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Ms Dubé

Writing a Short Story – A Guide

1) Step One: Make a Plan

- fiction writing relies on someone or something in your story struggling (conflict)
- your protagonist needs to have a problem they struggle to solve or something that they are struggling to get/achieve

2) Step Two: Creating Character Sketches

- consider your character(s) motive(s); motive will propel your conflict, so you need to have a clear idea of (each of) your character’s traits
- plan their backstory/history: their motives will naturally be impacted by their backgrounds/histories, so this is essential information for YOU to know, even if it doesn’t make it into your final product

IN FOCUS CHARACTER PLANNING: to discover your character’s personality and its relevance to your story’s conflict, consider the following three questions:

1) Why does your character have the problem (conflict) they do?
2) What do you know about your protagonist that will determine how they will react to the conflict?
3) Will facing the conflict change your main character in any way? How?

- name your characters
- plan your character’s physical appearance; offer detail but also choose something that is unique and sets them apart from other characters
- consider the environment your character resides in/works in/studies in; this should naturally lead to your planning for the setting of your short story

3) Step Three: Focusing Your Story

- THEME: what does your story mean? Every story needs a theme. Once you know the solution to the conflict of your story, you will also know the theme or point of your piece.
- discovering the beginning in the end: knowing how your story will end will help you to create the beginning of your story! Your conclusion helps you to decide on what’s important for the rest of your story.





4) Step Four: The Necessity of the Plot Diagram in Planning

- plan the five points of a traditional plot diagram and ensure you have scenes/events for each that will work together to propel your narrative forwards.
- if you become stuck writing your story, it’s likely you’ve lost track of your character’s focus or you’ve made a mistake earlier on in the story.

5) Step Five: Choosing Your Point of View

- decide from which point of view you’ll write before you get into drafting.
- there are positives and negatives from a process standpoint for the various POVs:

FIRST PERSON: 

Advantages:		- reader feels immediately connected to your protagonist
			- can make your story more believable
			- easy to reveal thoughts/emotions

Disadvantages:	- you must ensure your character’s voice is telling the story, not you
	- writing in first person can lead to someone telling the story as an overview rather than showing and developing the actual plot (ensure your character is acting out the story, not just sitting back in a chair and telling it all); you need to show, not tell

LIMITED OMNISCIENT:

Advantages:	- traditional POV
	- writers seldom have difficulty moving directly into action and there are no limits to the writer’s language (you can play with multiple voices rather than having to remain only in the voice of your protagonist)

Disadvantages:	- writers can have issues shifting focus to the main character to reveal thoughts/feelings
	- it can be difficult to limit your point of view to the protagonist

OMNISCIENT:
Advantages: 	- this POV allows you to move between the perspectives of multiple characters
- the freedom of the omniscient point of view allows you to explore parts of the world that may not be apparent to other characters. For example, if there’s important context the reader needs to enjoy your story, an omniscient narrator can deliver this information without requiring one of the characters to deliver it directly

Disadvantages: 	- this POV can become confusing to write and to read since your narrator knows everything about your characters, your story can lack cohesiveness as you jump around giving reactions/emotional insights to a variety of personalities
	- this POV creates a natural distance between you and your reader because you rely on the narrator; done well, this can be used to great effect in your writing but if it’s done poorly, it will leave your reader feeling detached from your characters and your story overall
6) Step Six: The Power of Your Introduction

- you must capture your reader’s attention immediately with a strong narrative hook
- address the four W’s: 	1) Who is the story about?
				2) Where is it set?
				3) When is it taking place?
				4) What is going on?

- first impressions matter! Set the tone for your story and introduce your character(s) in a way that makes your reader care about them
- it’s a VERY good idea to have someone look over your opening paragraph(s) before continuing to write. Seek feedback from classmates to the following questions:	1) What do they think the conflict of the story is?
				2) Who’s the protagonist?
				3) Where is the story happening?
				4) When is it taking place?
				5) Do they want to keep reading? Why/why not?

- if they can’t answer #1-4 and/or #5’s response is that they don’t want to keep reading, you need to revisit this introduction ASAP!





7) Step Seven: Dialogue

- dialogue has three functions in a short story:	1) gives the reader info
								2) reveals character
								3) propels plot forward

- you MUST punctate and space conversations properly
- every time someone speaks, begin a new paragraph
- separate your dialogue from the sentence with a comma
- find a balance between your narrative and dialogue

8) Step Eight: Keeping Your Reader Hooked with Tension

- story tension must be maintained to keep your reader’s interest
- keep your protagonist active and test your scenes by checking for the following information: 	1) is this scene part of their struggle conflict?
				2) are they changed by this scene?

- be aware of your pacing regarding the tension of your narrative
- your reader needs to care about your protagonist for your tension to be successful

9) Step Nine: Your Conclusion

- every ending should have at least a small element of surprise for the reader
- beware of the use of coincidence: a coincidence that solves the entire conflict will leave your reader dissatisfied
- beware of a trite conclusion: over-used endings are let downs (waking up from a dream, returning from a fantasy/adventure to find time hasn’t changed etc); endings that are too simplistic and happy are trite (the bad people are thoroughly punished, and all is now well)

10) Step Ten: Revising

- examine your story from start to finish
- be able to step away from your narrative for a number of days so when you return to it, you bring fresh eyes and potentially new perspectives
- proofread for technical errors with spelling, grammar and punctuation
- have a classmate do a peer edit for you **
- look for: too many/too few adjectives; strong, active verbs; precise nouns; avoid clichés; hone in on descriptive sentences/phrases and add elements of figurative language to add depth/sophistication to your work; balance the length of sentences to ensure you have variety.

