
First major writing assignment: Short Story Review 

 

The short explanation: 

 

Community goal: As a class, we will create a web page that contains reviews of some of the 

stories in The Best American Short Stories 2015. 

 

Personal goal: You will contribute one review on one of the stories in The Best American Short 

Stories 2015.  

 

The longer explanation: 

 

The situation:   

 

A person looking to buy a short story collection has many choices. For example, when I had to 

choose a book for this class, I had to choose a short story collection. What was the first thing I 

did? I read reviews online. These reviews influenced which books I took out from the library, 

and ultimately which book I chose.  

 

As a class, we will create a body of reviews for some of the stories in The Best American Short 

Stories 2015. 

 

The audience: 

 

 People who may be interested in purchasing this book. (Therefore, people who have not 

read these stories.)  

 People who buy short story collections. People who love literature and love to read. 

 

The purpose: 

 

 To give your honest appraisal of one of the stories in this book.  

o Is it a worthwhile story to read? Why or why not? 

o Does it resonate with you? Does it open your eyes to a complex human truth? 

 You’re not trying to give a hard sell of this story or this book. So, something like, “You 

really gotta read this story…” is not appropriate. You’re analyzing the story, and letting 

that speak for itself.  

 

The task:  

 

Write a 1,200-word (including citations) analytical review of one of the stories from The Best 

American Short Stories 2015. You can choose a story we’ve already read in class, or you can 

choose a different one.  

 

The genre: 

 

A short story review. You can read examples of short story reviews and book reviews online. 

I’ve listed some on our blog.  
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Your review may be a bit longer than a conventional short story review. But, the basic spirit of it 

will be the same. Main tasks you need to accomplish: 

 

 Briefly introduce and summarize the story (one paragraph). 

 Identify one major theme or literary device that you found most interesting in the story. 

 Discuss the story’s strengths and/or weaknesses through the investigation of this theme or 

literary device. (You don’t have to necessarily talk about strengths and weaknesses. If 

you think there are only strengths, focus on those. Same with weaknesses. Or you can 

talk about both. Up to you). 

 Integrate enough citations from the text.  

 Correctly employ mechanical techniques for integrating citations studied in class. 

 

How your final draft will be graded: 

 

Your final draft is worth 15 marks. I will grade it out of 15. You get one mark for doing each of 

the following things correctly: 

 

Content (7 marks) 

 

 You successfully introduce and summarize the story (briefly) (1 mark) 

 You mention a theme and/or literary element in your thesis statement (1 mark) 

 You use this theme and/or literary element as a thread to weave through your entire paper 

(1 mark) 

 You have enough citations from the various scenes in the story (1 mark) 

 You discuss strengths and/or weaknesses in the story (1 mark) 

 You discuss the arc of the character (1 mark) 

 You dig deep beneath the surface of citations: you look at specific words, phrases, or 

images in citations (1 mark) 

 

Mechanics (4 marks) 

 

 You have a proper contextualizing sentence before each citation (1 mark) 

 Your punctuation before and after citations is correct (1 mark)  

 You have a list of Works Cited in MLA format (1 mark) 

 You have an interesting and engaging title (1 mark) 

 

Writing style (4 marks) 

 

 You have proofread carefully for grammatical precision (1 mark) 

 You write in a style that is genuine and human  

 Your sentences are clear and of the appropriate length (1 mark) 

 You use precise and appropriate words (1 mark) 
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The longest instructions: 

 

A note on purpose: 

 

This paper is an evaluation of your ability to produce output in the spirit of the work we’ve been 

doing all class this semester. If you’ve been attending class and participating, then you get it. 

Your job is to look beneath the surface of the action and create some deeper meaning in the 

story. Your job is to look for a pattern that stands out to you in the story. Your job is not simply 

to talk about what happens or to say why you like the story or not. Your job is to demonstrate 

your own unique reading of the story.  

 

A note on “theme” and “literary element”: 

 

The instructions above say this: 

 

 “Identify one major theme or literary device that you found most interesting in the story. 

 Discuss the story’s strengths and/or weaknesses through the investigation of this theme or 

literary device.” 

 

A theme is a broader idea that you see surfacing in the story. For example, themes for “Sticks,” 

by George Saunders could include: family and mental illness, healing after a trauma, connection 

to material objects, the unspoken in family situations, etc.  

Literary elements include: imagery, symbolism, dialogue, flashback, irony, setting, etc. 

 

Your review must centre around the discussion of one theme, or 

the discussion of one literary element, or 

a combination of both.  

 

If you’re having trouble coming up with a theme or literary element to discuss, no problem! 

Come and speak to me in my office and I’ll help you come up with something great.  

 

A note on structure: 

 

You have some freedom in how you structure your review. The main thing you want to do is 

structure it in a way that stimulates interest and brings energy to the piece. You don’t need to 

stick with a rigid “5-paragraph academic essay” structure. You don’t need to worry too much 

about topic sentences, a rigidly-formatted introduction, a “proper” conclusion.  

 

Think of it this way: you are a human being, in the world, attempting to communicate with other 

human beings. Try to structure the piece in a way that feels natural and real.  

 

You can, of course, apply any principles of essay writing from any other classes (English or 

otherwise) that you find useful. You have the freedom to not apply any principles you did not 

find resonated with your particular writing style.  

 

You do need to employ the basic building blocks of all prose writing: sentences and paragraphs.  
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A note on writing style: 

 

You don’t need to feel constrained by a formal style in this piece. Contractions are preferred. 

Informal vocabulary is preferred. Try to write like you speak.  

 

Imagine this: you are having a face-to-face conversation with a stranger, a person you’ve never 

met before. You’ll be respectful and kind. But, you’re not going to speak to them like a close 

friend, or like an alien. You’d probably speak in an everyday, relaxed way. 

 

You wouldn’t use overly fancy language, or slang and language that is too informal. There’s a 

pretty clear line. Consider these examples: 

 

 “This story contains numerous humourous episodes that elevate the spirit and make one 

want to rejoice in the potentialities of the human condition we all find ourselves subjected 

to.” (alien speak) 

 “Bro, the story is fucking hilarious and totally makes me feel like I just scarfed down the 

best breakfast of my life.” (too informal) 

 “The story is very funny and uplifting.” (normal speak) 

 

A note on secondary sources: 

 

 You do not need to use any secondary sources for this review. 

 You may use secondary sources if you want to.  

 Types of secondary sources you could use: 

o Sources that elaborate on a theme. For example, if you’re writing about mental 

illness in family situations, you could read a few psychological sources.  

o Sources that elaborate on a literary element. Not totally sure what imagery is? 

Research it.  

o Sources that talk about the story you’re discussing. Got an idea from another 

review that’s already online? Cool.  

o Anything from our class blog.  

 

No matter which source you choose to reference or cite, you must cite it both in your text and in 

your list of works cited.  

 

 Using sources and citing them in your text and in your works cited = being a good 

student. 

 Using sources and not citing them in your text and in your works cited = plagiarism.  

 As stipulated on the course outline, any form of plagiarism will result in a 0 for this 

assignment and not re-do option. I have zero tolerance for this stuff.  


