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Lesley L. Smith, Ph.D., M.F.A. 

 

Introduction 
 

Short stories are one of the most adaptable and fertile forms a writer can cultivate. They offer a 

compact, flexible space where ideas can take root quickly, grow with intention, and yield 

creative and professional rewards.  

 

This workshop guides writers in using short fiction as a powerful way to nurture their craft, 

expand their skills, and generate momentum in their writing lives. Short fiction thrives on focus, 

clarity, and purposeful choices. We will explore how character, plot, setting, emotion, theme, 

voice, mood, and style flourish within the concentrated space of short form.  

 

We will also examine how short stories can serve as newsletter content, reader engagement tools, 

Patreon and Kickstarter rewards, lead magnets, and entry points into larger fictional worlds.  

 

Writers will leave with practical strategies for using short stories to sharpen their craft and 

harvest new opportunities at any stage of their writing journey. 

 

PART I — Honing Your Craft: Great Short Stories and Creative Cultivation 

 
Part I Intro: Why Short Stories Matter  

Short stories are fast to draft, revise, and finish. They are ideal for practicing specific skills, 

experimenting with voice, genre, structure, and tone, and reaching new readers. They are 

flexible: you can publish them, share them, serialize them, bundle them, or repurpose them. They 

are also a productive space between big projects, keeping your creative soil rich and active. 

When your creative garden feels overgrown or under-watered, short fiction is a perfect place to 

plant something new. Short stories also build confidence through completion; finishing small 

projects regularly helps writers maintain momentum and trust their creative instincts. 

 

The Story Core Elements  

A story is like a tent made up of character, plot, setting, and emotion, held up by the central pole 

of theme. All elements work together to create a unified, resonant experience. When these 

elements align, the story feels like a well-tended field: balanced, intentional, and ready to bear 

fruit. 

 

Character  

Characterization includes appearance, actions, thoughts, feelings, values, dialogue, and the 

reactions of others. In short fiction, one clear desire or problem is enough. Small details create 

big payoff. Secondary characters should be minimal but meaningful. A single gesture can plant 

an entire backstory. Character is revealed indirectly through interactions. Short stories are 

excellent character laboratories: you can drop a character into a crisis, observe how they behave, 

and decide whether they deserve a larger narrative. 
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Plot  

Plot must include conflict: man versus man, man versus nature, or man versus self. Short stories 

require movement and change, even in very few words. They rely on tight scope, a focused arc, 

and one strong turning point. A short story is not a mini-novel; it is a concentrated narrative with 

a purposeful harvest at the end. More on this in a bit. Short stories often hinge on a single 

crystallizing moment of truth—a decision or realization that changes the character’s internal 

landscape. Because the form is compact, the ending matters more than in almost any other type 

of writing; it must feel earned, inevitable, and surprising all at once. 

 

The Try-Fail Cycle in Short Fiction  

The try-fail cycle is a narrative structure in which a character attempts to solve a problem, fails, 

and ends up in a worse situation than before. It is a fundamental tool used by writers to build 

tension, develop characters, and drive the plot forward in the middle of a story. Instead of letting 

a character succeed right away, the writer forces them through multiple rounds of struggle to 

make the eventual victory feel earned. In short fiction, a complete story should include at least 

one try-fail cycle. Longer short stories often include multiple cycles. Each failure should 

complicate the situation and raise stakes. The cycle creates the story's middle, even in flash 

fiction. The final attempt leads to meaningful change, whether success or failure. Try-fail cycles 

give short stories a spine, a sense of progression, and a satisfying arc without requiring 

novel-length complexity. Think of each cycle as a season: the character plants an intention, faces 

storms, and emerges changed. 

 

Setting  

Setting determines time and place. Imagery evokes the five senses. In genre fiction, setting 

includes world-building. In short fiction, use selective sensory detail, anchor the reader quickly, 

and let setting reinforce tone and theme. One vivid image can cultivate an entire world. Short 

stories are also world-building snapshots: they let you explore corners of a world that might not 

fit into a novel, like planting test plots in different soil to see what grows. 

 

Emotion  

All good stories include emotion. Authors need to evoke reader emotions, often through 

empathy. In short fiction, aim for clarity, not volume. Show emotional shifts through action and 

choice. Let subtext carry part of the load. Emotion is the connective tissue that helps the story 

bloom. 

 

Theme  

Theme is the underlying idea or insight about life that the writer wishes to express. Short fiction 

can explore one theme deeply, let theme emerge from character and conflict, and leave theme as 

a lingering flavor after the final line. Theme is the seed at the center of the story; everything else 

grows around it. Short stories are excellent theme explorers: they let you test ideas you may not 

be ready to tackle at novel length. 

 

Symbols, Voice, Mood, Style  

Symbols emphasize theme and deepen resonance. Voice is the distinctive pattern that makes a 

writer’s work recognizable. Mood arises from setting, voice, and theme. Style includes sentence 
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variety, fluency, consecutiveness, precision, economy, and clarity. Short stories let you 

experiment with all of these in concentrated form, like testing new crops in a small plot before 

planting a full field. They are also ideal for voice experiments—second person, present tense, 

unusual narrators, or new rhythms—without committing to a full novel. 

 

Short Story vs. Novel Chapter  

Short stories and novel chapters share several important structural similarities, but they differ 

sharply in purpose, scope, pacing, and narrative expectations. Understanding these similarities 

and differences helps writers avoid accidentally drafting a chapter-shaped short story or a 

short-story-shaped chapter.  

 

Similarities 

Both short stories and novel chapters rely on the micro-arc, a complete narrative movement 

contained within a small space. Each establishes a status quo, introduces an immediate inciting 

incident, builds tension, and reaches a climax. Both forms also depend heavily on the try-fail 

cycle: a character enters the scene with a specific goal, takes action, and encounters resistance or 

failure that shifts the immediate narrative direction. Both use the same scene-level mechanics: 

active scenes followed by sequels that let the character react, reflect, and process.  

 

Differences 

Short stories demand an immediate drop in, beginning as close to the climax as possible. Short 

stories allow virtually no subplots; every sentence must serve the main narrative thread.  

Short stories focus on internal transformation, a shift in perspective or realization.  

A short story exists to deliver a complete, singular emotional punch or thematic resolution. It 

closes a door. By the end, the central conflict is resolved or definitively accepted.  

 

Novel chapters allow a measured build, establishing atmosphere, geography, and character 

dynamics before the action intensifies. Novel chapters often balance multiple threads at once, 

advancing the main plot while nudging forward subplots or romantic arcs. Novel chapters focus 

on external progression, where the character’s situation changes in a way that alters their long-

term strategy. A novel chapter acts as a stepping stone that drives a larger, overarching plot 

forward. It opens a door. Chapters often end on a cliffhanger, revelation, or question designed to 

make the reader turn the page.  

 

Short Fiction as a Craft Laboratory  

Short stories are your creative test plots. They allow low-risk experimentation, letting you try 

new genres, structures, and tones. They help you develop narrative control, reveal your writing 

strengths quickly, and build confidence through completion. When you need to refresh your 

creative soil, short fiction is the perfect place to plant something new and see what grows. They 

are also excellent revision training grounds: because they are compact, they let you practice 

tightening prose, sharpening stakes, refining dialogue, and clarifying emotional beats. Short 

stories can act as creative reset buttons when a novel stalls, offering fresh soil, new weather, and 

renewed growth. Many successful series begin as short stories; a short piece lets you test reader 

interest, refine tone, and discover what resonates before expanding. Short fiction also teaches 

submission practice—guidelines, deadlines, cover letters, and editorial expectations—without 

the pressure of a full-length manuscript. 
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PART II — Marketing, Markets, Money and Career Growth 

 
Part II Intro 

Short stories are not only artistic works; they are also powerful marketing assets and career tools. 

Because they are short, flexible, and fast to produce, they can be used to attract new readers, 

deepen engagement, and expand your professional reach. In the publishing landscape, short 

stories are seeds that can sprout into newsletters, readership, community, and income. 

 

Short Stories as Marketing Tools  

Lead Magnets and More 

Short stories make excellent lead magnets because they offer readers a complete, satisfying piece 

of fiction in exchange for joining your email list. They work well in welcome sequences, where 

new subscribers receive a story as part of onboarding. Short fiction is equally effective in 

newsletters; readers enjoy receiving free stories, and including short fiction can significantly 

increase engagement and retention. Short stories are also strong reader magnets: they introduce 

your voice, tone, and imagination in a low-commitment, high-reward format.  

 

Patreon and Kickstarter 

Short stories are ideal for Patreon and Kickstarter because they are easy to deliver and feel like 

meaningful rewards. Patreon supporters often receive exclusive stories or early drafts. (Patreon: 

patreon.com.)  

Kickstarter campaigns frequently use short fiction as stretch-goal bonuses or digital extras. 

(Kickstarter: kickstarter.com.)  

 

Value Added 

Short stories can also be added to boxed sets or special editions, including hardcover editions, to 

increase value for readers. Adding a new short story to a collection increases perceived value and 

gives loyal readers something extra. Short fiction can serve as an entry point into your fictional 

worlds. A free or discounted starter story introduces your characters, tone, and setting without 

requiring a full novel-length commitment. Including back matter, such as links to your novels or 

reading-order guides, helps guide readers deeper into your work.  

 

Markets Intro 

Obviously, short stories can make authors money. 

Because short fiction is compact and reusable, it can continue producing value long after its first 

publication. Short stories also help build community: they are easy to share at events, include in 

newsletters, offer as bonuses, or use in collaborations. Many writers break in through short 

fiction—contests, anthologies, magazines, themed calls—making short stories powerful career 

accelerators. 

 

Publication Pathways and Money  

Short stories can be published in pro markets, semi-pro markets, token markets, free markets, 

indie platforms, and audio formats.  

 

Traditional Markets 
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• Pro markets pay eight cents per word or more and often qualify writers for awards or 

professional organizations.  

• Semi-pro and token markets pay less but can still be valuable for visibility and 

publication credits. 

• Free markets publish stories without payment, often offering contributor copies.  

 

Indie publishing allows authors to publish short stories on platforms such as Amazon 

(kdp.amazon.com), Smashwords/Draft2Digital (draft2digital.com/), and Kobo (kobo.com). 

Indie-published shorts can be priced like novels, tied into series, or used to monetize backlist 

content.  

 

Audio Markets, including podcasts and audiobooks, provide additional revenue streams and 

audience reach. Short stories adapt well to audio formats such as podcasts and audiobooks. 

Audio stories reach listeners who prefer short, self-contained narratives and allow authors to 

experiment with episodic or voice-driven storytelling. Podcast hosting options include 

soundcloud.com and podbean.com.  

Audiobook distribution can be done through Voices By InAudio (formerly Findaway Voices: 

www.voicesbyinaudio.com/) as well as the behemoth Audible/ACX ( acx.com) and others. 

 

Major Market Guides 

• Authors Publish operates as a free digital platform dedicated to unagented traditional 

publishers, indie presses, and open literary journal calls. The site focuses on industry 

guidance and submission lists for short stories and novels. (authorspublish.com.) 

• Writer’s Digest is one of the oldest and most celebrated resources for writers. Its annual 

Novel and Short Story Writer’s Market guide provides curated listings of magazines, 

journals, anthologies, and contests, while the website offers regularly updated submission 

calls and genre-specific directories. (writersdigest.com.) 

 

Market Registries, Databases and Submission Management  

• The Submission Grinder is a completely free, highly accurate database widely used by 

fiction writers. It lets you search markets by genre, word count, and pay rate, and it 

aggregates community-reported response times. (thegrinder.diabolicalplots.com.) 

• Duotrope is a paid service that offers detailed analytics on response statistics, acceptance 

rates, and submission windows. (duotrope.com.)  

• Poets and Writers maintains a large, free, searchable database of literary journals, 

magazines, small presses, and contests. (pw.org.)  

• CLMP, the Community of Literary Magazines and Presses, offers an active directory of 

independent literary publishers and themed calls for submissions (clmp.org).  

• Curiosity Never Killed the Writer posts monthly breakdowns of paying short-story 

markets, frequently highlighting independent romance anthologies. 

(curiosityneverkilledthewriter.com)  

• Horror Tree is a free submission tracker dedicated exclusively to horror authors. 

(horrortree.com.)  

• Submittable is the industry-standard submission platform used by thousands of 

magazines, publishers, and contests. (submittable.com.)  



RMFW Conference 2026 / Smith Stories / 6 

 

• Moksha is a submission portal frequently used by science fiction, fantasy, and horror 

publishers. (moksha.io) 

 

 

Market Summary 

Short stories can earn money through initial sales, reprints when contracts allow, anthologies, 

bundles, Patreon and Kickstarter rewards, and special editions. Short fiction is a flexible crop 

that can be harvested more than once. 

 

Evaluating Opportunities  

When choosing markets, consider genre fit, tone, length, originality, voice, market expectations, 

reprint potential, and your long-term career goals. Editors evaluate factors such as clarity, 

narrative movement, and how your story compares to others in the slush pile. Different markets 

prioritize different qualities, so always read guidelines carefully. 

 

Summary  

Short fiction can help you explore new characters or worlds, practice specific craft skills, build 

newsletter sequences, create reader magnets, test new genres or structures, maintain momentum 

between big projects, and strengthen your platform. Short stories are tools you can plant 

anywhere. 

 

Closing Thoughts  

Short stories help you harvest your inspiration, creatively and professionally. Plant them 

generously, tend them with care, and gather the rewards wherever your writing journey leads. 
 


