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Assignment for Beginning Writers: 
Write a scene in which your main character feels compelled to solve a mystery or fix a problem. The 
mystery or problem has to involve your main character, your secondary character, and a supporting 
cast of one, two, three, or four people. And these characters must address the mystery or problem in 
dialogue. It's fine if they don't all understand the mystery or know how to solve the problem – but 
they all must speak.  

1. As you write, imagine how each character – your main character, your secondary character, 
and your supporting cast – feels about the problem or mystery and about one other. For 
example, your main character and your secondary character may know each other, but they 
may not know the supporting cast. They may like or dislike one another. They may not all 
understand how to fix the problem or solve the mystery, or they may not all agree about it. 

2. Illustrate how each character feels about the problem or mystery and about the other 
characters in the dialogue you write. For example, because your main character believes that 
he knows how to solve the mystery or the problem, he could explain his solution. He could 
speak with only one character, or with all of them. The other characters could agree, or they 
could disagree.  

Suggested word limit: 500-600 words 
 
Assignment for Advanced Writers: 
Write a scene. Through your use of dialogue, the characters’ internal narrative, and/or description, 
establish the following:  

1. A main character, a secondary character, and a supporting cast of at least three people – so 
you will have at least six people total in your story. You can have many more than six; for 
example, you could have a main character, a secondary character, and a crowd of thousands, 
if you like. 

2. A problem or mystery. 
3. A conflict or tension between the real and the fantasy. Move your main character between 

imaginary and real worlds, experimenting with how this affects his perception of the 
problem or mystery. For example, perhaps there is no problem or mystery in the real world, 
only in his imagination; or perhaps the problem or mystery is real, but his movements 
between fantasy and reality distort or complicate how he and his fellow characters address 
the problem or mystery. Allow his movement between worlds to affect your other 
characters’ perception of him and his perception of them.  

 
As you write consider the following: 

§ What you want the reader to feel and understand about the characters. What do you want to 
reveal to the reader about the main character, about the secondary character, and the cast? 
Do you want the reader to identify with or relate to your main character, or would you 
prefer to create an unsympathetic, unreliable, or enigmatic main character or narrator? As 
you establish the centrality of your main character’s point of view and perceptions, how can 
you use your secondary character and your supporting cast to support or undermine his 
narrative? 
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§ And what do you want these characters to know about each other? Should each character 
understand the others’ motivations; should these people say what they mean? Or might 
manipulation, distrust, or conflict of interest make the element of the problem or mystery 
more effective?  

§ What do you want the reader to know about the problem or mystery? Should it be apparent 
only to the reader what real problem or the true solution really is?  

§ Or should it be apparent only to your main character, or only to your secondary character, or 
only to your supporting cast? What’s the most effective way to manage (and perhaps 
gradually reveal) this knowledge in order to create the atmosphere and the narrative arc you 
want?  

§ Should this problem or mystery be solved? Your goal here is to work with these craft 
elements: (a) creating a hierarchy of characters, (b) managing each character’s presence in the 
story according to his importance in the hierarchy, and (c) using dialogue effectively to 
accomplish (a) and (b). You could solve the problem or leave it unsettled – whatever best 
serves these goals. 

§ How does it affect the establishment of a character hierarchy, of character relationships, of 
the stakes (the problem or mystery) to also be working with reality and unreality? 

Suggested word limit: 700-800 words  
 


