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Short stories are perhaps one of the best places for novice writers to start their careers. 
They’re not too long and complicated, and they offer the writer a chance to intimately ex-
plore a plot, a character, and a theme. Short stories also offer writers the opportunity to hone 
their craft and actually finish a piece of fiction—a great confidence booster!

But don’t be fooled by their length (many industry experts agree that short stories range 
from 1,000 to 7,500 words) or assumed simplicity. Short stories are not necessarily any easier 
to write than novels or novellas. It takes considerable skill, discipline, and practice to write 
an exceptional short story that both covers and condenses the essential elements of fiction 
into a significantly smaller space. But armed with practical how-tos from these best-selling 
short story authors, as well as key insights and sound advice from a selection of writing in-
structors, authors, editors, and publishers, you may be well on your way to becoming the 
next Alice Munro.

Defining the Short Story

Master storyteller Edgar Allan Poe described a short story as a piece that can be read in one 
sitting, allowing the reader to enjoy an uninterrupted, fully realized, indelible experience 
with fiction. Length may be the most obvious difference between a novel or novella and a 
short story, but it’s not the only one. J. Madison Davis, author and Gaylord Family Endowed 
Chair of Professional Writing, Gaylord College of Journalism and Mass Communication, 
University of Oklahoma, puts it this way: “[Short stories are] more concentrated … and no-
table for what they leave out.” He believes novels are rich and full of complex details and 

“tend to be fish-eye lenses, whereas short stories tend to be close-ups.” 
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Susan Hesemeier, an instructor of English and communications at MacEwan Univer-
sity in Edmonton, Alberta, concurs. “Unlike novels, the story elaborates in detail one par-
ticular moment and its significances.” She cites John Steinbeck’s The Chrysanthemums as 
an example wherein the protagonist, Elisa, “during the course of a day undergoes a trans-
formation from the liminal space between youth and old age to accepting a life after youth.”

Halifax, Nova Scotia-based author Nina Munteanu agrees. The writing instructor and 
author of the short story collection Natural Selection and The Fiction Writer: Get Published, 
Write Now! says the short story is “a metaphoric event, a moment in time. It’s a single place—
a crossroad—compared with the landscape of a novel.” She also believes short stories are 

“more about awareness … and have the potential to be far more memorable and disturbing, 
with the power to enlighten.” Kevin Barry, Irish award-winning author of the short story 
collections Dark Lies the Island and There are Little Kingdoms, shares similar sentiments: “A 
novel can be a little looser and can go off on tangents; it can have a wildness and a looseness 
in the way that life can be wild and loose.” In contrast, he says, “with a short story, you’re 
working within a very limited frame, and every sentence has to do its work. I often think 
it’s like a high-wire act—every sentence in a story is a step along the line, and it’s so easy to 
lose your footing and trip onto the floor.” 

Terence M. Green, a novelist, short story author, and writing instructor at Western Uni-
versity in London, Ontario, explains the concept this way: “The short story has a specific 
focus. It should be tight, dense … read in one sitting, and the final impact should resonate 
fully upon completion. The novel can meander, digress, explore. Not so with the short story.” 
And that’s precisely why each and every sentence in a short story needs to either advance 
the plot or build character—or both.

Another main difference is the beginning of the story itself. Short stories are infamous 
for starting in medias res (in the middle of things), which, says Davis, “is crucial. The reader 
must be thrown into the water immediately.” Why? “There isn’t time or space to wind up. 
We must be thrust into the problem immediately,” he stresses. And that’s why, says Steve 
Woodward, associate editor of Graywolf Press in Minneapolis, Minnesota, “good first lines 
are so vital—they can tell you everything you need to know in an instant. Find that right 
first line, even if it means cutting several pages to get to it, and build outward from there.” 
Kevin Watson, founder of Press 53 in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, concurs: “As [writ-
er] Robert Morgan once told me, ‘A short story is like a snake in that it strikes quick and 
draws blood.’” Barry adds to that, stressing that “the really difficult thing about a short sto-
ry is that you have to get a believable world up and running very quickly.” Mark Levene, a 
professor in the Department of English at the University of Toronto, Ontario, explains it 
this way: “Short stories tend to have openings markedly different from novels. They are at 
once a flash, a sudden emergence, and an announcement of a possibility chosen.” He sup-
ports Nobel Prize-winning short story author Nadine Gordimer’s “brilliant conception of 
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short stories and their existential nature as ‘the flash of fireflies, in and out, now here, now 
there, in darkness.’” 

For Andrew J. Borkowski, a Toronto-based editor, writer, and author of the 2012 To-
ronto Book Award-winning short story collection Copernicus Avenue, another difference 
lies in their expansiveness and implied meaning. “Writing a short story is like skipping a 
stone across the water. You’re setting off ripples, reverberations that suggest a feeling or a 
meaning far deeper than the words themselves express. In a novel you spell things out. You 
have to in order to keep the reader with you.” And for award-winning, best-selling Cana-
dian author Andrew Pyper, who penned the short story collection Kiss Me, “it’s a distinc-
tion of conception. A novel is the result of lengthy mulling, while a short story is the rising 
of an event out of the subconscious.” 

the elementS of fiction: how they Pertain to  
Short StorieS

Theme
The message—or theme—of the short story is its raison d’être. In How to Write Short Sto-
ries, 4th Edition, Sharon Sorenson succinctly states, “If you have no message, you have no 
story.” And while theme is broad, says Sorenson, remember that your short story “is a spe-
cific example of the theme.” In other words, theme is, she says, what children would call 
the “moral of the story.” And how do writers convey their themes? “By putting characters 
in conflict with one another. What happens as a result of that conflict reveals the writer’s 
message.” Sorenson also stresses that theme is closely related to the outcome of the conflict. 
And, she says, “theme can be stated, but it is most often implied,” providing “insight into 
life or human nature.” 

Munteanu concurs. “Every good story explores a theme. In a short story, it is a single 
theme told as a ‘statement’ rather than a novel’s ‘argument.’ It’s a ‘close-up’ rather than a 
novel’s landscape. All story elements reflect the theme.” Hesemeier adds that the theme must 
be “limited to one subject or overall message rather than [the] multiple, interconnected 
themes [found] in a novel.” In her book How to Write Short Stories that Sell, Louise Boggess 
states that “by knowing the theme, you can move your major character forward and back-
ward toward the solution of the problem.” She also states that “a theme summarizes in one 
brief sentence what the major character learned from the events of the story. This sentence 
usually comes near the end.” And, she explains, “a strong theme will linger indefinitely in 
the reader’s memory long after he has forgotten the events. Strive to give your theme this 
kind of power.” But that’s not necessarily easy. For author Margot Livesey, fiction editor of 
Emerson College’s Ploughshares magazine in Boston, Massachusetts, “theme is probably the 
hardest element to define, but we recognize its absence when we call something an anecdote.”
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Conflict  
Conflict, according to Boggess, “is the heartbeat of a story.” Conflict usually begins when 
the protagonist (main character) faces an obstacle or dilemma. There are two main types 
of conflict: inner (or internal) conflict, such as guilt, sorrow, indecision, and depression, 
and outer (or external), such as the environment (floods, drought, fire) or another person, 
referred to as the antagonist. For Boggess, internal conflict is the struggle for dominance 
between the positive and negative traits of the main character, while outer conflict occurs 
when “the major character expresses this inner turmoil by agreeing or disagreeing with 
the other characters.” She adds that writers should “make the problem so vital … that [the 
character] must act at once or find himself engulfed by disaster.” Regardless of the type of 
conflict a writer chooses, “believable conflict holds the reader’s attention,” says Boggess. 

And what’s the difference between conflict in a short story versus a novel? For Hesemeier, in 
a short story “there are fewer conflicts that lead to one climax; in a novel, a series of smaller 
conflicts and climaxes lead to or connect with a larger overall conflict and climax.”

Plot
Sorenson describes plot as “what happens as a result of the main conflict. … The plot devel-
ops as the protagonist struggles with the problem, finds a solution, and accepts the changes 
which result.” She breaks plot into six succinct categories or phases: 

 1.  Exposition: introduces characters and setting, establishes point of view, and pro-
vides background information

 2. opEning incidEnt: leads the main character to a conflict and begins the plot
 3. Rising action: builds the conflict and adds new, more complicated incidents, lead-

ing to the climax
 4. climax: intense conflict, which changes the course of events or the way the reader 

understands the story, either through an event or an insight
 5. Falling action: though not always used, it reduces conflict, preparing the reader 

for the resolution
 6. REsolution: ends the conflict and leaves the reader satisfied 

Watson has a slightly different take on plot. He suggests a great short story, much like a 
novel, “is presented to the reader in layers, delivered using setting, character, conflict, and 
dialogue.” And, he says, at the center of those layers lie the plot, the theme, and the heart of 
everything that’s been presented. He cites Hemingway’s “Hills Like White Elephants” and 
Kurt Vonnegut’s “More Stately Mansions” as key examples of short stories that appear sim-
ple until “you begin peeling back the layers of what’s been said, how the characters move or 
don’t move, and even the surrounding landscape.” 
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Livesey says her most-admired short stories have a “subplot, where there are two 
storylines working together to reveal the heart of the story.” She also believes that “stories 
divide into plot-driven and voice-driven. Voice-driven stories tend to have less plot. And 
highly plotted stories tend to have less intrusive narrators.” 

Barry has an entirely different take, stating that “one of the greatest story writers, Wil-
liam Trevor, said once that a short story doesn’t need a plot, it just needs a point; this is 
strong evidence to keep in mind.” Borkowski wholeheartedly agrees: “Plot is less vital to 
the short story than longer forms, which is one of the reasons I love stories. Where plot is 
a factor, it’s usually a matter of a single word, gesture, or incident and a handful of actions 
leading up to it.” 

Character(s)
In almost every short story, you’ll encounter major and minor characters. The former are 
often also called “round characters,” as the reader comes to know them well, while the lat-
ter are referred to as “flat,” with little or no personal development. Livesey stresses that a 

“short story takes the character(s) through a smaller psychological arc” than a novel, while 
still allowing us to “see briefly and incisively into the character’s psyche.” As Sorenson states 
in her book, “Believable, motivated characters make or break a story. If readers cannot un-
derstand or accept them, nothing else you do matters. Why? The actions of your characters 
convey theme.” 

Green agrees. “Character is most important. Make the long chord of understanding 
and involvement with a character the goal. This is the emotional resonance, the epiphany 
that is the goal of the best long-lasting fiction.” Alice Munro’s stories operate this way for 
Green. “Her characters change by the story’s end, and the reader cares about them.” And, 
adds Hesemeier, “[Munro] is able to share her insight into the human experience in a way 
that can be universally understood, no matter where a reader is from.” Green also believes 
that both Munro (recipient of the 2013 Nobel Prize for Literature) and author Margaret At-
wood “have penetrating insights into the lives of their characters. All their stories ‘ring true.’” 

How else do you know if you’ve nailed a character? A well-written character “allows 
us to feel what it’s like to be someone else, in a specific set of circumstances, who reacts a 
certain way. To step into the skin of another and live their life, for a time, as if it were your 
own,” says Woodward. And how many characters do you include? Just one or two, or more? 
Borkowski advises to “select one character as your focus, [and put him] in conflict with an-
other character.” Hesemeier adds, “Usually only the protagonist is developed in enough de-
tail to be a round character, with other characters flat or stock to support the protagonist’s 
development.” Regardless of the types of characters included, “the most important part of 
portraying effective characterization is showing, not telling about, your subject,” says So-
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renson. And, she stresses, “avoid stereotypes. Readers find no suspense if they know exactly 
how a character will behave.” 

Setting
Setting is another vital element; it immediately helps provide context and establish atmo-
sphere, ideally defined or inferred within the first paragraph or two. Sorenson describes 
setting as “the time and place, or series of times and places, where the protagonist and an-
tagonist meet. Characters and action should interact with the setting.” Borkowski describes 
its role this way: “Setting is important as a conveyor of mood or atmosphere, and it has to 
be rendered succinctly, poetically almost.” Says Hesemeier, “Setting is usually limited to 
essentials that are necessary to describe the particular moment or that have symbolic sig-
nificance for the reader’s understanding of the story.” 

Boggess expands on setting further. “The setting may dominate the action of the story, 
help the reader to identify with the major character, or merely form the background. If pos-
sible, choose a setting that will provide or help intensify the character conflict in the story.” 
She believes that “setting can help establish the dominant emotional tone, suggest the type 
of characters who will appear, create the social atmosphere, and indicate the time of day.” 
Munteanu helps further clarify: “A short story’s plot, setting, and character are often por-
trayed through strong metaphor, the short story writer’s major tool. Metaphor conveys so 
much more than the surface narrative might suggest; this is because metaphor by its very 
nature resonates with deeper truths, interpreted individually by members of a culture.” 

Point of View
Boggess defines point of view as “the emotional focus from which you project the action of 
the story.” If your story focuses on a single character’s personal odyssey, first-person point 
of view allows for an intimate perspective on the character’s feelings and thoughts, “offer-
ing easy characterization, strong emotion, and fast reader identification,” she says. 

Third person is another common point of view used in short stories. Third-person om-
niscient allows the story to be told via an outsider: The writer provides exclusive access to 
all aspects of a character’s (or characters’) motives, thoughts, and feelings, as well as to the 
events and experiences that surround not only them, but also often the broader world and 
the era in which the story occurs. And the third-person limited point of view uses a third-
person narrator who “is not part of the story and cannot read any character’s minds,” clari-
fies Sorenson. 

Regardless of the perspective chosen, Livesey says “point of view lies at the heart of the 
short story. … The choice of point of view determines the story to be told.” For Borkowski, 
it’s all about picking a side and sticking with it. “Once you start wanting to explore the in-
ner lives of multiple characters, you’re on your way to something bigger than a short story.” 
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Woodward believes that “once you have established voice, everything else follows.” And he 
prefers a solo voice. “Stories are wonderful when concise and focused, often confined to a 
single narrative voice and to a single moment in time.”

Tone and Style
According to Livesey, tone and style “govern meaning and thus are intricately connected 
to theme.” Says Sorenson, “Tone results from the narrator’s attitude … and point of view. 
From the story’s tone, readers can make inferences about characters and plot.” Borkowski 
adds that “tone and style are what the short story is all about. These are your most impor-
tant tools in suggesting themes and levels of meaning that can’t be spelled out within the 
parameters of the short story.” Hesemeier agrees: “An author may have to imply more de-
tails in a short story or leave them for readers to fill in, which may impact aspects of the au-
thor’s style such as the amount of dialogue used in interactions between characters. It may 
also impact tone by having more of the perspective from one character rather than other 
characters or an editorializing narrator.” For Boggess, “style is your signature.” It allows 
the reader to recognize your work even without a byline. Sorenson says the story’s tone 
and mood must be consistent throughout, thereby helping readers identify with the main 
character. “Let the tone help reflect character, setting, and plot. The result will be a clearly 
established mood for readers.” 

excePtional Short StorieS

So what makes a short story exceptional? Myriad elements, according to these sources. For 
Borkowski, it’s the intensity of emotion felt by the reader that really hits home: “A great short 
story leaves you feeling you’ve experienced ten times more than what’s actually described 
on the page.” Munteanu shares a similar view: “The best short story is an elegant thing. It 
draws you into a singular experience that resonates at a visceral level, like an arrow through 
the heart; no time to think—just feel. A bad short story misses the heart … and this is why 
writers who master the short story form are some of the very best authors in the world.” Da-
vis says that because almost no original plots exist, “the real issue becomes the authenticity 
of the characters [and] setting, and the pleasure of the words themselves.” Barry agrees: “If 
the characters are talking to each other on the page, very believably, and if the reader starts 
to wonder about what’s not being said, then you may be onto a good one.” 

Watson says, “Everything is energy, even the words on the page. The story has to flow 
through and connect with the reader. I want to experience the story, to be drawn into the 
story and leave it only after the last word is read.” Watson also believes the writer must “tell 
the story by showing [it] to the reader, by allowing the reader to enter the world of the char-
acters and walk beside them and witness the story as it unfolds.” He believes it’s like “magic 
in that the words on the page quite literally become images in the reader’s mind and trans-
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port the reader to wherever the story is taking place … staying with the reader long after 
the last page is read and leaving the reader asking questions, wondering why a character 
did this or why the character said that, and even why the story took place at a given time or 
place.” Pyper couldn’t agree more: “It’s about the capacity of the story to transport or fail 
to lift off. And you never know which one your story is until it’s too late.” 

In a similar vein, Livesey looks for “sentences that make me see the world in a new way, 
details that convince me this author has a story to tell that I haven’t heard before.” And tied 
directly to the sentence is voice. As Woodward explains, “What I want in a short story is 
an arresting narrative voice. If the voice is right, the rest will often fall into place: a clearly 
defined style, an economy of language, and fresh subject matter.” 

For Levene, “exceptional” is defined by “the inventiveness of many recent stories that hits 
like a wave. The result is a startling sense, very often, as [Irish writer] Frank O’Connor said 
years ago, of the particular ‘intensity’ of ‘human loneliness’ so many stories are honed to cre-
ate.” Adds Green: “In his Nobel Prize acceptance speech, William Faulkner said ‘the human 
heart in conflict with itself ’ is alone worth writing about, ‘worth the agony and the sweat.’”

miSSing the mark

What makes a short story fall flat? Again, the list is varied. Watson knows a story hasn’t hit 
the target when he finds himself “drifting because of speed bumps or pot holes” caused by 
anything from “typos to improper punctuation to a character acting out of character.” For 
him, word arrangement can stifle the “flow of energy, which might cause me to stumble 
on a word or phrase and have to go back and read it again.” Livesey says “bad, predictable 
prose, clichéd characterization, and an implausible plot” spell short story disaster for her. 
Borkowski believes “a failed short story leaves you feeling you’ve read ten times more than 
what the author actually experienced in its genesis.” Woodward stresses that “nothing kills 
a story faster than a bland narrative voice. Slack language, well-worn subject matter, and 
lack of conflict are also common pitfalls.” 

Hesemeier stresses the importance of singularity. “Trying to take on too many themes, 
characters, subplots, and so forth will not satisfy the reader as much as developing one main 
theme, character, or plot really well. Don’t attempt to create a ‘mini-novel’ in a short story.” 
For Green, it’s a lack of depth that breaks a story. “Life is not simple. People are not simple. 
Your short story should not be simple.” Also, for him, the story’s end is crucial. “The ending 
should be both convincing and believable, and should not be cheap or easy: ‘Then I woke 
up. … It was all a dream!’”
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Best tips of the trade

Looking for some writerly inspiration and advice on nailing a short story? Our experts 

weigh in.

“Focus on one main question. Know exactly what your story is about. Know its 

theme. Name it in one word. Then write just to it.” —NiNa MuNteaNu  

“[Start] with a character, a place, or an incident that fascinates you. Throw every-

thing at it, then rewrite, rewrite, rewrite, and rewrite. Then rewrite some more 

until every word is undeniable.” —aNdrew J. Borkowski

“Outline, even if it’s the most rudimentary way. It leads to inspired deviations. … 

[Don’t] think too hard about ticking off [your] boxes in advance. A good story—

long or short—will provide them by virtue of its being good.” —aNdrew PyPer 

“If you’re disciplined and hit the desk at a regular time on a very regular basis, 

your work will start to improve very, very quickly. Also, read your work aloud—

the ear will pick out the false notes much quicker than the eye will catch them 

on the page.” —keviN Barry

“Knock the gremlin of self-doubt from your shoulder and believe in yourself. 

Soon you will get the ‘hang’ of writing, and technique becomes an automatic 

reflex that makes writing a joy.” —Louise Boggess

“[Break] the story into sections by using fewer large paragraphs and instead us-

ing short sentences, short paragraphs, and dialogue that will make it easier for 

a contemporary reader to stay engaged. And trim anything that is not essen-

tial to the conflict and climax of the story.” —susaN HeseMeier

“Read. Read voluminously all the short stories you can; otherwise, you’re oper-

ating in a vacuum.” —tereNce M. greeN

“[Learn] from the best by reading your favorite writers. What impresses you 

about their work? How do they do it? Read and reread, then take what you’ve 

learned and apply it to your own work. Be sure to read recently published work 

in your genre to make sure you know what else is out there right now. Other 

than that, all bets are off. Learn the rules, then learn to break them. Anything 

is fair game in a short story.” —steve woodward
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