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The five stories shortlisted for the 2019 BBC National 
Short Story Award with Cambridge University are:

The Children   
by Lucy Caldwell
Ghillie’s Mum   
by Lynda Clark
Silver Fish in the 
Midnight Sea   
by Jacqueline Crooks
My Beautiful Millennial    
by Tamsin Grey
The Invisible  
by Jo Lloyd

In this resource you will find:

An overview of each of the five stories shortlisted for 
the award.

Questions and topics to frame your thinking and 
discussion.

 Suggestions for further activities.

You can either take each story in turn or read/listen to 
them all and discuss them with a friend, using this guide 
to support you.

Reading the shortlisted stories
You can read all the stories in the 
BBC National Short Story Award with 
Cambridge University anthology, available 
from any good bookshop at £7.99, and 
you can listen to the audio of all the 
stories at www.bbc.co.uk/nssa 

6 September 2019 
Tune in to hear or podcast the stories 
shortlisted for the BBC National Short Story 
Award with Cambridge University. They 
will run on BBC Radio 4 from Monday 9 to 
Friday 13 September 2019 from 3.30 – 4pm 
or are available to download from  
www.bbc.co.uk/nssa 

1 October 2019
Tune into the special short story edition 
of Front Row on BBC Radio 4 from 
7.15 – 7.45pm, broadcast live from BBC 
Broadcasting House. The winners of the 
2019 BBC National Short Story Award 
with Cambridge University and the BBC 
Young Writers’ Award with First Story and 
Cambridge University will be announced  
as part of the show.

Key dates
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Keep up to date with the Awards:  
www.bbc.co.uk/nssa  
www.bbc.co.uk/ywa

On Twitter via #BBCNSSA   
#BBCYWA  #shortstories

Expert judging
Each year, the award is judged by 
five expert judges. The judges 
select a shortlist of five stories 
from approximately 1,000 entries, 
considering the originality and 
excellence of the prose, the story 
structure and the overall impact of 
the story on the reader. 

In 2019, television and radio 
broadcaster Nikki Bedi, who writes 
and presents The Arts Hour on 
BBC World Service and BBC Radio 
London, is chairing the judging 
panel. She is joined by is joined  
by novelist and writer of narrative 
non-fiction Richard Beard; short 
story writer, novelist and youngest 
author to be shortlisted for the 
Man Booker Prize Daisy Johnson; 
screenwriter, novelist and 2017  
BBC National Short Story Award 
winner Cynan Jones; and returning 
judge Di Speirs, Books Editor at 
BBC Radio.

The BBC Student Critics’ Award with 
First Story and Cambridge University 
encourages 16 – 18 year olds to 
read critically and build confidence 
in expressing opinions. You can get 
involved by reading and/or listening 
to the five stories shortlisted for 
the 2018 BBC National Short Story 
Award with Cambridge University, 
and discussing the stories with  
your friends.

If you would like more of a general 
introduction to reading, listening to 
and critiquing short stories, take a 
look at the Short Story Discussion 
Guide at www.bbc.co.uk/nssa which 
will give you an understanding of 
the short story form and tips on how 
to become a better reader.

Don’t forget to capture your 
experience of being a critic!

Take photos, film your chats 
with your friends on your 
phone (make sure you have 
their permission) or write 
some notes on what it means 
to you to be a reader and 
how you’re approaching texts 
differently. 

We’d love you to share these 
with us at bbcsca@bbc.co.uk 

Student critics

Now, it’s your turn to be part of 
the awards. 

Next year...
To register your interest to participate in the 2019 BBC Student  
Critics’ Award with First Story and Cambridge University, please email  
bbcsca@bbc.co.uk 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/nssa
http://www.bbc.co.uk/ywa
https://twitter.com/search?f=tweets&q=%23bbcywa&src=typd
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The 2019 Shortlist

The need for empathy and human connection 
are key themes in the rich and varied 2019 
shortlist that is set in both contemporary 
and fantastical worlds. Loneliness, activism, 
intolerance and social exclusion are all 
explored in stories that range from the comic 
contemporary to the mythic with inspiration 
coming from Brexit, Trump, #MeToo and 
experiences of immigration and isolation. 

Intimate and immersive, each short 
story shows the potent power of 
the form to reflect the political via 
the personal. 

From Lucy Caldwell’s ‘The Children’, 
a tale about motherhood and loss 
told through the deft interweaving 
of the true story of a 19th century 
child custody campaigner, a 
modern mother’s health scare 
and the child migrant crisis on the 
US/Mexican border as reported 
via Twitter; to Jacqueline Crook’s 
evocative and haunting ‘Silver 

Fish in the Midnight Sea’ exploring 
isolation, neglect and social 
exclusion set against memories of 
Jamaica and childhood summers; 
to the magical, fantastical world of 
Lynda Clark’s ‘Ghillies Mum’ where 
‘otherness’ and intolerance are 
explored in the story of a family 
who are able to shape-shift into 
animals. 

Richly varied and tonally diverse, 
each story reflects the importance 
of community and human 
connection in an increasingly 

divided world. From the 
otherworldly, almost mythical Welsh 
village of Jo Lloyd’s ‘The Invisible’, 
where a community is torn apart 
by one woman’s stories about 
the ‘invisible’ Ingram family, while 
in the contemporary metropolis 
of Tamsin Grey’s wonderfully 
comic ‘My Beautiful Millennial’, a 
young woman alone in London is 
desperate to make a connection. 

All five are beautifully told stories 
that conjure complete worlds for 
the reader and listener. 
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Summary
A woman is confronted with her 
own mortality and reflects on the 
experience of children separated 
from their mothers in the present 
and in the past.

Questions
What contrasts can you find 
between Caroline Norton’s 
experience of motherhood and 
the protagonist’s? Similarly, how 
are Norton’s husband and the 
description of the US President 
similar?

How does Caroline’s story compare 
to that of a modern day Mexican 
family seeking refuge in the US that 
is touched upon in the story?

What is the significance of Girton 
College, mentioned here as the 
place the protagonist researches for 
her piece on Caroline Norton? What 
does the story remind us about the 
status of women in education and 
publishing since Victorian times?

Discussion points
Lucy Caldwell ends the story with 
a call to action: ‘Children are still 
in cages. Please don’t let up’. 
Children are still being treated with 
harshness and brutality in different 
parts of the world today.

The United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, or UNCRC, 
is the most complete statement 
of children’s rights ever produced 
and is the most widely-ratified 
international human rights treaty  
in history. 

The Convention has 54 articles that 
cover all aspects of a child’s life and 
set out the civil, political, economic, 
social and cultural rights that all 
children everywhere are entitled to. 

Read and discuss the document. 
Why are children still suffering in 
the world, given that this exists? 
What are the possible problems of 
enforcing such a thing? What are 
the benefits of the UNCRC? How 
can you get involved?

What to look out for
Diaries interspersed with the main 
text segue and contrast with the 
contemporary life of the main 
character, bringing Caroline’s voice 
into the present.

Use of text from social media 
that provide a different kind of 
immediacy and impact.

Caldwell’s choice of point of view 
as two mothers facing traumatic 
life events ensures that we feel the 
emotional resonance of the story.

Next steps
In a group, research a current 
political issue you feel passionately 
about. What do you want to 
change? Think about your key 
messages, who your audience is 
and how to reach them. Create 
a campaign (real or in theory) 
including an online petition, letters 
to politicians, a press release, a 
plan of activism (e.g. sit-ins, public 
protests) and a social media plan. 

The Children  
by Lucy Caldwell

The author: Lucy Caldwell is the author 
of three novels, several stage plays and 
radio dramas, two collections of short 
stories (Multitudes, 2016, and Intimacies, 
forthcoming in May 2020), and is the editor 
of the anthology Being Various: New Irish 
Short Stories (Faber, 2019). Awards include 
the Rooney Prize for Irish Literature, the 
Dylan Thomas Prize, the Irish Writers’ and 
Screenwriters’ Guild Award, the Commonwealth 

Writers’ Award (Canada & Europe), the Edge 
Hill University Short Story Prize Readers’ 
Choice Award, a Fiction Uncovered Award, a 
K. Blundell Trust Award and a Major Individual 
Artist Award from the Arts Council of Northern 
Ireland. She was elected a Fellow of the 
Royal Society of Literature in 2018.  She was 
previously shortlisted for the BBC NSSA in 
2012. Lucy Caldwell was born in Belfast and 
lives in London.
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Summary
In a hinted-at dystopian society, a 
young boy’s mother has the ability 
to turn into different animals, but 
her ability is misunderstood and 
feared. When he gets older, the 
boy finds he has the same talent.

Questions
What hints are given in the story that 
there may be dystopian elements to 
the society in which Ghillie and his 
mum live?

What is the purpose of magic 
realism (where fantastical elements 
are presented as normal in an 
otherwise contemporary style piece 
of fiction) in a story like Ghillie’s 
Mum?

Why has Lynda Clarke chosen 
animals as the form that Ghillie and 
his mum transform into? What does 
this say about ideas of ‘natural’ and 
‘unnatural’ in our society? 

Discussion points
It could be said that Ghillie and 
his mother’s ability to change into 
animals (which is inherited by his 
children) is symbolic of any number 
of contemporary (or historic) 
perceived disabilities or mental 
illnesses, or indeed non-conforming 
gender or sexual identities. 

Discuss the change of treatment of 
Ghillie’s children’s ability compared 
to his mother’s. Does this reflect 
a social change toward greater 
tolerance and respect in the real 
world? It is significant that we learn 
that a non-specified law is repealed 
towards the end of the story which 
means that life is better for Ghillie’s 
children than it was for him. Discuss 
the parallels in recent international 
politics, e.g. legalising gay marriage, 
or the historically barbaric treatment 
of mental illness. What elements 
in our society still fall more on the 
dystopian than the utopian side? 

What to look out for
Allegory (a story, poem or picture 
that can be interpreted to reveal a 
hidden meaning, typically a moral or 
political one).

A strong, image-rich opening that 
grabs attention from the first line.

Choice of animals that convey 
emotional states: an original way to 
demonstrate ‘show, don’t tell’.

Next steps
Write a diary entry as Ghillie’s Mum 
when she is incarcerated in The 
Facility. How does it feel to be 
locked up, misunderstood and 
feared? What is her daily routine? 
How do the drugs make her feel? 
What does she feel about Ghillie 
being put into The Registry? What 
animals does she turn into and 
why? Remember to use all the 
senses in your writing: sounds, 
textures, tastes, sight and smells.

Ghillie’s Mum  
by Lynda Clark

The author: Lynda Clark is a former bookseller 
and videogame producer, has a PhD in 
interactive narrative and is currently a Research 
and Development Fellow in Narrative and Play 
at the University of Dundee. ‘Ghillie’s Mum’ 
won the Europe and Canada Commonwealth 
Short Story Prize, received a special mention 
in the Galley Beggars Press Short Story Prize 

2016/17, and was published in Granta online. 
Another of her stories, ‘Grandma’s Feast Day’ 
was shortlisted for the 2017 Cambridge Short 
Story Prize and is forthcoming in a collection 
from The Short Story UK. Her debut novel, 
Beyond Kidding, will be published by Fairlight 
Books in October 2019. Lynda Clark was born 
in Nottingham and lives in Dundee, Scotland.
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Summary
A girl looks after her younger 
siblings in the summer holidays 
while their mother works; she 
suspects that a ghost haunts their 
house.

Questions
Who is Mr Adler? How is he 
described, and what does this make 
us feel about him?

What is the Sound-Ghost? What 
might have happened to Mrs Adler? 
Did she disappear, or is there some 
other reason why Mr Adler is so 
interested in the garden of his old 
house?

What is the significance of the 
children’s ancestors, and Ycara’s 
connection to the spirit world?

Discussion points
Child narrators can often be deemed 
‘unreliable’ narrators because of 
their limited understanding of the 

adult world. However, in using a 
child narrator, the author can also 
make us ‘see’ details that an adult 
might miss. Discuss other stories, 
novels, plays or films that use a 
child narrator. In those examples, 
what is gained by having a child’s 
point of view?

What to look out for
Rich, poetic description that 
merges the natural and spirit world 
into Ycara’s own particular world 
view.

Caribbean dialect that both centres 
the family in a cultural tradition but 
also marks them out as the only 
black family in the neighbourhood.

Prefigurement (where a later 
important event is foreshadowed 
by mentions of similar imagery or 
happenings earlier in the story)  
the garden, in which we suspect 
there might be a body, is  
mentioned in the very first line of 
the story. Mentions of death,  

bones and the spirit world all 
prefigure Macca’s death.

Next steps
Write a short story in which you 
prefigure an important event using 
imagery, dialogue and descriptive 
language earlier in the story. The 
event that you are prefiguring, or 
foreshadowing, could be a death 
as in ‘Silver Fish in the Midnight 
Sea’, or it could be two characters 
falling in love, a marriage, someone 
becoming ill, the arrival of a new 
person, an unrequited love, 
an argument – there are many 
possibilities. Whatever you choose, 
decide on the main event in the 
story first then construct your plot 
and weave in some meaningful but 
sparse foreshadowing. A little goes 
a long way.

Silver Fish in the Midnight Sea  
by Jacqueline Crooks

The author: Jacqueline Crooks writes 
stories about Caribbean migration and the 
supernatural and supranational stories that 
sustain the diaspora. She was born in Jamaica 
in a rural village and came to London in 1963 
with her mother when she was a baby – she is 
a Windrush Baby. She grew up in the migrant 
town of Southall between 1960 and 1980. She 
has Jamaican, Indian and German ancestry. 
Jacqueline is listed in the Breaking Ground 

list of the best British Writers of Colour, her 
collection of short stories, The Ice Migration, 
was longlisted in the 2019 Orwell Prize in 
the Political Fiction category and she has 
been shortlisted for the Wasafiri New Writing 
Prize. She has worked in the community/
charity sector for 25 years developing support 
services for socially excluded children and 
families. Jacqueline was born in Jamaica  
and lives in London.



8

The 2019 Shortlist

BBC Student Critics’ 
Award 2019  
with First Story and 
Cambridge University

Summary
A lonely young woman who has 
recently moved to London starts to 
find a sense of her own identity.

Questions
‘After the all clear and my hair grew 
back’ is how Grey tells the reader 
that Dido has recovered from 
cancer. What’s the significance of 
Dido’s cancer in the story?

What does the scene with the 
pigeon on the underground train  
say about how people relate to 
each other in big cities – or, in 
particular, London?

In the age of #metoo, what 
does the story say to us about 
expectations and interactions 
between men and women?

Discussion points
The narrator’s lifestyle – living in an 
anonymous house-share, a job she 
hates and few friends – contrasts 

sharply with that of Paul Fildes, her 
older, richer boyfriend, who lives in 
suburban Amersham and takes her 
out for expensive meals. The title 
of Tamsin Grey’s story reminds us 
that there is a generational divide 
between Paul’s ‘beautiful millennial’ 
and Paul himself. Consider how  
Grey presents both characters, in 
terms of dress, conversation, job, 
lifestyle, etc. 

Discuss the popular/media 
conception of the millennial 
generation. Is it accurate, or not? 
Can and should  a whole generation 
be characterised in a certain 
way? What are the supposed 
characteristics of the Baby 
Boomers, Generation X, Generation 
Z, etc? How much do you think 
economics, politics and popular 
culture form these concepts? 
Why do we seem to need these 
classifications? Discuss how, as 
a Gen Z-er, you feel about the 
supposed characteristics applied to 
you. How aware of them are you? 

What to look out for
Confident handling of a large cast 
of characters in the train scene: 
creation of thumbnail character 
sketches that are alive and vivid.

More reported speech than direct 
dialogue which conveys ennui and 
a lack of connection between Paul 
and Dido.

Dido experiences an epiphany at 
the end of the story, a key element 
of the short story.

Next steps
Write a scene of piece of 
flash fiction where Paul Fildes 
experiences his own epiphany – 
perhaps about his relationship with 
Dido, or his job, or even about his 
ballerina mother who we hear  
about briefly. 

What causes the epiphany? Is it 
dramatic, or subtle, as Paul Fildes 
browses the supermarket in 
Amersham?

My Beautiful Millennial  
Tamsin Grey

The author: The eldest of five sisters, Tamsin 
Grey spent her early childhood in England, 
Scotland and Zambia, her family settling 
in south London when she reached her 
teens. Tamsin’s varied career has included 
waitressing, speechwriting, yoga teaching, 
oral history interviewing, picking cucumbers, 
and selling advertising space on a calendar. 
Having always wanted to write novels, in 2012 
she embarked on She’s Not There. In 2015, 

the third draft found its way onto the desk of 
literary agent Jo Unwin, who proceeded to 
sell it to Suzie Dooré at Borough Press. Tamsin 
currently works part time as a civil servant. 
She is using her oral history skills to interview 
colleagues across Whitehall about their 
experiences of working on EU Exit, in order to 
create a collective ‘story’ of this time. She is 
also working on a second novel, set at a music 
festival. Tamsin lives in south-east London.
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Summary
Martha, an old woman, tells her 
fellow villagers that she can see an 
invisible family, the Ingrams, living 
across the lake.  Her neighbours 
struggle to believe her claims.

Questions
Is Martha telling the truth or lying?

The Ingrams are rich and the 
villagers are poor. What might Jo 
Lloyd also be telling us about a 
more general social disparity of 
wealth? If the Ingrams are not 
fairies, does their wealth somehow 
make them unreal and untouchable 
to the villagers?

Discuss the depiction of Martha as 
wise woman. Is it positive, negative, 
or neither? Does she have power, 
or is she vulnerable? 

What were (or are still) the dangers 
of being an older single woman in a 
community?

Discussion points
‘The Invisible’ is a story redolent of 
fairy mythology, and Jo Lloyd refers 
to the Welsh legends of the Tylwyth 
Teg (‘the fair folk’) at the end of the 
story. Closely allied with the tales 
of the Tuatha De Danaan in Ireland 
and the Seelie Court in Scotland, 
the Tylwyth Teg are described 
as fair-haired and beautiful. They 
covet golden-haired human 
children whom they kidnap, leaving 
changelings in their place.  

It’s inferred that Martha may be 
seeing fairies living across the lake. 
Lloyd mentions that the witchcraft 
law has been repealed recently.

Discuss traditional depictions of 
witches and fairies in contract to 
the ones in this story. Examples 
might include traditional Russian 
tales of the Baba Yaga, the witch in 
Disney’s Snow White and the Seven 
Dwarves or the fairy creatures in 
Labyrinth or The Dark Crystal.

What to look out for
Mentions of markets reminiscent of 
Christina Rossetti’s Goblin Market.

Descriptions of the gross material – 
cows, mud, crops – to contrast to 
the refined silks, white hands and 
luxurious feasts of the Ingrams. 

Mini chapters within the short story 
that give it the feel of an older, 
mythical tale.

Next steps
Research either a traditional Welsh, 
Irish or Scottish fairy tale and 
rewrite it with a modern setting. 
Consider common elements such 
as transformation, bodies of water, 
baby changelings, time passing at a 
different rate in the fairy kingdom to 
our world, fairy markets, curses and 
blessings.

The Invisible  
by Jo Lloyd

The author: Jo Lloyd’s short stories have 
appeared in The Best British Short Stories 
2012 (Salt), Zoetrope: All-Story, Ploughshares, 
Southern Review, and elsewhere. Her short 
story, ‘The Earth, Thy Great Exchequer, Ready 
Lies’ featured in The O. Henry Prize Stories 

2018, widely regarded as the most prestigious 
awards for short fiction in the US. Jo has also 
previously won an Asham Award, the Willesden 
Herald International Short Story Prize, and a 
McGinnis-Ritchie Award. She grew up in South 
Wales and has recently returned to live there.


