER

Antonyms are words that mean the opposite of each other, such as ‘quick’
and ‘slow’. Using antonyms can help you to turn an everyday object,
character or setting into something more unusual. For example, snails are
usually slow and mountains very big, but if you use antonyms to give these
ideas a twist you could end up with a story about a speedy snail or a mission
to climb the world’s smallest mountain! Think of your own object, character
or setting and try it for yourself.

Facts into fiction
Fun facts from different school subjects can inspire astounding stories. Did
you know a jumping flea can accelerate faster than a space rocket taking
off into orbit? You could use this science fact to spark a story about an
astronaut flea saving Tim Peake from bug-eyed alien invaders. See who can
think up the craziest story idea inspired by the facts they find.

Headlines
Real-life events can often spark great story ideas. Bring in a selection of
newspaper reports and headlines. Ask your writers to read through these to
find interesting details that could inspire an imaginative story. Why not take
details from different reports to create a fresh and original story?

Writing
Tip
Frank Cottrell
Boyce says...
“What could be
more fresh and
original than you?
You are unique and
amazing. So the
more of you you
put in, the more
original your story
will be.”
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Genre

mystery
romance
science fiction
horror
comedy
fantasy
historical
adventure
spy
animal

Character
superhero
King Henry VIII
hedgehog
vlogger
rapper
wizard
dinosaur
robot
secret agent
archaeologist

Calling
all young

writers

Setting

haunted house
Planet X
school
department store
zoo
desert island
mountain
castle
enchanted forest
city

Genre

Writing
Tip
Malorie
Blackman
says...
“Unusual settings and
scenarios help spark
story ideas but so do
unusual characters in
everyday settings.”

Character

Idea generator
Sometimes it’s the mix of ingredients that can give you a story idea that
stands out from the crowd. Get your writer to choose different characters,
settings and genres from the next page and mix them together. What kind
of mystery would Sherlock Holmes solve on his visit to Hogwarts?

For more story
sparks, take a
look at How to
Write Your Best
Story Ever.
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Character

Calling all

teachers

Every story needs a star. From famous footballers to
pet hamsters and fictional superheroes, unforgettable
characters make stories come to life. Use some of these
activities with your class to help them to dream up some
page-turning protagonists.

Instant impressions

WORD
POWER

Writers can use adjectives to create an instant picture in a reader’s mind.
Create a list of different adjectives such as ‘flashy’, ‘tattered’ and ‘chinless’
and challenge your writers to choose three from your list to describe
the lead character in their story. Alternatively, ask the class to create
their own different lists of adjectives for heroes and villains. Remind your
students not to scatter adjectives everywhere in their story but to use fun
adjectives appropriately.

Get the profile
Asking questions about the characters in a story can give writers the
answers they need to bring them to life. Challenge your writers to think
about what a character is like and why they act the way they do. This can
often help with plot ideas too! Get writers to ask each other questions about
their character using the character profile on the next page.

Writing
Tip
Charlie
Higson says...
“Try to make your
characters real; try
to make them come
alive on the page;
try to make them
people we’d like to
know more about.
Let us know what
makes them tick.”

Character profile
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My character’s name is:

Can you describe what your character looks like?
My character looks like:

Does your character speak or make any sounds?
My character sounds like:

What interests or pet hates does your character have?
My character likes/dislikes:

The game of the name
Unforgettable characters need a memorable name. Suggest
famous character names from fiction and ask the class
to decide what type of story they are from. For example,
would you expect to find a character called Eowyn
Broadsword in a love story or a fantasy tale? Is this the
kind of name you would give to a heroine or villain?
Ask your writers to think about the type of story they
are writing to make sure the character names they
choose fit the bill.
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Does your
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Does your character have a hobby? What do they do?
My character:

Where does your character live?
My character lives:

Does your character have a family?
My character has:
How To Be
A Young #Writer
offers tips to
help add depth
to characters.
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Plot

Calling all

teachers

Great stories have page-turning plots that keep readers
glued to their seats to find out what happens next. Use
some of these activities with your class to help them
to turn their brilliant ideas into a fantastic story with a
beginning, middle and end, and maybe a twist or two
along the way as well!

Writing
Tip

Story starters
Get your writers to think about the event that will kick-start the plot of their
story. Throwing the reader into the middle of the action straight away is
a great way to grab their attention. Ask your writers to pick the opening
scenes of a favourite book or film and give it a twist to create a new plot and
storyboard their own story. For example, what if Bilbo Baggins hadn’t met
Gandalf at the beginning of The Hobbit but Smaug the Dragon instead...

Obstacle race
Action drives the plot of a story forward. Pick a fictional character and give
them a story starter such as Spiderman discovering a radioactive banana in
his lunchbox. Pass the problem around the class, challenging one person
to suggest how the fictional character would tackle the obstacle and then
asking the next to invent a new obstacle to put in the character’s path. See
how quickly the action escalates!

Story mountain
Creating a plot is like climbing a mountain – each event in the story should
build on the one before. Get your writers to complete the story mountain
worksheet on the next page to help them to plan their plots. Encourage
them to think about the problems and challenges their protagonists will face.

Malorie
Blackman
says...
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Notebook and My
Best Short Story in
500 words.

w?
o
n
k
you eatured

Dide device Aolef xsatofries wthiteh

ne,
...th umber
. In o
lexa
n
in a ing roles s used A in
vary ittle Pig
, and
wolf ned to
L
e
e
h
e
t
r
rt
Th
ate
tsma exa thre rld.
u
o
o
l
to
her A
the w
anot ke over
ta

writers

phe
Catastro
Reversal

Problem

Setback

4
2
Adversity
Upheaval

Build-up

Problem solved

Backtrack

nd
Turnarou

1

The last lines of a story should pack a punch. List different story genres and
discuss the different emotions each might evoke, for example, a
reader of a horror story might feel nervous or uneasy if the
story ends on a spooky scene. Ask your writers what emotions
they want a reader to feel at the end of their
story and challenge them to craft
a final line that creates
Build your own story
in your very own
that feeling.
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Lost!! 2019

The perfect ending
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“Starting on a
moment of change
or conflict for your
main character is a
good way to get us
straight into
the story.”

I found myself on a
beach. I must have
got washed up here.
I don’t remember
anything before
now. All I know is
that I am here and
I am alive.

Calling
all young
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The story starts with...

Ending
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Zenith
Finale
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Language

Calling all

WORD
POWER

teachers

Every writer wants to find the perfect words to tell their
story. Since the writer can only use 500 of them for this
competition, it’s important for them to make the best use
of every one. Use some of these activities with your class
to help them to choose words that will make their 500
Words stories sparkle in the reader’s mind.

Striking similes
Share some of these similes from 500 Words stories and discuss the pictures
they paint:
‘as tall as a dozen giraffes standing on top of each other’,
‘each step I took crackled like bacon cooking in a pan full of oil’,
‘my mouth hung open like the gates of Willy Wonka’s Chocolate Factory’.
Challenge your class to create their own striking similes using the worksheet
on the next page.

Word inventors
Blending different words together to create new compound words can add
interesting ideas and characters to a story. For example, blending ‘man’ and
‘suffragettes’ creates ‘manffragettes’, while if you add ‘water’ to a ‘yeti’ you end
up with a ‘weti’! Challenge your writers to blend different words to create
their own compound characters.

Synonym

Writing
Tip
Francesca
Simon says...
“Do have fun with
language. Play
around with it until
you find the right
word.”

Being a
siphonophore
isn’t easy...
Simon was long...
over 40 metres...
which made him
interesting but a bit
scary...

From ‘squeegees’ to ‘widdershins’, ‘mulligrubs’
to a ‘gongoozler’, get the class hitting the
dictionaries to find out the meanings of some
of these funny-sounding words! Challenge
your writers to find their own funny words
to weave into their stories. Could they fit a
‘flibbertigibbet’ into their story or find space
for a ‘jackanapes’?
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eat like a

like _____

_____

The Adventures of
Simon the Siphonophore,
2019

Don’t let your writers settle for the first word that pops into their head.
Flick through a thesaurus to find better alternatives for overused words like
‘big’ and ‘nice’. Pass this challenge round the classroom with each person
having to find a synonym that’s even better than the last, for example, ‘big’,
‘enormous’, ‘gigantic’, ‘dinosaurian’…

Get gongoozling!

Calling
all young

Striking similes
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The Oxford Primary
Illustrated Thesaurus
and Oxford Student’s
Thesaurus can help
broaden vocabulary and
discover interesting
alternatives to more
common words.

as__________
as a feather

like a __________
in a china shop

as fast as

as __________

as red as

as __________

as loud as

like __________
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Enjoyment

Calling all

teachers

The world is made of stories. Exciting stories, scary stories,
thrilling stories, stories that make you cry and ones that
leave you giggling so hard that your face hurts. The magic
ingredient in all these types of stories is enjoyment. Use
some of these activities to help your class create stories
that will wow the judges.

Who’s who?
Get your class to think about who’s telling their story. Invent a character
and send them on a tour of the school. Challenge your class to describe the
character’s journey, sharing their thoughts and feelings about what they
see. At key moments shout out a change of character and see how the story
changes. You could switch from a fairy-tale princess to a secret agent or
even an escaped dinosaur!

Twisty tales
Take some traditional story openings and give them a twist. How about
starting a ‘Once upon a time’ story about a bogey that lives up a nose? Or
change Little Red Riding Hood to Little Red Hiding Hoodie and make her
the villain of the story? Perhaps you could give Rapunzel a smartphone or
let Cinderella meet Luke Skywalker… Have fun twisting traditional fairy tales
into stories that will surprise the reader.

Action and emotion
Can you show how you’re feeling without saying a word? Challenge your
writers to think about how a character’s actions can reveal their emotions.
Ask your class to pick an emotion from the worksheet on the next page
and then mime an action that shows this emotion. Can the rest of the
class guess how they are feeling? Encourage them not to settle for the
first emotion they think of (e.g. shocked), but use a thesaurus to consider
alternatives too (e.g. astonished, surprised, blindsided, etc.)
and discuss the subtle differences between these and how
these can be shown.

Escape from the classroom and try writing in different
locations to get some fresh inspiration! From the playground
to the sports hall, the local park to the library, see how a
change of scene can inspire some fun stories. You
could even cover the walls of the classroom with
photos of different locations from Mount Everest to
Mars for maximum inspiration.
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Writing
Tip
Francesca
Simon says...
“We love funny
stories, silly stories,
mystery stories, sad
stories – most of
all we love stories
which only you
could write.”

“You can have your
Brexit deal”, said
Tusk nibbling at his
cake, “but please,
can I be in the
Great British Bake
off? Baking has
really been my only
passion!”
The Brexit Battle, 2019

Did you know?

Extreme writing

Action and emotion

Calling
all young

...the 2019 stories featured
h as
inventive descriptions suc
of
top
‘teeth as pointy as the
.
the pencil’

Try to think of at least five other emotions.
Write them down here and then act them out.

To help your
students discover
their inner creativity,
explore the fun and
imaginative use of
language in the Roald
Dahl Thesaurus.

11

Editing

Calling all

teachers

Writing the last line of a story doesn’t mean a writer has
finished having fun. From finding plot holes to polishing
their prose, authors check their spelling, punctuation and
grammar, and redraft their stories until they feel they’re
the best they can be. Use some of these activities to help
your class revise and edit their stories until they shine.

Writing
Tip

Story buddies
Find out what genres of stories your class think they have written. You could
pair up writers according to the genre of story they love to read and use the
story buddy checklist on the next page to give feedback on each other’s
stories.

Cliché detector

“Write, re-write,
write and re-write
some more. Make
your story the best
it can be.”

WORD
POWER

Encourage your class to revise and reread their stories to look out for any
improvements they could make. Can they spot any words or
phrases that are used too often and use synonyms instead?
Reading aloud can help your writers to hear any sentences that
sound a bit clunky. Encourage your writers to play around with
vocabulary and the order of words in their story until it sounds right.

Title terror
We won’t judge a story by its cover, but picking the right title
can get us turning the pages. Ask your class to suggest some
of their favourite story titles such as The Lion, the Witch and
the Wardrobe and discuss what makes them work. Challenge
your writers to think up their own attention-grabbing titles.
This might be an intriguing title such as ‘The Grannies
who Flew to the Moon’ or just one word that
jumps out at the reader like ‘Monkeynapped’!
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Does the story have a
good title?
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Does the opening of the
story grab your attention?

n

Does the plot and action
make sense?

n

Does the setting work?

n

Did you like the
characters?

n

Can you tell which
character is speaking
when you read the
dialogue?

n

Does the story have good
descriptions?

n

Do you have a favourite
word or phrase in the
story?

n

Do you like the ending?

Francesca
Simon says...

Clichés such as ‘the tip of the iceberg’ or ‘as dead as a door nail’ can make
a story fall flat. Get your class to suggest their own clichés and collect
these on the board. Then challenge the class to change these clichés into
something more original. How about ‘the pot calling the kettle for a date’?
Challenge your writers to look out for clichés in their writing and, if they spot
one, to swap it for a more surprising image instead.

Make every word count

Story buddies
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The Oxford School
and Oxford Primary
spelling, punctuation
and grammar
dictionaries can help
writers edit their
work and make their
story perfect.

Calling
all young

writers
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Enjoy 500 Words!
Don’t forget to press the
button and submit before 8pm
on 27th February!
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