[image: image1.png]




Elements of Short Stories

A story, whether fiction or nonfiction, tells us something, recounts an event, a particularly vivid or intense moment in a character’s life. The character is somehow transformed in a way that is meaningful both to the story and the reader. Likewise, the story moves both the character and reader in some way. 
· A dynamic character or set of characters: In other words, someone capable of changing or causing change in others. (This capability is not always realized—sometimes characters don’t learn, but that potential is absolutely crucial. The potential provides the story’s tension.)The character must want something, and there must be doubt that he/she will get it.
· A setting that matters: The character must have a particular context within which to exist, even if that context is purely fictional.  It’s almost always a bad idea to avoid creating setting in a story in the hopes that it could take place “anywhere.” The best route to the universal is through the specific and the particular.
· A beginning "situation" and story trigger: This is the status quo of the story, along with the "trigger" for change. A simple example: "I was minding my own business, living my own intolerably boring life, when a letter arrived in the mail." We assume the "letter" is the trigger, and things will become a bit more interesting. This is another way of saying that something must happen—a storm might hit, a stranger might come to the house for dinner, a letter might arrive in the mail. Any of these things are considered "triggers" for action or change. Again, whether or not that change occurs is another "story" (( ). 

· A conflict: As someone famous once said, "only trouble is interesting," and this is for sure true in stories. If everything goes swimmingly for our characters, they have no obstacles to overcome or no adversity to face, we don’t really have a story so much as a "report of success." The conflict need not be something too huge or dramatic (character faces death)—it can be something subtle (character faces his/her own doubts). Consider that the letter in the previous example says "you have a big inheritance, but you must do x to receive it." (You know there will be some problems with the inheritance or it wouldn’t be a story.) 

· A stake (consequence):  Ken Rivard asks: What’s at stake in your story?  What is in jeopardy in your story?  What is at risk?  What do your characters stand to win or lose(custody of the kids, a place on a starting line-up, the approval of a tyrannical boss?  Once you can answer that question, then ask if your stakes are high enough to keep readers reading.  When they are too low, the story fails to move us.  The survival of a tenuous relationship, a minor personal insight, getting through one more day at a tedious job(it’s difficult to make such familiar scenarios come alive.  You have to overcome the reader’s skepticism that the lousy husband, crappy job, or minor realization is worth all the fuss and bother in the first place.  Why not create a dilemma that immediately snags and holds our attention?
· An action, series of actions, and crisis: After the letter arrives, one assumes the character will be thrown into various scenarios that force him or her to make choices. Maybe the inheritance requires that the narrator raise the deceased’s child. What would the narrator choose to do? Maybe at first she would say "sure, how hard can it be?" and then realize she’s paralyzed with doubt. Maybe she goes to meet the kid, and realizes the kid’s nice enough, could even help her spend the two million dollars she’s inherited. Maybe she’ll go back and read a letter the deceased had once written her, remembering their friendship. The choices she makes, the actions she takes, are the story. The story will increase in intensity until a final action, considered the “climax” of the story, is reached.

· A resolution or "new situation": This is after the story’s action, a kind of dénouement that resolves some of the central conflicts introduced in the story. This resolution need not "resolve" the questions definitively, but must address them in a new way. For example, the story of the hypothetical letter could resolve with the narrator taking in or not taking in the child (and thus the inheritance). Maybe receiving the inheritance ends up feeling like a "negative" ending, or not receiving it feels "positive." In either case, our character’s life is probably no longer "boring"; that’s a new situation.

These are elements, not a formula, and we will find them flexibly applied to all (or most) stories we read.  
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