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TEACHING CREATIVE WRITING
Crag Hill, Column Editor

A veteran high school creative 
writing teacher has learned  
to encourage students who  

struggle at first to articulate 
inchoate story ideas. 

Millennial Girl

JiM ZERvANOS 
Penncrest High School
Media, Pennsylvania
jimzervanos@gmail.com

In Level- Two Creative Writing (or 
“Honors- Level,” the high school’s 
latest euphemism for Not- Quite- 
“Advanced”), Angie announces, as 
if to her friends, “I still have no idea 
for my story!” The outline and first 
two pages are due today. 

“Come on over,” I say, “and sit 
on the hot seat— the idea seat.” 

She joins me at my desk while 
the others get busy on their laptops. 

“Anything?” I ask her. 
“Nothing.” 
“Not even bad ideas you 

ditched?”
She ponders this possibility. 

“Well, only . . . about how I feel like 
I was born in the wrong time.”

Instantly I’m intrigued. “What 
time would you prefer?”

“Any!” She reconsiders. “OK, 
like, the seventies to the nineties.”

Makes sense. Basically before 
the September 11 attacks. 

“How I hate Millennials,” 
she adds, “even though I am one. 
I’m constantly cutting through 
all the bulls**t on everything and 

everyone— including myself. It’s 
exhausting.” 

I smile. “I think you’ve got a 
story.”

“Really?” 
“Or at least a character with a 

voice— if everything you just said 
were the first paragraph, I’d be 
hooked.” I nudge her toward the 
demands— and freedoms— of fic-
tion, referring to her, or her charac-
ter, in third person. “She’s a likable 
character, smart, interesting, self- 
effacing, with a clear, impossible, 
even romantic goal.” 

Angie smiles, even blushes a 
little. 

“Now you need a plot.” 
“I suck at plot. That’s my 

problem.” 
I remember recommending a 

story from my students’ Greatest 
Hits collection bound on the back 
counter. 

“Did you read Rachel Elliot’s 
‘Cynical Girl’?” 

She nods yes, but sheepishly, 
perhaps hoping I’m not about to 
quiz her on it. 

“Think about it. The girl is 
pregnant and doesn’t want to be. 
The plot is just a trick to contextu-
alize all this great stuff you have to 
say. You just need a hook, a ques-
tion, to drive the story. What are 

the circumstances of your charac-
ter’s life that would trigger all these 
interesting and funny observations? 
She can be a seventeen- year- old 
girl, just like you. There’s no need 
to disguise that. The plot is where 
you can make stuff up— make 
things happen, to fire up that voice 
of hers— yours.” 

Angie smirks. Something good 
is going on behind those widening 
eyes. 

I go on about “Cynical Girl”: 
“Remember the opening scene— 
the girl scoffing at all the low- lifes 
at the Planned Parenthood? But 
she’s there with them. She knows 
she’s a hypocrite! There’s the hook. 
The story can’t be over until she 
confronts her hypocrisy.” I hesitate. 
“Her bulls**t. It turns out, in the 
climax, she’s not pregnant— false 
alarm— but that question of her 
pregnancy served its purpose and 
forced her to recognize that she’s 
been cruel, to her boyfriend and to 
everyone— and why? Because she’s 
afraid, right? Not just of being preg-
nant, but, deep down, of what— ?” 

“Love.” 
Hallelujah. 
“That’s the story, right? In the 

end she wants to change. She goes 
to her boyfriend, who earlier told 
her ‘I love you’ and she laughed in 
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in hopes of reinforcing my the-
ory that great storytelling is not 
reserved for those conventionally 
identified as the most “intelligent.” 

I point to one of Angie’s ims. 
“And you need an apostrophe.”

“I thought apostrophe meant 
possessive!” 

“And contraction. It rep-
resents the missing letter or letters. 
In this case the a in am.” 

“Oh. OK. Cool.” 
Her reaction is one of such 

simple delight that it seems this 
is truly the first time she’s grasped 
this aspect of our language. Not 
that a teacher hasn’t taught the 
concept— every year since first 
grade?— but that she’s processed 
it, perhaps not accidentally, now in 
the context of something she cares 
about. 

“So, is five pages long 
enough?” she asks.

“Remember the Greatest Hits 
collection? A few of those aren’t 
much longer than yours. Writing a 
story that good in five pages is not 
easy. But you can do it.”

“Yeah, right. All those stories 
are by Level- One kids.”

I keep my mouth shut, for 
now.

Angie’s story is already every 
bit as good as any Level- One kid’s. 
When I tell her this tomorrow, 
after she’s made the necessary cor-
rections, she’ll resist her instinct to 
call “bulls**t,” as her cheeks flush 
and she smiles. 

must be messing with me— she’s not 
kidding. Her expression is one of 
earnest surprise and genuine inter-
est to learn. We are both equally 
shocked by the other’s reaction. 

She mirrors my grin. 
“No one has ever said this to 

you before?” 
“No.” She has just thrown all 

of her English teachers under the 
bus.

“The irony. Your story is about 
a girl who hates millennials— her 
own generation of technology- 
obsessed slackers— and she writes 
like she’s texting, with complete 
disregard for capitalization and 
punctuation.”

Angie’s not the slightest bit 
insulted by my observation. She 
still seems to be pondering the ini-
tial revelation of the perpetually 
capitalized “I,” growing less skep-
tical. She says, “Seriously? Like, 
there’s never a small i? Like, what 
about ‘i’m’?” 

I give serious consideration to 
her use of “never,” ever hesitant to 
tell a student “never” or “always” 
about anything— then shake my 
head. “No.” 

Part of Angie’s charm is that 
she’s unashamed of what she 
doesn’t know. On a day like today, 
when she cares enough to pay 
attention, I’m taking full advan-
tage of this infrequent occurrence. 
The thing I love most about teach-
ing Level- Two Creative Writing is 
working with students like Angie 

his face. Not this time, though. She 
loves him, too, and she wants him 
to know it.” 

Angie’s looking at me, but her 
mind is elsewhere. 

“What will your character’s 
conflict be?”

“I got it,” she says, not exactly 
answering my question. She stands 
up. “Final copy due Monday, right? 
At least six pages?”

“Yes, but don’t rush it. You’re 
just catching up.” 

On Tuesday, Angie is amazed 
I liked her story. “It’s great— or, 
at least, potentially it is,” I tell her 
when I return the supposedly final 
copy she handed in yesterday. 

 “Really? Sorry about the title. 
Do you like it? I mean, I know it’s 
kind of stealing. But it seemed per-
fect. I can change it.”

“‘Millennial Girl.’ I do like it,” 
I say. “But you need to polish this 
for tomorrow. I won’t count it as 
late, but I can’t accept it like this.” 

“What’s the matter with it? It’s 
too short, isn’t it? I know you said 
six pages minimum.” 

“Lower- case i ?” 
“What?” 
I point to the countless uncapi-

talized first- person pronouns I’ve cir-
cled all over the first page. “Small i?” 

“That’s a problem?” 
For a moment I’m sure she’s 

joking. Then I realize— I can hardly 
believe it; I’m half- thinking she 
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