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Assignment 1


Choosing a photo

For your first assignment go through your albums, boxes of photos, collections of photos 
stored on your computer etc. etc. and start to organise them by period, date, event, 
family or whatever is appropriate. As you sift through them, put the ones you find 
particularly interesting in a separate pile.


If any memories are sparked when you are sifting through your photos, write them down. 
Most writers make a note of ideas as they come to them no matter where they are or 
what they are doing. So, start thinking like a writer and jot down any ideas or memories 
you have before you forget them. They will be really useful when you start to write your 
story.


By the end of this assignment you should have picked out a selection of photos that 
particularly interest you and identified one (or more) from your selection that you would 
like to investigate further. Keep all of the other photos you have sorted for future 
reference. 


If you haven’t already started, you should now scribble down all the ideas and memories 
which are coming back to you. There is more room to write on the next page but if you 
run out of space, grab another piece of paper or get yourself a notebook (a vital piece of 
equipment for any writer).


Continue your scribbles below: 
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Assignment 2


Taking a closer look at a photo

Lesson 2 is all about finding out more about your photograph and so by the answering 
the following questions you should get off to a good start. You may need to do bit of extra 
digging and research to answer some of the questions but everything you discover will 
give you so much more to work with when you come to write your story. Include as much 
detail as you can for each question.


Where did your photograph come from?


How did you acquire the photograph?


How was the photograph taken (digital, film, studio)? Details like this can help to reveal 
the age of a photo and whether it is a casual amateur snapshot or a professional studio 
picture. 
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How old is the photograph? If you don’t know see if an older family member or friend can 
help you.


Are there any things about the photograph which tell you its age (black and white, sepia, 
colour, torn, faded, damaged etc.). This information will also help you to determine the 
age or period of your photograph.


If you are working with an old photo and you are having problems determining its age try 
some of the following:


1. Check to see if your photo includes the name or imprint of the photographer (an 
imprint may also include details of where the studio was). If you discover something 
useful you could either do your own research to find out when and where the printer 
was in business or you could approach a local history or genealogy group for some 
help.


2. The setting or background of your photo can provide some useful clues about the 
period in which it was taken. Photographs taken before the arrival of flash 
photography were typically taken outside to take full advantage of natural light and 
so it was quite common for families to pose in front of their house or car (look to see 
if you have any other photos with names and dates which feature the same house or 
car). Similarly photos taken inside may provide clues from the items you can see in 
the background. 


3. Check out the clothes people are wearing in your photo. Photos taken in the 19th 
century were usually very formal - people dressed up in their best clothes and were 
carefully positioned in static poses. As photography developed and cameras 
became widely available to the general public, ‘snaps’ became much more casual 
and informal.


4. Take a closer look at the hairstyles. These give away a lot about period (think perms, 
blue rinses, bobs, mullets).


5. Look at the size, colour, quality and  format of the photo. Older photos often have 
borders and are usually smaller than modern pictures. Modern photos typically don’t 
have borders and the images are better defined and the colours are much brighter.
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6. If you want to get a bit technical, put on a pair of ultraviolet sunglasses and hold 
your photo over a black light (a type of light that makes white clothes and teeth glow 
in the dark). If your photo doesn’t glow it is probably pre 1950s. 


Do you know where the photograph was taken?


What is the subject of the photo?


What time of year is it?


Do you know who took the photograph?
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If there are any people in the photo do you know who they are?


Is it a formal portrait or an informal snapshot?


Is it a close up or long shot?


Do you know why the photo was taken?
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Assignment 3


Digging even deeper

In lesson 2 you looked at the content of your photo and so by now you should have quite 
a lot of background information to work with. In lesson 3 you are starting to dig a bit 
deeper to discover the emotions and mood of the photo. So, see how much information 
you can add using the questions as a guide below. If a question isn’t relevant just ignore 
it. The details you uncover here will enable you create a story which has far greater depth 
than just an account of who or what is in your photo.


Is it a happy or sad occasion?


What is the mood of the photo?


What do you think the people in the photo are saying to each other?
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How are the people in the photo dressed?


What do their facial expressions, posture and body language tell you and can you guess 
how they might have felt about having their picture taken?


What do you think the people in the photo might be thinking or feeling?


What’s happening in the photo?


Is there anything unusual or surprising about the photo?
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Is there anything in the photo which gives a sense of period or place? For example, 
means of transport, fashion, hairstyles, buildings?


Do you know anything about the history behind the building(s) in the photo? Style, 
structure and building materials can reveal a lot about period and location.


Is the photo from a different period but in a location which is familiar to you? What 
features/aspects are the same, what have changed?


Do you know why the photo was taken?
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Assignment 4


Looking beyond the photo

By now you should have gathered plenty of information about who or what is in your 
photo and so now it is time to look beyond the photo. If you were not there when the 
photo was taken this process is a lot harder and will require you to use your imagination 
but anything you come up with will enable you to add a a new dimension to your story. 
Below are some questions to get you started but don’t let them inhibit your imagination.


Do you remember or can you imagine what might have happened in the moments just 
before and after the photo was taken?
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Are there any people missing from the photo? Do you know why they are not there? Is 
there anything else significant missing from the photo?


Do you know what was happening in the world at the time the photo was taken? You can 
add depth and meaning to a story by adding some background details.
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Does the photo include any clues about what life and society were like at the time? Can 
you imagine what you would see, hear and smell if you were in the photo.


What events or relationships do you think might have happened before and after the 
photo? 
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Assignment 5


Creating a photo storyboard

This is a practical assignment and so there are no questions but I have included some 
hints and tips on how to create a photo storyboard.


Choose your pictures


Start by picking out the selection of photos you want to work with and arrange them into 
a suitable sequence (play around with the sequence until you find something that works). 
Ideally the photos should have a related theme but if you want your writing to be less 
factual and more creative you could choose a selection of photos which inspire a more 
fiction-based story. 


Storyboarding software


There is quite a selection of storyboarding software available online but typically it isn’t 
free and it does tend be quite complex. Having said that, Storyboard That does look easy 
and fun to use. However, although it is advertised as free when you do a Google search, if 
you want to be able to upload your own photos you will have to pay a monthly charge 
which at the time of writing is $5.99 per month. To find out what else is available, do your 
own online search.


Also take a look at Pinterest - it’s an online pinboard for images and so it’s a great tool for 
creating picture/photo storyboards and it is completely free to use. It is becoming 
increasingly popular with family history researchers and genealogists as a quick and 
simple way of sharing photos with family and friends.


Creating a storyboard on your computer


If you do not want to use specialist storyboarding software then an alternative is to create 
a simple table in Microsoft Word (or an equivalent word processor) and then add pictures 
to each cell in the table.


If you are not particularly familiar with Microsoft Word and/or creating tables either take a 
look at my suggested links below for some help or do your own online search. There are 
other ways of creating a storyboard in Word but I think that creating a table and adding 
pictures is probably the easiest way.


How to Create a Storyboard in Microsoft Office Word


How to Make a Storyboard in Word
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If you want to create a storyboard on your computer or using some specialist 
storyboarding software, you will need to have your photos accessible on your computer 
or online. If you only have hardcopies you will need to scan them and save them on your 
computer. If you have not had a go at scanning before, here is an article that might help 
you:


How to properly scan a photograph


Creating a storyboard by hand


If you decide to create a story board by hand you can either use a board or large piece of 
paper or card or you can use index cards. The advantage of index cards is that you can 
rearrange the order of your photos much more easily. Simply stick each photo on to a 
separate index card and make make any notes about the photo on the back. If you 
choose to use a board, you can add your notes underneath each photo. 

© www.beginnersguidetowriting.com                                                      Writing the stories behind your photos workbook   Page !15

http://www.howtogeek.com/109409/


Assignment 6


More than a caption

In this assignment I want you spend some time thinking about how you can use all of the 
information and ideas you have gathered so far to start building your story. 


In lesson 6 you learned a bit about the different genres/styles you can use to tell your 
story but don’t feel you have to adopt one of these styles. They are simply examples of 
the variety of styles you could use to tell your story. The important thing is to get writing 
so choose a style you feel most comfortable with.


One of the best ways to learn how to write in a particular genre is to read the work of 
other authors who have written in that style/genre. Look online, visit your local library or 
bookshop, check your own or friends’ bookshelves and see what you can find. As you 
read, make notes about what you like and what you don’t like about the writing, what 
elements you think would work for your story, what you think makes it a good story etc. 
etc..


I have included some space below for you to scribble down your thoughts and ideas. If 
you run out of space, grab another piece of paper.
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Assignment 7


Starting to plan your story

It’s now time to start thinking about which of the story elements covered in lesson 7 you 
could use for the photo(s) you are working with. The following questions/prompts have 
been designed to cover the five main elements of a story. If you look back through the 
notes you have already made, you will probably discover that you have answered many of 
the points covered below before. However, by scribbling something down here, you will 
not only start to bring all of the possible elements of your story together but you may also 
come up with some new ideas and twists. 


Draw up your cast of characters by making a list of the people in your photo. What type 
of people are they, how old are they, what are they wearing, how are they related to each 
other, do they look happy or sad, how do you think they feel, who do you think should be 
the central character(s) or main protagonists?
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Now think about the setting of your photo. Where was it taken, is it inside or outside, 
what time of year is it, what time of day was it taken, what is the weather like, what can 
you learn from the background of the photo, are there any special features or buildings, 
what is the mood or atmosphere of the photo?
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Is there anything unusual happening in the photo which could be used as the basis for 
your plot?


Are you aware of any conflicts, rivalries or tensions between the people in your photo? If 
so, is this visible in the photo?
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What do you know about the people in the photo or the subject of the photo? Does your 
photo bring back any memories or conjure up any emotions or feelings which you could 
use as the theme for your story?
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Assignment 8


The five Ws of story telling

By now you have probably already come up with enough detail and information to answer 
the Who?, What?, Where”, When? and Why? about your photo so you shouldn’t have too 
much trouble coming up with some ideas for each. So, using the information you have 
collected so far, scribble down some brief notes for each of the five Ws.


Now try to write your own five-line poem using this information. Remember that you have 
just one line for each of the five Ws. It doesn’t matter which order you write them in, but 
keep each line quite short. Make a note at the end of each line which of the five Ws you 
have used.


Who?

What?

Where?

When?

Why?

Line 1

Line 2

Line 3

Line 4

Line 5
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There is also another type of five-line poem called a cinquain. These are more prescriptive 
because not only are they restricted to five lines but each line either uses a specific 
number of syllables or words. Although for this type of poem you are not trying to 
incorporate each of the five Ws as above, you can still use the same information to create 
your poem.


The so-called didactic cinquain uses a set number of words and is probably the easier of 
the cinquain styles/forms to start with. There are two forms of the didactic cinquain. The 
first uses one word on the first line, two words on the second line, three words on the 
third line, four words on the fourth line and one word on the fifth line. The other form uses 
the same number of words per line but specific types of words are used for each. For 
example:


Line 1: title/subject (one word - a noun)


Line 2: description (two words) descriptive words (adjectives) which describe the title


Line 3: Action (three words) words which describe the action or tell the reader more about 
the subject of the poem (typically words ending in ‘ing’).


Line 4: Feeling/emotion (four words) a four-word phrase which reveals the feelings or 
emotions associated with the subject of the poem


Line 5: title (one word) this should not be a repeat of the title but a one-word synonym 
(noun) for the title


For more about didactic cinquains either do you own online search or take a look at 
these:


What is a didactic cinquain?


Cinquains: How to write them


If you really want to challenge your creativity, have a go at writing your own didactic 
chinquapin. There is some space below for you to try writing a didactic cinquain in both 
of the forms described above. 


Just think how proud you will be when you tell your friends and family that you have 
written a didactic cinquain. They probably won’t know what it is but that doesn’t matter - 
what you have written is far more important than the method you have used.


Line 1 (one word)

Line 2 (two words)

Line 3 (three words)

Line 4 (four words)

Line 5 (one word)
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Line 1 (one noun)

Line 2 (two adjectives)

Line 3 (three descriptive words (typically ending in ‘ing’)

Line 4 (four-word phrase)

Line 5 (one noun which is a synonym of the title)
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Assignment 9


Some basic writing tips

Many of the points covered in lesson 9 will be only relevant when you start writing but 
there are still some things you can do in preparation.


If you don’t already have a clear idea of what you want to write about and how you want 
to write it, revisit your notes and photo(s) and scribble down as many ideas as you can. In 
lesson 9 I have mentioned some of the different approaches you can use for creating a 
story from the factual to the fictional, so think about which of these would suit you best. 
You may find that there is more than one approach you want to consider.
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Make notes below of your intended audience(s) and how you think your approach and 
writing style might be affected. For example, if you are writing for friends and family you 
can probably assume some shared knowledge and experiences and your writing style 
can be more personal. If you have a wider audience in mind you will have to set the scene 
by creating a more detailed picture of the setting and characters and adding some 
background details. Although your writing style should be less personal this doesn’t mean 
you have a use a more formal style of writing. Your readers still want to hear your own 
voice coming through.


As with any writing which reveals the lives of real people and real situations think carefully 
about what you include. For example, is there anyone that might be offended or 
embarrassed by what you want to write? Even if you have decided to write a fictional 
story using fictional names, if those characters can be easily identified you may still run 
the risk of causing offence or worse. If in doubt, ask first and, if necessary, get the 
permission of the relevant people in writing.


© www.beginnersguidetowriting.com                                                      Writing the stories behind your photos workbook   Page !25



Now you have thought about what type of story you want to write and who you want to 
read it, you are ready to create an outline. Some writers think that creating an outline 
inhibits creativity and spontaneity but if you are a new or inexperienced writer an outline is 
an important part of the writing process because it helps you to organise you ideas and it 
also gives you something to refer back to as you write. There is no right or wrong way to 
create an outline. Simply scribble down any ideas you have for your story - beginning, 
ending, characters, theme, setting, plot, conflict etc. etc. - and feel free to go back and 
add to it even after you have started writing.


For some extra help on creating outlines either do your own online research or take at 
look at these (don’t let the fact that one of the links below is for creating an outline for a 
novel - the process is the same):


How to write an outline for a story


How to make a novel outline

The least you should know about outlining your story 
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Assignment 9


Some alternative writing styles

Even if you don’t think you are going use any of the styles described in lesson 10 for your 
story, it is still worth having a go at each. Each style requires a different approach so not 
only is it excellent writing practice it is also fun. And, the more you practice, the better 
writer you will become.


Look through some newspapers and pick out some reports which catch your eye. After a 
quick read, go back to the beginning and make some brief notes below about the 
content. For example, was it the headline that caught your attention, does the first 
paragraph draw you in by telling you the most interesting stuff, were you interested 
enough to read to the end and if so what kept you reading?
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Look back at lesson 8 to remind yourself about the five Ws technique and organise the 
notes you have just made in order of importance using the inverted pyramid style (don’t 
forget to include the one H (how) used by journalists). Now start to build up your own 
report from your notes and finally top it all with a reader-grabbing headline.


To learn a bit more about the inverted pyramid style, take a look at Everything you need to 
know about the inverted pyramid writing style 


For some pros and cons of the inverted pyramid style also take a look at Writing from the 
top down: pros and cons of the inverted pyramid 

© www.beginnersguidetowriting.com                                                      Writing the stories behind your photos workbook   Page !28

http://www.skilledup.com/learn/digital-content/about-the-inverted-pyramid-writing-style/
http://www.poynter.org/how-tos/newsgathering-storytelling/chip-on-your-shoulder/12754/writing-from-the-top-down-pros-and-cons-of-the-inverted-pyramid/


Using the space below imagine you are writing a letter to a close friend or relative telling 
them all about your photo. Describe who is in it and who they might know, where it was 
taken, what’s happening, what the occasion is and so on.


In a letter to someone you know well you would write freely about your thoughts, 
observations and feelings and you would not feel constrained or inhibited by concerns 
related to grammar, spelling and style. So here is your opportunity to forget about the 
usual constraints and get writing.


Dear 
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Look out some reviews for a film, a play, a concert or whatever you want and make some 
notes about what makes them interesting and what makes you want to read to the end. 
Do the reviews sell the event, do they make you want to go? Following the suggestions in 
lesson 10 about the order and content of a review, try sketching out some ideas for a 
review about your photo. Not all photos will lend themselves to this approach so, if 
necessary, find another one that does.
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