
Need a Storytelling Creativity Boost ?
Try Word Clustering.

Story ideas can come from many sources. Sometimes we need a way to focus our creative 

thinking to help with new ideas or developing ideas we have already. Try the simple and fun 

strategy of word clustering if you need a boost.

My notebooks include lots of chicken-scratched word clusters as I think through particular 

stories or generate ideas for new books. Look at the examples on the following pages. And 

have fun with this technique. It is very flexible and can lead to some interesting stories!

 If this isn’t taking you to a fruitful place, pick another word and do another round.

•     Take some of the words you want to use and start organizing them into a chain 

        of events or ideas for starting to build your story.

•     Ask "what if . . .?" and other provocations to explore plot and character ideas. 

•     Build out more branches using your chosen words to dig deeper into specifics 

        you can use in a story.

•     Or focus your creativity further by building separate word clusters for a 

        character, a setting, a problem, etc.

Pick a single word. It can be anything that pops into your head or something you've been 

thinking about.

Write the word in the center of a piece of paper and draw a circle around it. (You can 

also do this with sticky notes.)

Let your mind go wherever it wants—what other words come up as you think about 

your word? Write these around the word, drawing lines like spokes on a wheel. There's 

no right or wrong ideas . . . just anything that pops into your head. 

Do this for a few minutes until you're running out of words. 

Stop and think. Are any memories or story ideas coming to mind? 
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CANDLE

Fire

Wax

Celebration

Dangerous

Burn Scents

Colors

Careful

Relaxing

Pretty

Hot

Here's how the word clustering technique helped me get jumpstarted with a particular children's story. 
I started with a random word, "candle."

I built out sub-branches for words such as celebration and scents to find 
details I could incorporate into the story. 

From this, I ask myself questions such as:

•    Where are candles usually lit, with children present?

•    What kind of conflict and problem can involve a candle and a child?

•    What if a character wanted to know what it feels like to touch the flame?

•    What if there was a bully involved, pressuring another kid to play with the fire?
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For another short children's story, I started by exploring a random word, "rainy."

I built out sub-branches for words such as clouds and constant to explore 
details that could bring my story to life. 

From this, I ask myself questions such as:

•    Should my story be about having fun with the rain, or the opposite?

•    When does it rain a lot? Where?

•    What if it rarely rained and the child went to great lengths to change that?

•    What if a child was so sick of the rain that he/she fantasized about making it stop?

RAINY

Gray
Dreary

Cold

Limiting

Important

Refreshing

Clouds

Frustrating

Soggy

Hat

Constant

Wet

Umbrella

Boots
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I’ve been exploring ways I can write about resilience in a children’s story. I don’t know where I’ll go with 
this yet, but I’ve been creating word clusters when I have a few minutes to help my brain wander. 

I also will pick some of these words and build sub-branches for deeper 
exploration before potential stories will start to take shape.

From this, I’m asking myself questions such as:

•   What are examples of resilience in nature, animals, humans, architecture, engineering, textiles.

•   What’s most surprising or unusual?

•   Do I want this to be a nonfiction concept book or narrative fiction?

RESILIENCE

Hardy
Grit

Keep
Perspective

ACEs

Survivor
mindset

Coping

Tough

Heal

Resourceful

Persevere

Bend but
don’t 
break

Bounce
back

Adaptable

Flexible


