
  

 

 

   

 
“The thing I 

find most 

energising 

about doing 

school visits 

as a children’s 

author is 

seeing how 

these kinds of 

questions 

capture the 

kids’ 

imaginations 

too.” 

The power of ‘What if �?’ 
Author, television and film producer and director E J Clarke asks 

how far a ‘What if …?’ approach can take us into both imagined 

worlds and real life. 
I wonder how many stories were given birth by a 

question starting ‘What if…?’  

What if an old English boarding school were 

actually a school for young wizards? What if an 

orphaned bear turned up on Paddington station? What 

if vampires and werewolves lived among us? 

It’s the kind of question that is full of curiosity, a 

question that by its very nature suggests conflict, and, 

in doing so, provides the starting point for a dramatic 

flight of the imagination.   

It might be the starting point of a very real-world 

story – what if a working-class boy kept a kestrel as a 

pet? But my favourite ‘What if…?’ questions of the 

moment involve the bringing of something fantastical 

into the real world, or indeed propel something real 

into a fantastical world.  

My books started with two ‘What if…?’ questions 

like this. ‘What if all the Royal Parks of London were 

secretly sanctuaries for fairies?’ and ‘What if a girl 

from our world turned into a fairy?’ These two 

questions that popped into my head unbidden gnawed 

away at me until I couldn’t not write the story to find 

out the answers. 

And as soon as you start asking questions that way, 

one quickly leads to another. My ‘What if all the 

Royal Parks of London were secretly sanctuaries for 

fairies?’ soon became ‘What if Queen Victoria 

created the Royal Parks to protect the fairies?’ and 

‘What if different tribes of fairies evolved in each of 

the Parks?’ Curiosity creates the story. The desire to 

find answers suggests a narrative. 

The thing I find most energising about doing school 

visits as a children’s author is seeing how these kinds 

of questions capture the kids’ imagination too. It’s at 

these moments during the workshops that they are the 

most engaged.  

I also talk about how unconfident I was as a writer 

as a child, and how I had to go on the actual journey 

that my main character takes in order to get the ideas 

to put into the books. I needed to start with the 

concrete, and ask ‘What if…?’ questions to create 

something I could use in the narrative.  
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‘What if the fairies raced across this lake?’ ‘What if they had to 

get from one side of London to another?’  

And what is brilliant is that when I give a class of ten-year-olds 

the same starting point that I had, and ask the same ‘What if…?’ 

questions, they come up with as many ideas (often better ones!) 

than I had in a fraction of the time. ‘What if a child your age 

became a fairy – what friends might they have? What would be 

dangerous if you were tiny?’ ‘What if all the Parks had different 

tribes of fairies in them – what kind of fairies would they be?’ I 

never cease to be amazed how quickly they find answers, how 

creative they are in imagining them.  

What excites me about these kinds of questions is how they 

take the things that we see around us and reflect them back to us 

in a whole new light. They invite us to look for magic in 

everyday things, to think laterally, to see the world differently.  

With Rowan Oakwing, I was able to do this by drawing on the 

geography and history of London. I’ve always loved stories that 

weave themselves around places that I know and London is 

fertile ground for such imaginings. Even just heading to my 

parents’ place in Wales from my home in North London means I 

have to pass both Platform 9¾ and the place where Paddington 

Bear arrived from Peru. It was for this reason that I was so keen 

that all the locations in my Rowan Oakwing books would be real 

places that children could 

actually visit, and imagine 

themselves going on that same 

adventure. Because if you 

extend the ‘What if…?’ 

question to ‘What if you…?’ 

then immediately you are 

inviting empathy – the most 

powerful storytelling tool we 

have. What if you were a fairy? 

What if you had to find your 

mother on the other side of 

London? What if this was the 

place where you turned into a 

fairy? 

For me, London and its history 

provided the spark, but the same could be true of any place. As a 

child, I’d visit the Lake District at least twice a year and imagine 

myself in the middle of Swallows and Amazons, or wonder if the 

back of my wardrobe was actually just wood. But you could just 

as easily be in a terraced house in Barnsley seeing yourself as 

Billy in Kestrel for a Knave.  

Reading fires the imagination that way, and we all know what a 

powerful tool it can be. But sometimes 

storytellers are so good at what they do 

that they can also intimidate. For me it 

was still a big leap to ask the ‘What 

if…?’ question of myself. What if I 

could be the one to write a story? And 

when I ask that question of children I 

speak to, I see a similar reaction. Sure, 

there are always kids that write, and 

enjoy writing, but there are also many 

more that, like me, didn’t feel they had 

ideas that were good enough and who 

thought that other people were better at 

it so just didn’t try.  

This is where the power of ‘What if…?’ 

can come back into play, where it can 

become a tiny call to arms, an invitation 

to adventure. When I talk to kids, I try 

to show them how enjoyable it can 

be to ask those questions to create a 

story, even just to allow yourself to 

ask those questions. Start with what 

you know, with the world around 

you, and ask those ‘What if…?’ 

questions of it. What if there were a 

secret door to another world in your 

bedroom? What if your sister were 

an alien? What if your hamster 

could talk? And if that’s the starting 

point, what would happen then?  

The stories that result from these 

questions don’t have to be 

objectively ‘good’ – you just have 

to enjoy the process of pursuing 

them, of seeing where the trail leads. It was a life lesson that it 

took me until adulthood to learn – that the enjoyment of the 

journey was as important as the quality of the end product. It 

seems trite and obvious to write it down like that, but in practice 

it is more elusive than it seems. The paradox, of course, is that 

the more we enjoy the process, the more likely the result is to be 

of quality. But it’s not something we can necessarily force.  

That’s not to denigrate the importance of diligence and hard 

work. Teachers who listen to my talks are often keen to highlight 

for their students just how many drafts I had to write of my 

books before they were published! And it’s true that I could have 

had endless inspiration, but without sustained perspiration 

nothing would have come of it. But the initial spark and the 

ability to strike it are the things that are most precious for me. 

They are the things to be cherished and nurtured. Skill and 

experience crafts them, hard work delivers them, but playfulness 

and courage creates them. 

‘What if…?’ for me is the portal from the real world around us, 

to an imagined world where anything is possible. It is a question 

that necessitates play, and it is probably why children are 

generally so good at answering it. Their minds aren’t yet stuck in 

the familiar ruts that our adult minds fall into. They don’t follow 

the same tracks. And it’s why I feel it’s fundamentally important 

that we encourage that playfulness for as long as we can, to keep 

them asking those questions for as long as possible both of their 

stories and of themselves. Because a ‘What if…?’ in a story can 

easily become a ‘What if…?’ in your life. If you’re practised at 

imagining what might be possible in fiction, it’s easier to project 

what might be possible in your life. To expand the realm of what 

you believe is achievable.  

So ask a ‘What if…?’ question today. Ask it to help create a 

story, to prompt a flight of imagination, to challenge 

preconceptions. And leave open the possibility that maybe (all 

right, with a lot of hard work) a ‘What if…?’ can be turned into a 

reality. 

“It’s 

fundamentally 

important that 

we encourage 

that playfulness 

for as long as 

we can. To 

keep them 

asking those 

questions for as 

long as 

possible.” 
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E. J. Clarke lives in North London and is 

married with two young daughters who would 

like to be fairies. He hopes Rowan Oakwing 

will give them that chance. When he isn't 

writing books, Ed works as Head of Film and 

Television at Shoebox Films. Shoebox's most 

recent film was the critically acclaimed Locke 

starring Tom Hardy on which Ed was a 

Development Producer. 
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