
A Short Book 
on How to 

Write a Short 
Story 

Aly Gulamhusein

Introduction 
Writing is hard. It’s really hard. Writing a short story is even more difficult than writing a 
novel, because you simply don’t have the room to say anything that might take away from 
the story you are trying to tell.


The good news is that you are already writing. Whether it’s text messaging with friends, 
writing an essay for class, or sending an email, you are writing. The difference with writing a 
short story is that it’s longer.


There are a countless number of resources out there to help you with writing a short story. 
From books to YouTube videos, podcasts to writing workshops, there are any number of 
places where you can find information about how to write a story. This short book is just one 
more.


On that, if you are reading this version of the book, you should know that it’s incomplete. It 
was written on a sunny Sunday afternoon, after a moment of inspiration, while trying to 
figure out how to help my students write a short story for a writing assignment. No doubt, 
it’s going to need some editing, along with additions. 



Parts of a Story 
There are certain elements that make a story come together. If you’ve ever told your friends 
about something that happened to you over the weekend, you’ve used these elements. 
Giving these elements a name helps you when planning to write your story.


What’s important to remember is that all of these elements work together but not all of these 
elements will carry the same weight in your story. Each story will have its own unique mix of 
each of these six elements.  

Setting: where and when 
the story takes place

Characters: the 
“who” of the story

Conflict: the problem 
that the characters 
overcome

Plot: how the events of 
the story unfold

Point of View: the 
perspective from which the 
story is told 

Theme: the message 
of the story

Planning 
Like when building a house, having a plan is a good idea when writing a story. It’s always 
tempting to just start writing. And, sometimes, this is the best way to start. Eventually, 
though, you’re going to have to sit down and map out the elements of your story. Having a 
plan, whether you do it first or after you’ve written down your initial ideas, is crucial.


How you choose to plan out your story is up to you. There is no one right way to do it. You 
could use sticky notes and a wall, a mind map, or good ol’ pen and paper. However you 
choose to plan, make sure that it makes sense to you.


To get you started, here are some ideas to help you plan each of the elements of a story. 

RISING ACTION

CLIMAX

DENOUEMENT

FALLING ACTION

character 
traits

new 
character 
traits

changes

EXPOSITIONThe Plot


The Characters

The Point of View

I First Person: the story is told from the 
perspective of one of the characters

Third Person: the narrator is not one of the 
characters



Remember that how you choose to plan your story is up to you. A quick search on the 
internet will get you a number of story mapping tools. Choose the one that works best for 
you or make your own. 

The Setting

When and where does the 
story take place? This 

frames your story.

The Conflict

What gets in your characters’ way? What 
stops them from getting what they want?

The Theme

What is the message of your story? What do the 
characters learn? What should the reader walk 
away knowing after having read your story?

Draft. Edit. Repeat. 
You’ve probably been told that you need to write a first draft, edit it, and then write your 
second draft. Once you’ve written your second draft, you edit that, and then write your final 
copy. That’s all true. 


The only thing to add is that you might not be ready to write your final draft after the second 
edit. The writing process is iterative, meaning that it involves repetition. How many times 
you need to go through the drafting and editing process will depend on how well your story 
is coming together. It could be once or it could be seventeen times, or more. Eventually, 
your story will be ready. You have to trust in the process.


Publish 
Once you’ve gone through all of the drafts and edits that you think are necessary to make 
your story the best it can be, STOP! Don’t make any more changes. Don’t think any more 
about how the words fit together to form a sentence. Don’t think any more about how the 
sentences come together to create paragraphs. Don’t think any more about how the 
paragraphs flow one after the other to tell your story.


This is when you publish. Publishing is your final draft. After all of the editing and rewriting, 
you are now done.


