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If we ask students to identify their favorite movies and fictional characters they can usually 

answer quickly. If we ask a student to summarize the plot of his or her favorite movie the student 

can usually identify a sequence of main events. But if we ask students to write a fictional story, 

the product may not be what we expect. That being the case, if we ask them to write a public 

service short story we should provide them some guidance.  

 

A short story is short. They need a protagonist and probably about three other characters. The 

main character is called the protagonist. The second main character is sometimes called the 

antagonist, which is not to say that the antagonist is necessarily the "enemy" of the protagonist. 

The protagonist character probably should be someone the student can identify with in some 

way, and who works in a kind of organization that the student is familiar with. I asked my 

students to identify the values of their protagonist and to develop her or his personality. I 

emphasized the importance of knowing the values of the protagonist. In the plot of the student's 

story, the protagonist will face a challenge to achieving something she or he values. This creates 

an opportunity to weave public service values and motivations into conversations with students. 

 

It is also necessary for the student to develop the personality of a second main character, 

sometimes identified as the antagonist. It is only necessary to develop selected aspects of perhaps 

two other fictional characters. The characters must be well-enough developed so that their 

interactions in the plot makes sense.  

 

I recommend guiding students to create their fictional characters and describing the setting 

before they begin to write a plot. It can be fun to embellish the description of the personalities of 

characters and the attributes of the setting.  But a short story is short. If the protagonist drives a 

screaming yellow sports car, that may be relevant if it helps the reader understand this character 

in a way that is relevant to the story. Otherwise, why mention the car? Working with students 

regarding development characters is a good way to talk with students about motivation, values, 

ethics, and the various faces of leadership. Conversations about setting are likely to lead in 

considerations of organizational cultures and to the political nature of the practice of public 

administration. Creating the setting opens opportunities for students to thank about 

organizations, roles and interpersonal relationship within organizations. You may want to ask 

students to describe how a particular character feels in the context of the workplace. This open 

up many opportunities to have conversations with students about the ecologies of public sector 

workplaces. 

 

Once readers are introduced to the setting and the main characters, something has to happen. In 

the spirit of "the hero's journey" pattern of story writing, the protagonist must face a problem or 

challenge. There has to be a "kick off" event, followed by a sequence of other events, probably 

contingent upon decisions make by the protagonist. The kick-off event may be as dramatic as an 

employee "going postal." It may be that the organization faces a funding crisis. Think of all the 

possibilities for students to create stories that engage themes involving HR administration, 

governance, policy, finance and budgeting, ethics, information systems and other aspects of the 

study of public sector administration of public policy.  



You can tailor the story-writing assignment to match the focus of a particular course. Avoid the 

"zapping space aliens" type of plot, of course. The plot should be a short sequence of events in 

which the protagonist faces a challenge and tries to work through it, in the context of his or her 

personality, the personalities of others, the organizational setting, and other relevant constraints. 

 

Finally, a story written by a student or a group of students needs some kind of a resolution. It 

may be a successful resolution in which the protagonist achieves her or his goal with the help of 

others. Or the story may end on a note of discord or failure. Remind the student not to spoon-feel 

readers. A good public service short story is interesting enough to pull the reader in, and 

substantial enough to "leave the reader with something to chew on." You can encourage students 

to read each other's stories and to reflect upon the course relevance of the stories your students 

write. 


