Characteristics of short story:

Up to 10 thousand words on average (sometimes more, but never as long as a novella, or very short novel – you can research this) Many are around 1000 words.

Usually not published on own but in collections of stories by one author, magazines or anthologies.

Can be read in one sitting.

Needs a main character whose story it is. Usually a very limited number of additional characters who are at the forefront of the story. Any additional characters tend to be part of what defines the setting /wider context.

Tends to focus on one or a very few particular settings and situations and one or a very few connected incidents in the life of the main character. Compressed rather than expansive. 

Modern short stories often focus on the everyday, finding the extraordinary or universal in the ordinary.

The narrative structure is built around this incident/incidents and settings and can contain 
goal/conflict/ rising action climax-outcomes and change in the main character. These may happen on a very small scale and can be quite nuanced.

The way you order these elements and give out information in the story is called ‘plot’. You are aiming to keep the reader hooked, surprise them (in ways that are still integral to the story) and also vary the pace and mood.

Setting and character are deeply inter-linked.

Short stories have point of view – ie who is telling the story and whether first/second or third person. Note: second person ‘you’ is unusual, quite difficult to do well.

Some general narration in a short story may be necessary, but tends to be very concrete, and only covering ‘need to know.’ A clever way to embed it is as part of a character’s thoughts or part of a dialogue. The more you can show through action/dialogue/character thoughts and careful choice of descriptive/sensory detail, the better. 

Short stories have to cover the main elements of structure in a short space. So you need to establish who/where/when/why/ main character/main conflict, quite early on and economically. No time for lengthy back story.

Short stories are about something – an aspect of human experience of which the story is a vividly rendered instance. This creates focus and theme. 
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Your notes:
