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Welcome – happy to meet you!  

Today we’re going to talk about using elements of your life to help you enrich the setting in your 
stories.  

 

Intro: Just who is kc dyer, anyway?  

Books for kids teens & adults and bio all available at kcdyer.com 

 

World Building as a concept: 

Sounds big but doesn’t have to be grandiose.  

Maybe when you start a new story, the idea that comes to you is focused on where the story is set. 
“Man, I’d really like to write a space adventure”, you say to yourself.  

Or ”wow, whatever story I write, I want it to take place in a scary hospital.”  

Or you can set the story inside your own cozy living-room, or inside a hummingbird’s egg. It’s all world-
building. Whatever setting you choose, you want it to bring your readers as completely as possible 
along for the ride.  

Regardless of where your story is set, you want to make it cool for both the writer and the reader. 
Problem: setting, by its very nature, is not what drives the story. With most good stories, the 
characters, what they fear and desire, the things that are in their way, the things that frighten them, 
the hurdles they have to overcome – large or small, those are the things that make up story.   

 

The world your story takes place in has a role to play. A HUGE role.  

Setting can provide obstacles: literal mountains and/or figurative road blocks. Your setting  breathes 
life into your characters. It’s where you can reach your readers, by taking them to a place they know 
and reminding what they love or hate about it. Or it’s when you take them where they’ve never been 
before, and you wow them with what could be, or what really is, inside all our imaginations.  

The question I’m going to ask you today is: 

 

Can you find a way to use setting to inspire your story, or drive it forward? 

How do you do that? Don’t you have to start with a plot or characters? Aren’t there rules to follow?  

Here’s the thing. The truth is, beyond having a rudimentary understanding of grammar, and an urge to 
share, there is no “right” way to write a story. You have to find the way that works for you. Every time I 

http://www.kcdyer.com/


hear someone say, “Oh, you have to have an outline, the best stories are written by outline” I shake my 
head. I know too many writers who don’t. 

Maybe you need an outline. Maybe you need to have all the characters named before you begin. 
Maybe you need to know how the story ends. But you don’t HAVE to have any of those things. Yes, it 
might help to have an idea of the plot ahead of time, or an inkling of where you are going to end up, 
but it’s not mandatory. For me, being a writer is both the hardest and the best of professions. But it is 
not the easiest, for sure.  

 

My plan for today is to use photos as a jumping off point, whether to start a story or to jumpstart one 
that’s going nowhere.  

What can the photo add? What can it layer in to the story? How can what you layer on increase the 
conflict in the story? 

For example, take this photo of my dog’s pawprints in the snow.   

Now snow can equal a physical problem. What if you have no boots, or it’s too deep or it doesn’t stop 
or you are in a jungle, and what the heck, why is is snowing? 

Snow can also equal emotional problem. Maybe your character has been defeated by snow in the past 
– it’s held them back before. It reminds them of how their evil stepfather used to throw them out in 
the snow when they displeased him. Maybe snow makes your character depressed.  

This picture may have nothing to do with your story on the surface, but it can inspire ideas to further 
the plot, or increase conflict.  

 

kc's experience:  

Let me tell you about what I did when I wrote my first book. This wasn’t my first story, but when I 
decided I wanted to write a book, I had no idea where to start. My kids were small – they were in 
school and I only had a little bit of time to spend on this project. So I went down to the beach one day, 
where it was quiet, and I could think. And I was staring out at the water, and there on the beach was a 
giant stump.  

It might sound a bit weird, but I suddenly thought – what if I could hear sound coming from this old 
dead tree? What if I could crawl inside? It was far back from the tide line – had been pushed up on the 
beach by a storm. When I went home that day, I held a picture in my head of that old dead tree, 
washed up on the beach. And I wrote a scene. I didn’t know where it was going to go, just that the 
sound of the wind, and the water, the smell of salt in the air, the tang of salt on my skin – and the 
sound like the beat of a drum echoing from deep inside that old tree was enough to get me writing.  

This is the book that grew out of that scene. I’m going to read you a little bit of it now.   

[Reading: SEEDS OF TIME, p 42-44]            

In the first draft, the girl didn’t have a name, and neither did the dog. But this picture drove the story.              

The key to writing anything, really, is to ask a question. For me, every story I’ve ever written was driven 
by questions. With SEEDS, The questions I had were about the girl – I could picture her standing with 
one, cold bare foot on a slab of concrete. I knew she was 13, and I knew she was drinking coffee. But 
what 13 year old drinks coffee? And why only ONE cold, bare foot?  

Answering these questions gave me my first book. So today, I want to give you some good questions to 
ask yourself about your own story – to help you weave the perfect setting around your story.  



 

Handout:  ‘World-building from Life.’  

Since this is such a huge handout, it would take us all day to go through in detail. Instead, I’m going to 
just do a quick summary, and then we’re going to do a couple of writing exercises to help you to make 
best use of these questions for your own writing. This is a tool, that you can get a lot of use out of as a 
writer, if you choose to use it. 

Please note this is not a comprehensive list, and that you can literally pull something from any part of it 
to start building your world. But today, for the sake of summarizing, we’ll start at the top.   

Foundational questions to begin your story:  

 Does your story take place on earth?  

 Does it involve humans, animals or other life forms?  

 How would you describe them?      

 

Writing Sprint #1 

1. Take a look at this picture. We’re going to use this photo for practice, and try to build a story based on 
this one shot. And we’re going to start with some basic questions, inspired by this image. A pile of 
mashed potatoes, right? Nothing could be more ordinary. How do you get an interesting story from a 
pile of mashed potatoes? 

    

Still, Let’s ask our foundational questions about this photo. Does your story take place on earth? Does 
it involve humans, animals or other life forms?  

Take two minutes to use this image to inspire questions to drive your story forward. Sentences or point 
form.  

Discussion, and further examination of what comes next.  

How does the setting help drive this story? The truth is, this isn’t my story. Let’s look at what can come 
from a pile of mashed potatoes.  

[Clip: Close Encounters of the Third Kind] 

Conclusion: while the plot and characters are important, setting also plays a pivotal role.  

 

Back to world-building questions.  

The next set of questions you can ask about the setting of your world have to do with the environment, 
nature and geography of your world.  

Where would you like to set the location of the story?  

 Is it a city, village, house, hole in the ground? You want to know how your locale is laid out.  Can 
you draw it on a map?  

 Are there seasons?  

 What’s the climate like? What about the weather?  

 Are local animals important?  

The answers to these questions will give you toe-holds on your story, grounding what happens with the 
principal characters in your story into reality.  



Writing sprint, based on these questions: write an opening to a new story, inspired by your 
photographic image.  [5 minutes] 

Discussion: A sprint like this can sow the seeds for a new story.  

Back to the handout. Once you have established the absolutely local details, you can take a peek at the 
science and systems of your world.  Many questions here can feed the setting for your story, building 
the layers of background that your story can play out on.  

However, these are some mighty big questions. All of these items fall into the science and systems of 
your world. The answers to these questions help put flesh on the bones of your story. Do any of them 
leap out at you, begging to be answered in your new story?  

 

The next section is Culture and Work, which offer yet more complications that you can use to layer 
your story. Let’s just pick a few questions to get a flavour:  

Is your story set in the historical past, or maybe in an alternate past or present? Or, perhaps even an 
alternate future?  

When you’re writing the range of races, abilities, ages and genders is more of a  character thing, but it 
moves into setting when you are looking at the cultural makeup of the world your people live in.  

There’s so much we can look at here – I want you to pick something that interests you. 
How about food? Or if you’d rather talk about clothes or salaries – the choice is yours. 

 

Writing Sprint #2:  

This is a good example of how you can use setting to confound people’s expectations. Now, looking at 
this picture here – let’s ask some questions. Let’s create a setting that will help us tell a story.  

Let’s use the questions that we have about setting to help push the story forward.  

Again, sentences or point form. Take two minutes to write down your ideas. Remember, we’re trying 
to find ways for the setting to move the story forward.  

Discussion:  

How do the expectations from the initial setting change? How does the setting to push the story 
forward? How does setting  subvert readers’ expectations? 

Conclusion: The setting drives the story to an unexpected place.  

 

Worksheet, continued  

Education & Civics: 

It takes a lot to build a world, and there are many directions you can go, including into systems of 
Education and even civics. Drilling down to the details of life – do they take the subway to get to 
school? What is considered breaking the law? Does your character have access to a hospital or doctor? 

Environment and Geography:  

Again, this category is more of a macro look at the wider world your story is set within.  

 

Magic and Religion: 



These don’t have to be mutually exclusive – lots of societies have both. Remember is that if your story 
includes magic, you need to be really clear in your head, and on the page, about what works and what 
doesn’t. Similarly, religion and religious conflict make a tremendously fruitful backdrop on which to 
weave the tapestry of your story.  

 

Writing Sprint #3: 

With a new photo and a different selection of questions, this time relating to Magic and Religion. 

This time, try to use a new photo to build a world around a story you’ve already started, if you have 
one. You can use my photo, if you like, or one of your own.  

Try to answer the following Magic and Religion questions:  

 Does your setting have magical creatures? 

 How does magic work? Can everyone practice it? 

 Describe a common magic ritual.   

Five minutes.  

Discussion: How can answering these questions bring something fresh to your story? 

 

Problems that can arise when world-building: 

 Volume. 

 Complexity. 

 Clarity. 

 Time-management.  

The Goldilocks Conundrum  

 Papa bear writer: too much research. I have all too often made the mistake of looking into one 
tiny, salient detail and then falling into a rabbit hole that I only emerge from days later. 

 Mama bear writer:  relying only on common knowledge. Not enough research can be a disaster. 

 Baby bear writer: gets the amount of research Just Right! 

How do you get to be the baby bear? The question you have to ask yourself every time is ‘DOES IS 
SERVE THE STORY?’. It can serve the story by adding reality, but you have to find a balance between 
drowning in setting, and having it help the story speed itself along. Speeding vs slogging.  

 

WHEN to do research?   

 know everything possible 

 dabbles a little, write until stuck, search out correct details.  

 The open bracket method.  

This is where you’re writing along merrily, trip over a fact you don’t know, and instead of going hunting 
for the fact, just drop a bracket into your story. You can leave the brackets open, or you can write 
yourself a little note. Then when you go back to do your next draft, that’s when you stop to do your 
research.  

You need to find the option that works for you. 

 



How can a photo help?  

In a way, using the photo can help with this problem. Set yourself a limited number of questions, and 
answer only those you can derive from the photo itself. The whole idea here is get your pen moving or 
your fingers on the keys. Once your brain is in gear, the story can take over. And hopefully the ideas 
the questions and the photos inspire will add a richness to the story that wasn’t there before.  

kc talks about using the photo technique with EIGHTY DAYS TO ELSEWHERE, and coming home with a 
better, richer story.  

Conclusion: 

If you get stuck, you can always pull out a picture. It can be a ridiculous picture, or a triumphant 
picture, or a boring one. Sometimes the benefit of a hard visual is helpful in figuring out what should 
come next in your story. 

And if you want your story to play out on setting that is a rich tapestry, keep this list of world-building 
questions nearby.  

 

Homework for your next writing session: 

Pull out a photo. Pick an absolutely mundane detail -- the worst. The dust on the ground. The colour of 
the sky. The garbage overflowing from the bin. Take that detail and turn it into a huge obstacle for your 
protagonist. That tiny puddle on the ground now grows in significance. Why is important? Describe it 
using lots of sensory detail.  List all the problems it brings to the story. Good luck! 

I hope this is leaving you with a whole ton of inspiration for next time when you get stuck in your story. 
Setting can help create problems, and it can help you solve them, too. Setting can add spice and joy 
and horror and excitement to all your stories, and can bring inspiration for you.  

Questions? We’re done! 

 

Thank you! 

 

Contact kc ->    kc@kcdyer.com 

 

 


