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UNIT ONE

First principles

Almost certainly, if your aim is to write short stories, you will already have tried 

writing one or two. You probably discovered you hardly knew where to start, 

or having started off with enthusiasm you hardly knew where to stop. Perhaps, 

having completed your story to your own satisfaction, you met only with rejection 

slips when you tried it out on publishers, but had no idea what was wrong with it.

So we are going to start this course with a detailed analysis of exactly what needs 

to go into a short story, what components every story needs to make it a success. At 

this stage, you need to view your story as an art form, something that must be put 

together properly for it to work, rather than as a marketable commodity to sell to 

publishers. So do not yet be in too much hurry to send your stories out to editors. 

First we are going to examine the short story form and learn how to write genuine 

stories rather than the quasi-fictional pieces of semi-prose which some people 

compose in the mistaken belief that they are short stories. Often, so called ‘short 

stories’ are not stories at all – they may not even be fiction, though their authors 

are unaware of this.

Three basic mistakes to avoid

1 An ‘essay-like’ piece of work, the sort of thing you might have written 

in English lessons at school, is not a short story. An essay is a different thing 

altogether even if its title sounds like a story: Ups and Downs on a Day Trip to 

France for example. An essay gives only the author’s observations and comments 
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on his subject and is not therefore a genuine story.

2 A faithfully written account of something that really happened, putting 

everything in because ‘this is how it was’ is not a story either. It is true, you say, 

so it has to be good because it all really happened. Rest assured that, as soon as an 

editor hears those fateful words, his heart will sink and he will know he is dealing 

with a beginner who has no idea of the short story form.

One of the first things to be learned is that fiction, which is what a short story 

consists of, is essentially artificial. As such, it bears no relation to accounts of 

things that ‘really happened’. It is true that fiction seems like real life, and indeed 

has to persuade the reader that it is exactly like real life. But we writers working 

away behind the scenes must remember that, though it is our job to create an 

impression of reality, our story is no more real than a painting on canvas or the 

music score of a symphony.

If you learn to write well, and become an accomplished short story writer, your 

readers will be unaware of the effort you have put in, and of all your careful planning 

and technique. They will read your story under the impression that, because it seems 

so effortless, you just sat down one day and jotted it down in one sitting. They will 

not see all the crossings out, revisions and editing. They will feel they too could do 

just as well, if not better, if only they had the time to sit down and rattle off their 

own yarn. All great art seems utterly simple, and you should aim at achieving the 

effect that your story put itself together while you, its author, fade quietly into the 

background.

3: Do not take your story, nor any significant part of it, directly from life, lifting 

whole chunks and dumping them into your narrative. It is true that life and the 

people who live it provide the writer with the raw material, but you must learn 
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to be selective about what you include in your stories. You may have witnessed 

or taken part in a series of events which you think would make a good story, and 

so, thinly disguised as fiction, it is presented as your plot. This seldom works, 

for you are recounting facts, and not fiction. Certainly you may use that series of 

events as the basis for your story, but the details, the events, the outcome, some 

part of this series of events will almost certainly need to be changed, as fact and 

fiction are very different. In fact, it is because real life and its happenings are so 

unrealistic that they will never work as a story – they are just too unbelievable, and 

the readers would never accept them.

Short story analysis

We are now going to dissect a typical short story, and lay the bones, as it were, bare 

for our inspection. In order to pass muster, anything which claims to be a short 

story has to contain the following elements:

1 A short story must be of a length between about 1,000 words up to, say, 10,000, 

though most short stories range between 1,000 to 5,000 or 6,000 words. There are 

odd exceptions, but generally, anything longer is more likely to be in the nature of 

a short novel – the sort of thing that was called a novella or a novelette in the past. 

Short-shorts (under 1,000 words) or flash fiction (shorter still, sometimes even as 

low as 50 words) are obviously restricted, requiring a very storyline and offering 

little chance to develop characters. Some people have a talent for short-short stories, 

but until you are fully aware of what a short story really is, beware of three-paragraph 

items you think fit the bill. Many beginners write short stories which consist merely 

of description and have no story content. 

2 A short story must not only have a plot, it must also communicate some 

message, some theme it wants to give to the reader. The theme must sum up 
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the whole action and point of the story, and prove to the readers that ‘Love can 

overcome all obstacles’ or ‘Crime does not pay’ or ‘You should not judge a book 

by its cover’ or whatever other message your story is about. You need not try 

too hard to find fresh and original themes which have never been used before. 

Practically every theme, situation, plot and anything else concerned with writing 

will already have been used by someone. It is not what you have to say that will 

make your writing good, it is the way you, in your own special way and with  your 

own special outlook on life, present this material to your readers.

Regarding themes, you should note that themes which are completely downbeat, 

which give no message save of chaos, hopelessness and despair, are unlikely to 

prove popular with editors. You might try your hand at some utterly downbeat 

story for your own benefit, but do not expect anybody to buy it – or even, of their 

own free will, to read it. There are various things readers are looking for when they 

read a short story, but chaos, hopelessness and despair are not among them. So try 

to end your story on a note of hope, even if the story itself has been sad.

3 A short story consists of a beginning, a middle and an end. This might appear 

obvious, but it is amazing how many beginner writers do not realise exactly what a 

beginning is (or an end, come to that). They start the story much too early or much 

too late, and they include information about the past history of the characters which 

nobody wants or needs. Sometimes, they include details about what happened to 

the children of their central characters, or even the grandchildren. Further on in 

the course, we will examine the importance of beginnings and endings, how to 

identify where each should take place in your story and how to tackle problems. 

For the moment, be aware that beginnings and endings need to be crisp and clear.

4 Every short story is about some sort of conflict and must contain within its 

pages a struggle, problem to be overcome, question to be answered, decision to 
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be made. There can be no story if nothing happens, if there is no problem or 

nothing to worry your characters. Characters who proceed happily on their way 

with never a care in the world and seem to be spared the little inconveniences and 

unpleasantness – even the real tragedies – which beset the rest of us, do not make 

for a good story.

Consider for a moment the stories usually regarded as suitable for small children 

only – the ones we call fairy tales. None of these is bland and easily digested. Evil 

in its most primitive form stalks every one of them in the guise of wicked queens, 

evil stepmothers, witches, giants. The conflict between good and evil is inherent 

throughout, and it is this conflict which makes the stories immortal.

The conflict in your story need not be as obvious as this, but you can use the 

situations to give you some idea of how to form conflicts of your own. For instance, 

you may not want to write about an evil stepmother, but what about the conflict 

between a new bride and her mother-in-law whose well meaning interference is 

threatening to ruin her son’s marriage?

Conflicts can range from fights, battles, even wars, through verbal and emotional 

conflict to clashes of personality, down to the conflict within one character who 

has a decision to make. But some form of conflict there must be in any story that 

is going to be good. Here is a brief list of possible sources of conflict to start your 

mind ticking over:

Man against man/men

Man against woman/women

Man against nature/the animal kingdom/natural disaster

Man against himself/his conscience/his beliefs

Man against God

Man against injustice/social wrong
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Man against machine

Man against scientific discovery/scientific progress

Man against the unknown

Man against the supernatural

Man against a puzzle

Choose a short story from your favourite publication – the magazine you would 

love to write for yourself. Read the story and take it apart to see in what ways it 

conforms to the rules set above.

The talk through

Does the example you have chosen contain the required elements we discussed 

earlier? Questions of plot, whether the plot was a good one, whether the characters 

were brought to life satisfactorily, whether the treatment of the story was done 

well or done clumsily, will be considered later. First, those foundations we have 

already mentioned must be considered. And I am not going to do all the work here 

 – the sooner you learn to use your own judgement over whether a piece of writing 

works, or does not work, and why, the sooner you will be able to consider your 

own stories with a conscious awareness of exactly what you are doing, why you 

are doing it, and what effect you want it to have on the reader.

1: Length. Often, as you will discover later, editors ask for stories to be written to 

a certain length – they may take ‘short stories of between 1,500 and 2,500 words’, 

for instance. Any magazine that publishes short stories, knows how much space 

a printed story will take if it is within the limits they stipulate, and they make 

allowance when laying out the magazine pages for a story of the right length to be 

accommodated. If they are sent stories that are too short, they know they would be 

left with a gap to fill; and if they are sent stories that are too long, they know they 
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would over-run the space available. So, with this in mind, you must take notice 

of directions about length, otherwise you are wasting everybody’s time, since no 

editor will break the rules just for you.

But more about submissions to editors later. A story must give the impression 

when you read it, that it is exactly the right length, that it does not waste time 

getting going at the beginning, nor wander round in circles in the middle, nor 

waffle on unnecessarily at the end. This is linked, of course, with our point about 

beginnings, middles and endings, and we will be considering the subject in detail 

in the next unit. For the time being, think hard about whether you consider this 

story was written to the right length or whether, if you had been the author, you 

would have made it longer or shorter, and why.

2: Theme. Apart from the plot and the way in which the action has been worked 

out, does this story have a theme and if so what is it? If it is not a romance, does 

the theme concern love? ‘Love’ need not necessarily be romantic love, it can be 

parental love, a child’s love for a pet, and so on.

Are you satisfied with this theme as it is expressed in the story? Or, if you were the 

author, would you have wanted to make a different point, have a different theme 

running through the whole thing? Remember that, by analysing the work of other 

writers, taking their stories to pieces, you will often find that from a tiny fragment 

of their story – a character who hovered on the outskirts, perhaps, or some incident 

that was touched on only briefly –-a completely fresh and new story might take 

root in your own mind. It would have nothing to do with the story that had given 

you your inspiration, yet it might have been your examination of the other writer’s 

work that sparked off the idea in your mind.

One thing to beware of is the temptation to wrap yourself up in the writing of a 
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storyteller you greatly admire, and produce would-be copies of that person’s work. 

However much you can learn from, and benefit from, studying the stories of great 

writers, you must always be aware that you are on your own so far as your own 

stories go. But by examining stories in a technical manner, as we are doing now, 

and not allowing emotion to sway our judgement, we will be able to appreciate 

how our idols achieved their wonderful effects yet still be able to appreciate our 

own more modest efforts. We will be more aware of what we are putting into our 

own stories in a practical manner, using techniques that are tried and tested, not 

just allowing inspiration to strike if and when it condescends to do so. We will 

not be trying to grab the story in transit, as it were. Short story writers need some 

of the same skills as a good carpenter or landscape gardener. Much of what will 

make your stories successful relies on the solid practical and technical work you 

put in, as well as the imaginative and even poetic flights of fancy that will carry 

your readers with you.

3 Regarding the exact nature of your story’s shape, its beginning, middle and end, 

we will be dealing with that in the next unit, for the way you construct your tale is 

all important. It is not enough to ‘have an idea’ and just sit down to write whatever 

comes into your head. The inspiration which comes from your subconscious mind 

to give you your idea, is one of the storyteller’s most vital tools of the trade, 

but it is highly unlikely that your idea will appear complete and perfect, with no 

necessity to work on it using writing techniques.

Perhaps you think I am leaning too heavily on the technical side, and that this 

seems too much like hard work, with none of the rapturous pleasure of sitting 

down when the fancy takes you, and just writing a story. If you want to write 

seriously – as opposed to scribbling away in an ivory tower, making no real effort 

to relate to the requirements of editors and publishers – that you are in a much 
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stronger position if you have some idea of what you are doing. The process then 

turns into an exciting adventure as you plan how to employ your talents to the full 

and make sure your story is displayed to its best advantage.

There is a great deal of choice in the matter of where and when a story starts and 

finishes, what it tells and what it leaves out, which characters are given prominence 

and which play minor roles. Take another look at the story you chose as an example 

and dissect it to examine some of these potentials. Read the story again, and consider 

the following questions:

A At what point in the history of these characters does the story start?

B Could it have started earlier? Could previous incidents have been included? 

Would this have made the story better? If so, why?

C Do you think the story ends in the right place? Would it have been improved by 

ending it sooner or later?

D Which characters does the story focus on? Do you think other characters should 

have been included? If so, why and in what way?

E Can you identify any technical skills that have been used in the telling of this 

story? For instance, flashback to past events.

F Do you think you could have written this story in a better way?

In all probability, you will feel rather hesitant on certain of these points, even if you 

feel strongly on others. You might well find you have never considered such matters 

before, and feel a little daunted by them. But this is what the course is all about. You 

are crossing the barrier between people who ‘sit down and write a story’ and people 

who are aware of their job, who know what skills to use and how to fashion what 

they write in the manner of a potter fashioning a bowl on his wheel. It looks so easy – 
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anyone can do it – but amateurs end up with a lump of wet clay that slips out of their 

grasp, while professionals who put their skills unobtrusively to work come up with a 

finished product that is structurally sound as well as pleasing to look at.

The last item on our list, conflict, is so integrated with the structure of a story that 

these need to be considered together, and we will proceed with them in Unit Two.

Useful notes

The astute student might by this time have begun to feel there is far more to this 

writing business than meets the eye. At the end of the first unit already, and we are 

still talking basics – very basic – and have not even touched on how to sell stories 

to editors, and get them into print.

It is on this last point that you can take heart. Of course an important part of writing 

stories is to get them published, get paid for them, and see your name in print. A lot 

of people are under the impression that, with a word or two from an expert to set 

you in the right direction, and a few names dropped about suitable publications, 

this can easily be achieved overnight, and with time to spare.

There are even devices available which claim to be infallible, to help you plot 

stories that cannot fail and assist you to target them at the right markets. We will 

be considering the procedures of targeting markets, and writing stories aimed at 

individual publications later on in the course. Although friends might have advised 

you to study selling methods before you even begin to write so that you can produce 

a commercial product for market requirements, we are not at that stage yet. Some of 

us might be ahead, others bumbling along in the rear, but there is one certain rule that 

applies to hopeful beginner writers of short stories. In the beginning and sometimes 

for quite a long time afterwards, hardly anyone attempting a short story really knows 

exactly what he is doing. The first things we need to concentrate on are things that 
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cannot be achieved overnight, however alluring the promises of others appear: skills, 

techniques and information relating to exactly what a short story involves. We need 

to learn how to go about writing one in a confident and professional manner, and 

how to familiarise ourselves with those skills so that we are no longer scared to take 

the plunge.

If you have never been taught to write short stories, how can you possibly be skilled 

and fluent in their construction? On the other hand, you do have to play your part: 

this course is a two-way affair. It will show you basics and techniques that will 

enable you to write stories competently, even if you are never going to reach the 

heights of genius (and very few of us can do that). Your role is not only to absorb 

the skills you will be taught, and learn to put them into use in the proper manner, but 

to acknowledge that you are as much a student as if you were learning any other art 

form, and be prepared to commit yourself to a genuine learning process.

Far too many beginner writers skim through a few books, chat to a few writing 

friends, and produce large numbers of ‘short stories’ which they proceed to send 

out to editors who, naturally, recognise them as totally unsuitable and send them 

back. Such writers cannot understand why they are so hard done by. What have 

they done wrong?

If you were to ask them whether they had learned their trade, whether they had 

spent long hours working at the techniques of writing stories, whether they had even 

written a handful that they regard as ‘apprentice work’, not written with thoughts 

of publication and fat cheques in the forefront of their minds, but attempting to 

master the skills of characterisation, dialogue, beginnings and endings, and so on, 

they would probably have no idea what you were talking about.

It is impossible to say how long your apprenticeship in learning to write short stories 

must last. You may quickly grasp the skills; you may take a long time for the basics 
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to sink in. You may have only written one or two practice stories when you come up 

with something your tutor will recognise as being of professional standard: you may 

need to try your hand at a large number before you begin to get the knack. But you 

must be prepared to work your way through the learning process without giving up 

because it is taking longer than expected, or breaking away and taking it on yourself 

to skip the learning and submit your stories to editors, then complain when they all 

come back.

If we are agreed that we are going to work together, let us start off straight away with 

Unit Two which will tell you how to shape your story.
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Assignment One

Complete this assignment when you have studied and thoroughly understood 

Unit One, and send it to us to forward to your tutor

Unit one discussed the need for a short story to have a message or a theme, 

and to deal with a conflict situation. Now write a short story of 1,250-1,400 

words in which: 

(a)  The message or theme is: Love conquers all.

(b)  The conflict situation is man or woman versus 

loneliness.

Note: 

1.  Send your assignment as a Word doc attachment by email: writingcourses@

warnersgroup.co.uk

2.  To send your assignment by post, please type in double spacing on single 

sides of A4. Please write your name and student number at the top right 

hand corner of each page. Send to: Writing Magazine Creative Writing 

Courses, Warners Group Publications, Fifth Floor, 31-32 Park Row, 

Leeds LS1 5JD. Please enclose a stamped and addressed envelope for the 

return of your assignment.

3.  If you have any questions or wish to raise any queries with your tutor, 

please use a Tutor Query sheet and send it with your assignment.
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BOOK ONLINE: 
https://writ.rs/shorts

*Once you’ve booked, please email us at: writingcourses@warnersgroup.co.uk and let us know your full name and 
con� rm you have taken the � rst module so that we don’t send you it again!*

•  Continue your 
course at home, in 
your own time with 
up to two years to 
complete

•  Receive each 
assignment designed 
especially for you and 
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•  Learn and improve 
your writing skills
with the help and 
advice from your tutor 

GET 
20% 
OFF
THE FULL 
COURSE
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