
TIPS FOR SHORT STORY SUCCESS 
 
1. Identify the Word Count and Stick To It 

Many competitions, including this one, will punish exceeding the word count by eliminating your entry from judging.  
 

2. Don’t start with the weather AND do you really need that first paragraph anyway? 
It’s like starting a modern story with ‘once upon a time’… Unless the weather is an important element of the story, don’t 
go there. If fact, once you’ve finished the whole story, go back and look at the first paragraph. Does it give the story the 
introduction it deserves? If you take it away altogether is the beginning stronger, drawing the reader in more effectively? 
Remember, judges of short story competitions can be handed dozens, if not hundreds, of stories and you want your story 
to stand out so that it lands on the ‘possible’ pile in the first round and stays there until the final round. 
 

3. Limit the time period AND number of characters 
Short stories limit the amount of information you can impart without seeming rushed or unclear. If you limit the main 
characters to 2 and minor to 3 (if necessary) and the time period to a week or two, a few days, or even a few hours, you 
are more likely to capture the emotion, drama and detail that will make your story stand out to a judge. 
 

4. Your Main Character/s 
The main character or characters are the anchor for your story. Make them relatable. They don’t have to be perfect, or 
even likable, but they should behave, feel and speak appropriately for their situation. This/these character/s need/s to 
change or evolve in some way during the course of the story. This is what the story is all about. 
 

5. Description & Setting 
Remember that the readers can’t see into your head. Show them where the character is, including all the senses if they 
are appropriate, and keep the descriptions short and to the point. You don’t have room for beautiful, long scene setting in 
a short story. Having said that, a good description of a setting can tell a reader a lot about a character before he/she 
even speaks or acts. 
 

6. Dialogue 
Good dialogue conveys information, not only about the situation, but about the character and their emotions. It needs to 
realistic and appropriate and not sound exactly like you, the author. Each character should be able to be differentiated by 
their speech and language. If you’re unsure, read it aloud to yourself. If you stumble over the wording, so will readers. 
Pay attention to the people around you while you are on the bus, at coffee, school pick-up etc and listen to how they talk 
and react.  
 

7. The K.I.S.S. Principle 
Don’t use big words for the sake of showing how well you can use the dictionary and thesaurus. If your character is a 
Professor, his dialogue may reflect his knowledge, and perhaps arrogance, by using fancy terms, but in the narrative, 
keep your words simple and accurate. Sentences should vary in length, but don’t join ideas together to make long 
sentences that confuse the reader.  
 

8. The End… 
Make sure your story has a conclusion. Short stories are not designed to have sequels so they need a strong beginning, 
clear and interesting middle, and a definite, satisfying end. 
 

9. Editing 
Don’t send off a story that you’ve only written the day before. Hindsight is a wonderful thing, and looking back over a 
story you’ve sent off and realising there are spelling, grammar, punctuation and structural mistakes is realising that you 
have wasted time and entry fees. While editing, go through the story with a highlighter and mark all the adjectives. There 
should only be one per usage and only if absolutely necessary. If you can write the paragraph without an adjective and 
still give it the same meaning and intensity, all the better. Then go back and get rid of words like ‘even’, ‘really’, and 
‘very’. 
Make the story the best you possibly can by editing it to the point where you think it is finished, then put it aside for a few 
days, go back and edit again. It’s amazing what you might find that you totally missed the first time around. For a handy 
checklist, check out this one by Jerry Jenkins. https://bit.ly/37OBOrV 
 

10. Grammar and Punctuation 
If you have issues with grammar and punctation find someone who can help you edit your work, use the inbuilt spelling 
and grammar checker in your word processing program or download Grammarly https://www.grammarly.com free to help 
you identify issues in your writing. Bad spelling, grammar and punctuation can be a sign of laziness and can ruin even 
the best of stories for a judge, putting your entry on the ‘not in contention’ pile. 

 
11. Feedback & Proofreading 

Ask someone you trust to be unbiased to read and comment on your story. You should ask them to identify any plot 
holes, grammar or spelling errors that you might have missed in your own editing efforts. Be open to their feedback. If 
they see an issue or fail to understand something you should look at the wording to make it clearer, or edit the situation 
so that it does make sense. 
 

12. And lastly, have fun! 
Writing creative fiction, unless you have a publisher’s deadline to meet, should be fun. Enjoy the process! 
 


