
Story Structure: Exploring the Famous Five 
Section 1: Welcome 
	  
Lecture 1: Intro 
Hello! My name is Nadia, and I’ll be working with you today. In this nano course, we’ll 
explore five fundamental elements of storytelling (character, plot, setting, theme and 
writing style), and we’ll investigate how they relate to various art forms. We’ll be using 
a story structure exercise to explore paradigms from the tandem traditional, to the 
more contemporary form of storytelling. You’ll need to read an extract from John 
Yorke’s ‘Into the Woods: How Stories Work and Why We Tell Them’ (2013), provided 
in the handbook in the resources section. Finally, we’ll wrap-up with a pop-quiz (just to 
make sure you were concentrating) and a discussion with another creative activity 
regarding how you can build on the work you did in the earlier exercise. 

And at the end, in addition to receiving your certificate of completion, you’ll also be 
sign-posted to other useful widgets, such as links to other Scribble Online nanos, the 
Scribble Online course guidebook and information regarding how you can have your 
work AQA or Arts Award accredited, which is super useful if you’re hoping to add 
national qualifications, or even UCAS points to your belt. And you’ll also be given 
information regarding other programmes and services, including workshops, one-to-
one consultations and webinars. 

CUT FOR SLIDE BREAK: Why is story structure important? 
I think we can all feel story structure. It’s something that’s been ingrained in us from 
childhood—from nursery rhymes and bedtime stories, to watching Disney movies and 
Pixar animations, listening to a bit of juicy gossip at the office, etc. We instinctively 
know when a story is being told, what point of the story we’re in, and also, if 
something is not quite right in the telling. At the risk of sounding like the most 
patronising person ever, we know a story has a beginning, a middle and an end. 
Within this framework are the acts, the scenes, the beats, the hooks, the stakes, the 
character journeys, the inciting incidents, midpoints, the climax and resolutions—
placed in an environment or ‘setting’ in order to add context, all producing themes 
and morals/learning points, and often made unique or sometimes defined by genre 
because of the writing style and medium chosen. 
So yeah, we all instinctively know this, but as writers, why do we need to be so 
conscientious of this? 

It’s simple, the foundation of any good production, whether it’s a poem, a novel, TV 
show or film, lies in the its structure. You wouldn't expect a house to stand firm 
without its structure being firm first? A weak blueprint would lead to weak foundations, 
and no matter how well the house is decorated, it will collapse.  
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John Yorke’s Into the Wood goes to great lengths in explaining this (not the house 
thing, the writing stories thing)… Although extracts are available in the handbook, I 
would recommend you read the full whack as it offers so much.  

CUT FOR SLIDE BREAK: Why John Yorke’s book? 
I had the privilege of being taught by, and working with John when I was at the BBC 
and his lessons on story structure have influenced many of my writing workshops, and 
even the way I write.  
He argues that there is a unifying shape to narrative forms which is identifiable in 
ancient myths to block-busters and stories of the everyday, and by exploring how 
story structure works, not only in single-protagonist storytelling, but also in multi-
protagonist dramas, we soon learn the significance of an active protagonist, we begin 
to see how structural principles work in television, we learn what the ‘death of a 
character’ really means and why some series must come to an end (even if they’re 
awesome), and why characterisation is not only born out of dramatic structure, but 
essential to it…among other things. 

Now, of course, story structure has rules, and rules, at times, can be broken. But in 
order to break those rules, you have to know what they are. Can you say you know 
them for sure? Because even the most structurally unorthodox of any literature is 
rooted in the reaction of universal archetypes—still aware of the audience 
expectations and considerate of how to subvert those expectations without 
disappointing. Examples can be found in shows like The Wire, in David Nicholls’ novel, 
‘One Day’ (if in doubt, google). 

CUT FOR SLIDE BREAK:By the end of this course you will have… 
The aim of this course is to get you to think about the plausibility of your 
story idea though story structure. In other words, like some of my 
students, you might be able to tell me ‘I’ve got a really good idea for a 
web series’, or ‘I wanna write a book about my life’ or, ‘I have this idea 
for my essay’, (because yes, even the more academic forms of writing 
need story structure), and then when I start asking you questions about 
what happens, why it happens, who the protagonist is, what journey do 

they go on and why, what they learn, what you want to teach or treat your audience to 
and why, how the story ends, you respond with ‘errrr’, and you either don’t know or 
‘you’re working on it’…and two years later, ‘you’re still working on it!’ 

Let’s nip this in the bud together with a bit of reading, some quizzing, discussing, 
thinking, creating, reflecting and actioning. Allow me to explain how this thing works. 
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Lecture 2: How it Works  
We’ll kick-start with the ‘Get Thinking’ section; I’ve added a reflexive practice exercise 
that is primarily designed to get you thinking about what story you want to develop, 
the stage you’re at, and how this course can help you develop it. If you’ve tapped into 
the other nanos, you’ll have already established why you’re passionate about writing, 
you would have established your project idea, created an action plan and what’s 
known as an ‘elevator pitch,’ and you would have sketched a character or characters 
that will go on this journey that you’re about to mould via the story structure. Feel free 
to go back and do the other nano first, but equally, you’re more than welcome to carry 
on with this one and visit the others a little later. There is no linear way of learning. This 
is your journey. Have it your way. 

CUT FOR SLIDE BREAK:A list of the preceding nano courses and a note to 
visit the Scribble Online course dashboard for a catalogue of other fab nano :) 

After you’ve participated in the reflexive practice bit, you can continue expanding your 
knowledge and creativity. You’ll notice I’ve left an e-book in the resources section for 
you. It contains extracts and notes taken from John Yorke’s ‘Into the Woods’, as well 
as other useful links regarding story structure. Have a read through that, draw some 
inspiration from it, make notes; think about what might apply to you. Are there any 
points you’ve not yet considered that you should add to the notes made form the 
reflexive practice exercise? Is there anything you agree or disagree with? If so, then 
why? Scribble away; really absorb the information and when you’re ready, move on to 
the quiz, and don’t panic the quiz exists to ensure you’ve taken on board some of the 
points made in the text. It’s not a life or death situation. 

Subsequently, we’ll glide into the course wrap-up, where we’ll explore ways in which 
you can use your literature in other areas of your life, you’ll have an opportunity to 
learn more about Scribble Online including other nano courses, as well as other 
Scribble Ink programmes and services, and once that’s done, you’ll be able to collect 
your certificate.  

Before you dive in, take a few tips from lecture 3. 
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Lecture 3: Tips 
1) Take your time: I’ve met a lot of writers who do not like reading, and if 

you’re one of them, I have to break it to you; reading is an integral part of 
developing your creative, literacy and cognitive skills. Perhaps it’s not that 
you ‘hate’ reading as such, but you’re just not sure what genre or format 
does it for you. And that’s ok. In finding your voice and establishing why you 
like writing, you’ll also learn more about what you love reading, because as 
creatives, its good to write what we read, given the commitment we have to 
make to our work, and how much we have to champion it. But I digress! I 
refer you back to my point pre-waffle; take your time. It’s not a race. 
Download the resources and read over them more than once if you have to. 
Highlight and make notes. Different points apply to different people, so just 
make this section all about you; What do agree or disagree with? What are 
you inspired by? Etc?  

2) When it comes to getting creative, Find a comfortable place to work; 
your go to space for creativity; a library, your kitchen, a coffee shop or your 
wardrobe (yup, some people do that…I'm assuming they have a torch 
handy). 

3) Now this might be weird, but trust me it works, and it’s something we’ll be 
doing in other courses, because it really does help: close your eyes, take a 
deep breath in, hold for a second, and exhale. Repeat this a few times, 
and with every exhale, do what you can to clear your mind.  

4) Don’t fall into the trap of overthinking and making your reason for writing, an 
epic moment for the world! In attempting to be all things to all people, you’re 
likely to be nothing for no-one. Harness that old cliche of being true to 
yourself. The exercise might humble you, but it’s all part of building you, and 
your art. 

5) Enjoy getting creative! Be honest and just have fun. 
6) We’ll explore other ways in which your answers can be useful a little later, but 

for now, let’s get thinking! 
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Section 2: Get Thinking 
Lecture 4: Reflect, Read and Quiz.1 
Reflexive Exercise: Answer the following questions honestly. Write them down as a 
list or as a mind map with doodles, or if you’d prefer, record yourself talking, play it 
back and then write. This is a personal development process, so do what’s both 
comfortable and productive, for you. 

1. List your characters: Who is your protagonist? Your antagonist? Supporting 
characters? The more detail you can add the better. Use the character 
development nano for extra support. 

2. Traditionally, there are 7 basic plots:1.Overcoming the Monster, 2.Voyage and 
Return, 3.The Quest, 4.Voyage and Return, 5.Comedy, 6.Tragedy and 7.Rebirth 
(there’s link to more information is available in the handbook). What plot are you 
using and why? 

3. List your settings: Primary, secondary and/or tertiary settings. Be as detailed as 
possible. Why and how are the settings significant to the story? If you’re a 
visual person, now’s the time to start collecting images! Browse catalogues, 
cut and paste images and build on those. 

4. What are the major themes of your story? What are the minor themes? How do 
they compliment or contrast each other? 

5. Describe your writing style in a paragraph. 
6. Describe your writing style in two sentences. 
7. Describe your writing style in three words.  
8. Shape your story moments: Answer the following questions on behalf of your 

protagonist, and then repeat this part of the exercise for other major and minor 
characters if you wish. Check out the story structure handout in the handbook if  

8.1. What does your character want? 
8.2. What does your character need? 
8.3. What obstacles are in the way? 
8.4. What is at stake? Or, what will the character loose if they don’t achieve their 
objective? 
8.5. Why should we (the audience/the reader) care? 
8.6. Overcoming obstacles: How does your character go about achieving their 
goal? 
8.7. How does the story end? 
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Lecture 5: Reflect, Read and Quiz.2 
Familiarise yourself with the information in the handbook and then stimulate your mind 
with a quiz! Take as much time as you need to read, and then when you’r ready, take 
the quiz. 

QUIZ QUESTIONS 
1) Fill in the gaps: “As we’ve seen, successful three-act works mimic the shape of the 
larger structure; indeed, the shape of the protagonist’s journey in the former is more 
clearly marked out by the demands of the five-act form. Writers who struggle with the 
Hollywood paradigm often find the five-act shape gives them the control over their 
middle section they otherwise find hard to deliver. Used wisely, it imposes a much 
stronger structure, creates regular gripping turning points that increase narrative 
tension and in turn eliminates one of the most common problems new screenwriters 
are heir to: the ‘sagging’, disjointed, confused and often hard-to-follow second act.” 
Page 44. 
2) Fill in the gaps: “Storytelling has a shape. It dominates the way all stories are told 
and can be traced back not just to the Renaissance, but to the very beginnings of the 
recorded word. It’s a structure that we absorb avidly whether in art-house or airport 
form and it’s a shape that may be— though we must be careful— a universal 
archetype.” Into. 
3) Question: How does Yorke define a protagonist? 
Answer: “The protagonist is the person around whom the story revolves.” Page 4 
4) “ [re desire]If a character doesn’t want something, they’re passive. And if they’re 
passive, they’re effectively dead. Without a desire to animate the protagonist, the 
writer has no hope of bringing the character alive, no hope of telling a story and the 
work will almost always be boring.” Page 8-9 
5) “There’s one overriding desire— to survive and prosper— yet each episode 
contains its own sub-goal — to get of the roof, to get the guns, to find the family or 
the missing girl. As in all drama, we watch as the characters seek security and 
vanquish anything that threatens it, just as we’d like to believe we would do to 
ourselves…What a character thinks is good for them is often at odds with what 
actually is. This conflict, as we shall see, appears to be one of the fundamental tenets 
of structure, because it embodies the battle between external and internal desire.” 
Page 10. 
6) “[The Journey] The quest in an integral ingredient of all archetypal stories. Change 
of some kind is at the heart of this quest, and so too is choice, because finally the 
protagonist must choose how to change. Nowhere is this more clearly embodied than 
in the crisis.” Page 15. 
7) “The climax, then, is the peak of the drama: everything builds to this end, all the 
strands, all issues, all themes square up. Protagonist faces antagonist - all come 
together to fight it out and be dissolved.” Page 18. 
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8) “It seems impossible to understand how, with only eight notes in an octave, we 
don;t simply run out of music, but just as tones give rise to semi-tones and time-
signatures, tempo and style alter content, so we start to see that a very simple 
pattern contains within it the possibility of endless permutations. Feed in a different 
kind of flaw; reward or punish the characters in a variety of ways; and you create a 
different kind of story.” Page 22: Here, Yorke theorises that dark inversions (or 
tragedies) are often allegorical— social commentaries on the real world and a ‘sick 
society.' 
9) “Acts are a unit of action bound by a character’s desire. they have their own 
beginning, middle and end, the latter of which spins the narrative off in a new and 
unexpected direction; this is of course being ‘the surprise’ Ramsay prescribed. It’s 
something the Greeks called peripeteia, a word most commonly translated as 
‘reversal.’ In simple terms, a character is pursuing a specific goal when something 
unexpected happens to change the nature and direction of their quest. While 
moonier reversals can occur in every scene, bigger ones tend to divide the work 
into specific acts…It’s important to remember that there is no limit to the number of 

acts a story can have…” Page 25.  
10) “Storytelling, then, can be seen as a codification of the method by which we learn 
— expressed in a three-act shape. the dialectic pattern- thesis/antithesis/synthesis — 
is at the heart of the way we perceive the world; and it’s a really useful way to look at 
structure. A character is flawed, an inciting incident throws them into a world that 
represents everything they are not, and in the darkness of that forest, old and new 
integrate to achieve a balance. We cannot accept chaos; we have to order it. If a story 
involved the invasion of chaos and its restoration to order (and all archetypal ones do), 
then it cannot help but take the form of the three-act shape [SEE DIAGRAM ON PAGE 
30]… In the first act of any story a character is presented with a particular flaw or 
need. An inciting incident occurs towards, or at, the end of that first act, and the 
protagonist ‘falls down a rabbit hole’ . In the second act, the character attempts to 
return to the world from which they came, whilst slowly learning that another equally 
important world awaits them where valuable lessons may be learned. At the end of 
this section, at their lowest ebb, the protagonist must choose whether to confront the 
enemies ranged against them by calling on lessons they have learned, or to return, 
sheepishly, to their old self. it’s at this crisis point that they almost always choose to 
engage int he biggest battle (or climax) of their life, to test and then assimilate their 
new skills, before being finally rewarded (the resolution) for their travails.” Pages 29-31. 

11)“[Freytag’s Pyramid] the first person to properly codify Terence’s pattern — as it 
appeared in Elizabethan drama — was the German novelist Gustav Freytag. in 1863, 
in his epic Technique of the Drama, he gave the world ‘Freytag’s Pyramid.’ taking the 
long and hard look at form, he detected an underlying shape [SEE DIAGRAM ON 
PAGE 36]. There were five stages in every tragedy, he declared:  
1. Exposition: We meet the dramatis personae, and time and place are established. 
We learn about the antecedents  conflict and dramatic tensions.  
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2. Complications: The course of the action becomes more complicated, the ‘tying of 
the knots’ takes place. interests clash, intrigues are spawned, and events accelerate 
in a definite direction. Tension mounts and momentum builds up.  
3. The climax of the action: The development of conflict reaches its high point, the 
Hero stands at the crossroads, leading to victory or defeat, crashing or soaring.  
4. Falling Action: Reversals. The consequences of Act 3 play out, momentum slows, 
and tension is heightened by false hopes/ fears. If it’s a tragedy, it looks like all may be 
lost.  
5. Catastrophe: The conflict is resolved, whether through a catastrophe, the downfall 
of the hero, or through his victory and transfiguration.” Pages 36-37.  
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Section 3: Get Creative 
Lecture 6:  
Transform your answers from the earlier exercise into a short commentary or essay by 
summarising your ‘famous five’ elements of storytelling. It might help you to complete 
these sentences: 

CUT FOR SLIDE BREAK: Add the questions below 
1. My character/characters are…(be as detailed as you like) 
2. My plot is best described as… 
3. The setting(s) for this story include…because… 
4.The theme(s) for this story include… 
5. My writing style is best described as… 
Your commentary/essay should also include a bit of info about your journey on this 
nano. Be honest; if your ideas were a little sketchy or you were surprised by how little 
you’d prepared, talk about it. The more detailed the better. This is an opportunity for 
you to see how far you’ve come in a short space of time. Make a note of what you’ve 
learned about the initial state of your project through answering the questions and 
from reading the handbook. Add a little review about Yorke’s theories. Again, talk 
about anything you agree or disagree with, what applies to you. If you’ve read, 
watched, listened to or seen other sources of inspiration that are relevant to this 
conversation, then talk about them. 

CUT FOR SLIDE BREAK: Get to writing! 

• Ok, pens down, your time (at least for this nano) is up. Congratulations! Not only 
have you finished this race, you’ve also completed one part of a Scribble Online 
training module. To find out how you can have your work accredited, or use it as 
part of an extended Scribble Ink programme, check out the Scribble Online Course 
Guidebook, the Assessment Criteria Handbook, or contact me. All info is in the 
resource section and in any links I’ve pasted. 

In addition to participating in other programmes offer, make sure you create 
opportunities for yourself… 
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Section 4: Course Wrap-up 
Lecture 7: How to use your literature 

- Repeat this course as many times as you like. I’d suggest glancing over your 
work to remind yourself of the story structure, to consider any changes you need to 
make as your story develops, etc. It might even be worth archiving all your notes so 
you can see how you’ve evolved as a writer, and generally as a person. 

- Use this exercise for other academic or personal development activities: 
Scribble Online courses are made to be adaptable. Therefore, you can use the 
exercises to help you develop your more creative literature, or as part of your 
everyday personal development, for academic purposes, to help you shape your 
portfolio, whether it be for your Arts Award or AQA accreditation, to help you with a 
project proposal or the early stages of planning, etc.  

- Collaborate with others: Don’t feel that you have to do this as an individual. This 
course might be useful for a group exercise. Take it with you to work, to your 
writers’ group, if you’re a workshop leader, if you’re a manger, educator, use this 
course as a team building exercise or as part of your production planning. If you are 
working on this as an individual, share your ideas with those you trust to give you 
honest and constructive feedback. 

- Draft an action plan: Again, if you’ve done any of the preceding nanos then you’ll 
know what your action plan should entail, but for those who are new to Scribble, 
you might want to consider using your story structure as a launch pad for setting 
some goals. For instance, you’re writing a screenplay, and you now know you need 
an inciting incident. What does that inciting incident look like? Have you given 
yourself a deadline for getting this all figured out and moving onto the next stage? 
What does that look like? 

- Continue Growing: Use the notes you’ve made as a template for a scene by 
scene, which incidentally, is the focus of the next nano titled, ‘The Scene By Scene 
Skeleton’. Use it as a launchpad for developing a treatment, a more in-depth essay, 
etc. 

- Keep the work in reach:Take a picture of your notes. Keep it on your phone or 
somewhere you can access it. Scan it from time to time — its a great way to track 
your progress and a resource for expanding on or inspiring new ideas. If you’ve set 
some goals, add them to your calendar; put reminders in your phone, share your 
goals with a friend or colleague you trust to give you a kick up the bum when 
needed. 

- Finally: Enjoy the process. Make it fun, make it colourful, make it you. 
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Lecture 8: How was it? 
How did you find this nano course? 
What would you change or do differently? 
What will you do with your draft of work? 
Feel free to share your feedback which will be considered for the next course.  And 
please, please get in touch if a great thing comes from this experience. i.e, your work 
gets published or performed, or just makes you happy. It’d be a joy to celebrate with 
you! 

Thank you for joining me today, and a huge congrats to you! Not only have you 
finished this nano, you’ve also completed one part of a Scribble Online training unit. To 
find out how you can have your work accredited, or use it as part of an extended 
Scribble Ink programme, check out the Scribble Online Course Guidebook, the 
Assessment Criteria Handbook, or contact me. All info is in the resource section and 
in any links I’ve pasted. Until we meet again, happy writing! 

Scribble Ink: The Writers’ Revelation Revolution. 

Fade out. 
   

Additional resources: 
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