Short Story / Novel Review

Terms You Need to Know for the SOL:

1. Plot:  the chain of events in a story 

Think of the plot structure as a climb up a mountain and then down.   The exposition introduces the time and place of the story and the characters involved.  The conflict causes the action to rise to the climax, or highest emotional point in the story.  The action then falls down to the resolution, which ties things up and solves any problems.  

Questions you may be asked about Plot:

1. What happened before / during / after . . . ?

2. What caused something to happen?

3. What was the conflict?

4. When did the climax occur?

5. What was the turning point?

2. Characters:  the people or animals involved in the plot

Dynamic characters change as a result of what happens to them in the story; static characters do not.  Round characters are well-developed personalities, complex, and multidimensional.  Flat characters are not.  The protagonist is the character who is faced with a conflict, and generally the reader identifies with him or her.  The antagonist tries to prevent the protagonist from reaching a goal or solving a problem.

Questions About Character:

1. Who is telling the story?

2. Which character changes during the course of the story?

3. What does a character’s language, appearance, behavior, and relationships tell you about him or her?

Archetypal Characters

An archetype is a symbol or theme that is present throughout folklore and literature of cultures everywhere.  Archetypal characters become models on which later characters are based or judged.


Examples of Archetypal Characters:

a. Huck Finn:  Huck must experience a rite of passage in order to grow up.  A rite of passage is an experience that tests a young person and helps him or her reach maturity.  Huck’s journey with Jim teaches him that he must go against everything “civilized” in order to do what is morally right.  Many other characters in literature have gone through similar rites of passage.

b. Captain Ahab (Moby Dick):  He symbolizes the relentless, obsessive search for what he perceives as a malicious force.  Because of his excessive pride and arrogance, he destroys himself and others.   He is archetypal because these traits, while negative and destructive, are true to life across cultures and time periods.

c. Hemingway Hero:  an aloof and emotionally scarred man who faces pain alone

d. Walter Mitty:  meek in real life but a brave adventurer in his daydreams

e. Hester Prynne (Scarlet Letter):  fallen woman but maligned heroine

f. Willie Loman (Death of a Salesman):  aging and broken salesman

3.  Setting:  where and when the story takes place

4.  Mood:  the way the author makes you feel (joyful, frightened, etc.)


Setting and mood are closely related because the mood, or atmosphere of the story, depends 

greatly on an author’s creation and use of setting.  Think of the movie Titanic.  The title, which is

the setting, says it all.

Questions about Setting and Mood:

1. When does the story take place?

2. What mood does the author create?

3. What details of the setting help create the mood and atmosphere of the story?

5.  Theme:  the universal truth revealed by the story



If the author has done a skillful job, the theme will be universal in nature; that is, anyone

 anywhere can apply it to his or her life.  Some common themes in literature are hope, pride,

 jealousy, and greed.



Questions about Theme:

1. What lesson can you learn from the story?

2. Is the theme universal?

6.  Style:  the way the author tells the story



Listed below are some stylistic elements:

a. Word choice:  the language’s level of formality

b. Sentence length and structure:  variations of sentence length, grammatical complexity, and grammatical accuracy

c. Point of View:  the perspective the author takes to tell the story

d. Tone:  the author’s attitude toward characters, plot, theme

e. Narrative form and structure:  Organization of the action of the plot, such as foreshadowing, flashback, chronological, or surprise ending

In addition to these elements, the writer’s craft involves the use of a variety of tools and techniques, such as irony, figurative language, repetition, alliteration, parallelism, allusion, rhetorical question, or anecdote.
Questions about Style:

1. From what point of view is the story told?

2. What is the tone of the piece?

3. Did the ending surprise you?
Other terms:

Fiction:  “made up” stories

Nonfiction:  “real” stories
