Introduction to Short Stories 
The short story has been part of humanity’s tradition from very early on. Humankind has been telling stories about the beginning of time, the feats of heroes, and the triumphs and tragedies of the people throughout the ages. People have made sure that their culture, morals, and stories have been passed on. Today, we read short stories because they entertain us, they tell us about how other people live, and they allow us as readers to experience a variety of situations without having to live through them. 

To understand the short story, it is important to know a little about how the story works as a piece of literature. The short story is a series of events that are related. This series of events is called the plot. The plot has a number of elements:
· The exposition or introduction introduces the setting, the characters and the conflict.

· The trigger/inciting incident or initiating action starts the conflict. This is usually a short incident and readers can easily see how the conflict comes about.

· The rising action consists of all the incidents that complicate life for the main character. It may be a series of actions or perhaps a series of obstacles that the main character has to overcome or resolve.

· The climax is the point at which the protagonist or main character makes a decision that changes the outcome of the story. It is usually the point of highest interest, when the main question of the plot is answered.

· The resolution or denouement is the end, the conclusion or resolution of the problem.

In addition to plot, there are a number of other elements to short fiction which can help you as you read the pieces provided.

Characters: As a reader you need to find out what the characters value, what they feel, what goals they have, and what problems they face. It is also important to know how the author develops the characters. Authors can develop their characters directly or indirectly. Authors use clues like the character’s name, physical appearance, dress, home and surroundings, habits, way of making a living, and what others say about her/him. To ensure that you understand the character check the Reading with a Purpose Sheet for questions to ask yourself as you read.

Conflict: Conflict provides suspense and drama that keeps the story interesting. There are many types of conflict that authors use, but the four most frequently used are character vs. character, character vs. society, character vs. nature, and character vs. self. To ensure that you can clearly define the conflict, check the Reading with a Purpose Activity Sheet and ask yourself those questions.

Setting: The setting of a short story has many purposes. It provides a time and place for the story to occur and helps establish mood or atmosphere. It can also shape characters and their actions. Sometimes the setting reflects the character’s thinking. Setting is created by authors using details like street names or by sense images like smells and sounds.  Again the Reading with a Purpose Activity Sheet gives you questions to help you understand the setting.

Point of View: This is sometimes called the narrative point of view and is the perspective from which the story is told. Just ask yourself, “Who is telling the story?”

There are two major types of narrators: the omniscient or all-seeing narrator and the first person narrator (when a character in the story tells the events). Be careful when you are writing about the narrative point of view not to confuse the narrator with the author. Authors often create narrators who hold very different views from their own.

Again you can check the Reading with a Purpose Activity Sheet and ask yourself those questions.

Theme: The theme is defined as a universal idea that is being explored in a story. It is never a summary of the story’s plot. The theme is the central idea of the story or its essential meaning. Most themes are not stated like they are in fables. Some examples of traditional themes are the struggle between good and evil, the differences between nature and civilized society, the conflict between city and country life. There are many ways in which themes can be communicated. Look for possible clues in the title of the story, images or symbols in the story, general observations made by the author, narrators or characters in the story, and any moral suggested by the outcome of the conflict. 

Tone: The tone of the story is like the author’s “tone of voice” – it expresses the writer’s own attitude toward his/her characters, the setting, conflict, and other elements of the story. The tone can be silly or thoughtful, chatty or formal, comic or tragic. The tone of the story is meant to have an impact on the readers.

Reading with a Purpose 

Reading a short story with purpose requires some effort on the part of the reader. To enable you to read with purpose, here are some questions to ask yourself while you are reading.
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Have I looked at each character from different angles? Do I understand their motives, values, feelings, goals, and problems?
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How does the author make use of both direct (what the character tells me, what the author tells me, and what others tell me about the character) and indirect (how the character behaves in a situation) methods to portray the character? What specific clues are given?
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Can I state the central problem of the story? Which of the following types of conflict are used: person vs. person, person vs. self, person vs. nature, person vs. society?
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Can I tell which events are the exposition, the rising action, the climax, and the resolution?
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What physical backdrop does the setting provide for the story? Does it create atmosphere (“It was a dark and stormy night...), shape the character’s actions, or reflect the inner feelings of the character?
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In what specific ways does the author create the setting: through the use of details or images that arouse my senses?
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Who is telling the story? What point of view has the author chosen?

If the story is told by a narrator, are there any clues that the narrator is reliable or unreliable as a source of information?
Can I state clearly what comment the author is making about life? Does this    comment relate to any other comments I have encountered in other readings?
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What clues has the author given me to communicate this theme?

Do I recognize any symbols or images in the story? What purpose do they serve?
[image: image9.png]



What is the emotional effect of the story? How does the author create this effect?
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What writing techniques (style) has the author used to tell the story?
How do these techniques affect how I respond to the story?
Short Story Terms – A Handy Reference
	1. Character: the people in the story
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	The main character or protagonist is the character on whom the author focuses the most attention.
The character that causes the problem or the conflict for the main character is called the antagonist. Characters are developed through what they say, do, think, and what others, including the narrator, say about them.

	2. Plot: the action of the story
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	This includes the introduction, the trigger incident, the rising action, the climax, and the resolution.
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	3. Setting: the “when and where” of the story.
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	The setting includes all physical aspects of the story like the place, the weather, the time of day or night, the time of the year, and the year. All of these things may be very important or simply a background for the story. Readers can tell if the setting is important by examining how much time the author spends telling about it.
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	4. Theme: the “why” of the story.
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	Authors are making some general comment about life in their short stories and this is called the theme. 

	5. Point of View: the means of telling the story

	The narrator of the story and the author are not always the same person. Sometimes authors choose to tell the story from the point of view of one of the main characters, or they may choose a third person narrator who is not part of the story. It is easy to tell which of these points of view the author is using by looking at the pronouns used when the characters are not talking. The first person narrator uses “I,” while the third person narrator usually uses “they,” “he,” or “she.”



	6. Tone: the “feeling” about the story
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	By discovering how the author wants readers to feel about the characters, the action, the setting, readers can determine what the tone of the story is. Sometimes the story is sad, or happy, or dark, or funny. Sometimes authors will use a shift in tone for shock value or to make readers pay close attention to their narrative.


Other Useful Terms
	Initial Situation is sometimes called the exposition and includes the circumstances in which the protagonist finds him/herself at the beginning of the story.

	Incident is a piece of action occurring at a definite time in a definite place. It may consist only of a character’s thoughts, but even thoughts happen somewhere.
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	Flashback is a literary device. It is an incident that usually takes place in the memory of the character and tells about an event that took place before the action of the story. It is used to introduce important background information necessary for readers to understand something that is occurring in the story.

	Summarizing Passage is a passage that authors sometimes use to skim rapidly over events that occur over a period of time (hours, days, months, etc.). It is used to move the action of the story forward quickly without spending a great deal of time on incidents that are not vital to the story but do help readers understand the present action.

	Mood or Atmosphere is the state of mind or feeling at any time in the story. When authors describe setting, action, and characters to create a dominant feeling, we call that the mood or atmosphere. It can be communicated through direct comments, through the attitudes and actions of the characters, and through description of the setting.
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	Suspense is an anxious interest regarding the outcome of events in the story. In real life this feeling of suspense can be either pleasurable (as we wait to open our Christmas present) or painful (as we wait to have our broken limb reset). In short stories and longer fiction it can be either of these feelings.
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	Protagonist is the character on whom the author focuses most of the attention. The protagonist isn’t always a “good” character. The protagonist is most often called the main character.
Antagonist is the character who causes the problem or conflict for the main character.

	Types of character development 
Direct characterization: The author gives the reader the character’s qualities directly.(Shirley’s honesty was sometimes blunt and tactless.)
Indirect characterization: The reader learns about the character through the character’s actions, words, and thoughts or from the way the character is treated by others in the story. 

	Points of View:
Omniscient point of view: The author knows the motives and thoughts of all the characters and shares this information with the readers. This point of view is sometimes called third person narrative. 
First person point of view: The main character or protagonist tells the story in the first person. It is important not to confuse the main character’s thoughts with the author. Remember the author is telling the story to make a statement about life. 
First person witness point of view: The narrator is a character in the story but describes events as an onlooker, not the main character.


 

