 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1How to Read A Short Story
While many short stories may be straightforward in terms of their characters and themes, many (especially the great ones) will be more complex, and–as a result–require more careful reading by the reader. If you are struggling to comprehend and analyze a short story, try using the following guidelines to help you along.

1.) Start with what you know – What information/details are we given about the setting and characters? Don’t ignore “basic” details like gender of characters, historical/social context, relationships between characters, physical setting, etc.

2.) In a broad sense, what is the story about? – Start with a handful of “big thematic concepts” (e.g. love, family, regret, war, relationships, violence, etc.). Next, narrow down these “big concepts”; for example, if it is a story about love, what kind of love? Between whom? How do the people “in love” in the story understand and define the idea of love? Finally, ask yourself, “What might the story be highlighting about these ‘big concepts’”?

3.) What are the motivations of the characters? – Quite simply, what causes the characters in the story to do/say the things they do? Are their motivations obvious, somewhat obvious, or totally perplexing?

4.) What are the central conflicts of the story, and what are their causes? – As with motivation, the causes of conflict may be obvious, subtle, or almost entirely hidden from the readers (but there will always be clues).

5.) Look for repetition – make a note of any details (i.e. words, images, sounds, colours, names, etc.); if something comes up several times throughout the course of the story, chances are it is probably important.

6.) Look closely – after doing all of the above, try to “put the pieces together”; in other words, look at the story again, and see if there may be something you missed. Is a physical object possibly a symbol/metaphor for something? Are characters’ names significant (perhaps an allusion)?

Finally, accept the fact that there will be things you do not (maybe cannot) know about a story, so don’t feel you have failed in your close reading if you cannot analyze every single detail. A writer may leave out certain details because they are not really relevant or important to the story; other times, writers will leave endings “open”, and not offer the reader any type of closure, or “tying up of loose ends”. This means the writer respects his or her readers enough to leave them something to ponder when they are finished reading.

