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The five stories shortlisted for the 2018 BBC National 
Short Story Award with Cambridge University are:

To Belong To  
by Kerry Andrew

Sudden Traveller  
by Sarah Hall

Van Rensburg’s Card  
by Kiare Ladner

The Sweet Sop  
by Ingrid Persaud

The Minutes  
by Nell Stevens

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 

17 September 2018 
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 17 to 
Friday 21 September 2018 from 3.30 – 4pm. 

2 October 2018 
Tune into the special short story edition 
of Front Row on BBC Radio 4 from 7.15 – 
7.45pm, broadcast live from Cambridge. 
The winners of the 2018 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 2018, the editor of The Times 
Literary Supplement, author, 
editor and broadcaster Stig Abell 
is chairing the judging panel. He is 
joined by a group of award-winning 
writers and poets: short story 
writer and winner of the 2016 BBC 
National Short Story Award K J Orr, 
Granta’s ‘20 under 40’ novelist  
and one of the 2017 shortlisted 
writers Benjamin Markovits, and 
poet Sarah Howe. The line-up is 
completed by Di Speirs, BBC’s 
Books Editor.

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 elements 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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Simple acts of kindness and the 
meaning of home and community are 
key themes between these stories. 
Diverse in tone and setting, whether 
it be Kerry Andrew’s remote Scottish 
Isle, Ingrid Persaud’s Trinidad, Kiare 
Ladner’s South African shopping mall 
or Nell Steven’s South London housing 
estate – these five stories together 
are a powerful meditation on a world 
where displacement, loneliness and 
loss are paramount but where renewal 
and hope are infinite. 
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Summary
A man, contemplating life and 
death, recovers a sense of purpose 
on a Scottish island.

Questions
How does weather help shape 
this story? What does the fog 
represent?

What is the significance of the lush 
secret hollow the protagonist finds 
on the beach?

Anna says she does not belong on 
the island, just like the protagonist, 
though she lives there. What are 
the themes of belonging that are 
explored in the story? Who does 
the baby belong to? Who does the 
island or the birds belong to? Is 
there a sense of intransience about 
the island, and is that a good or bad 
thing?

Discussion points
Writers often use birds as a symbol 
for emotions, freedom, and, at one 
part of this story, a sense of letting 
go of the past. Discuss how Andrew 
uses birds to convey emotion and 
meaning, as well as creating a 
convincing setting. Is it significant 
that the protagonist’s job is as a bird 
observer? What is the significance 
of the rare bird that is found?

What to look out for
Subtle clues about what happened 
to the baby are woven gradually 
through the story, building to an 
emotional climax.

Dramatic, emotional opening scene 
that cuts straight into the action, 
and gets to the heart of the main 
theme of the story.

Repetition of key phrases as an 
effective patterning device in 
creating emphasis.

Next steps
When the main character first sees 
Anna, she emerges from the sea 
like a mermaid; she is described 
throughout the story as being a little 
like an elemental being. Selkies, in 
particular, are a key part of Orkney 
mythology and are seals that 
transform into women who are good 
wives, but who always long for the 
sea. Research the selkie myths of 
Scotland and write a story or poem 
about one, either in a fantasy or real 
world setting.

To Belong To 
by Kerry Andrew

The author: Kerry Andrew is a composer 
and writer. Her debut novel, Swansong, was 
published by Jonathan Cape in January 2018. 
She performed her debut short story One 
Swallow on BBC Radio 4 in 2014. She is the 
winner of four British Composer Awards and 
has a PhD in Composition from the University 
of York. As a composer, she specialises in 
experimental vocal and choral music, music-

theatre and community music. She made her 
BBC Proms debut in 2017 with No Place Like 
for BBC Ten Pieces and was Chair of the jury 
for the BBC Young Musician of the Year 2018. 
She performs alternative folk music under 
the banner of ‘You Are Wolf’ and sings with 
award-winning a cappella trio Juice Vocal 
Ensemble. Originally from High Wycombe in 
Buckinghamshire, Kerry lives in London.
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Summary
A woman sits with her sleeping 
baby in a car while her brother and 
father prepare her mother’s grave.

Questions
How are bodies described in this 
story? How does Hall depict the 
two-way relationship between 
bodies and souls?

How does the device of a second 
person narration frame the story? 
Does it give a sense of distance, 
and if so, what effect does this 
distancing have on the emotional 
impact of the narration?

How do the first two lines of the 
story set up the rest of the story?

Discussion points
This is a deeply emotive yet clear-
eyed depiction of a pivotal year in 
one woman’s life, where she loses 
her mother and gives birth to her 

child. Discuss the ways that Hall 
depicts the transitions of new life 
and death – how does she evoke 
the emotions attached to both 
events? Look at the evocative 
language and the masterly use of 
detail that makes links between the 
two experiences – baby socks in 
the morgue, the medical bracelets 
mother and baby wear, the setting 
of the hospital where one is born 
and the other one dies. How does 
Hall make both experiences – the 
only two that we all have in common 
– relatable, and yet also completely 
particular to her characters?

What to look out for
Tactile description: temperature, 
physicality, touch, taste and smell.

The relevance of weather in setting 
atmosphere and mood.

References to death as occult, 
subterranean, mysterious and 
ritualistic.

Next steps
Hall’s line ‘The power of artifacts, 
like a ritualistic horde’ aptly 
describes the human instinct to 
keep mementoes of the ones we 
have loved and lost, and document 
our own lives and that of others. 
Look at the ways that performance 
and conceptual artists such as 
Marina Abramovic, Tracey Emin and 
Sophie Calle have documented 
themselves and their experiences 
in their work. You could decide to 
commit to documenting your own 
life for a set period of time (a day, 
a week, a month) with physical 
artifacts, or choose to do it for 
someone else you know. At the 
end of the time period, you can 
display the artifacts in an exhibition 
of some kind. Does your ‘ritualistic 
horde’ carry some emotion attached 
to you or your subject that can be 
perceived by others?

Sudden Traveller 
by Sarah Hall

The author: Sarah Hall is the prize-winning 
author of five novels – Haweswater, The 
Electric Michelangelo, The Carhullan Army, 
How to Paint a Dead Man and The Wolf 
Border. Her first short story collection, The 
Beautiful Indifference, won the Portico Prize 
and the Edge Hill Short Story Prize. The first 
story in the collection, Butchers Perfume, 
was shortlisted for the BBC National Short 
Story Award. Her second collection, Madame 

Zero, was published in 2017 and is currently 
shortlisted for the Edge Hill Prize. The lead 
story, ‘Mrs Fox’, won the BBC National Short 
Story Award in 2013 and the last story, Evie, 
was shortlisted for The Sunday Times EFG 
Short Story Award. Sudden Traveller is an 
original commission by Audible for the Bard 
series of short stories. Sarah was born in 
Cumbria and now lives in Norwich. 
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Summary
A widow considers how to  
respond to a sympathy card from  
a neighbour.

Questions
What is the significance of Greta 
driving with her brakes on? 

How is Greta’s relationship with food 
represented?

How has Greta changed since her 
husband’s death, and how is this 
shown?

Discussion points
Ladner has created an excellent, 
three-dimensional character 
in Greta, she is flawed, but we 
gradually understand and empathise 

with her as we read – she feels 
like a real person. Discuss the 
ways that Greta is depicted that 
makes her seem ‘real’ and not like 
a ‘Mary Sue’ character, a term that 
means a fictional character who 
is represented as unrealistically 
perfect. What do you like about 
Greta? What do you dislike? Is 
it important for us to like the 
characters we read about? 

What to look out for
A story that presents a subtly pivotal 
moment in a character’s life.

Rich description: food, landscape 
and family relationships captured 
with great depth.

A story told in a brief period of time.

Next steps
In the card that Greta receives from 
Van Rensburg, he writes that ‘death 
is what shapes and reshapes the 
family’. Write about a friend or family 
member that has passed away – it 
might be an ancestor from many 
generations ago, or someone that 
you knew. What advice might they 
give you about an issue in your life? 
You could write them a letter or an 
email, and then write their reply.

Van Rensburg’s Card 
by Kiare Ladner

The author: Kiare Ladner’s debut novel, 
Nightshift, will be published by Picador in late 
2019. She wrote it together with short stories 
as part of a funded Creative Writing PhD at 
Aberystwyth University. During the PhD, her 
short stories were shortlisted in competitions 
(including the Bridport Prize, the Short Fiction 
Competition, the Short Sharp Stories Award 
and South Million Writers Award). They were 
also published in journals and anthologies in 

the UK, where she lives now, and South Africa, 
where she grew up (these include Lightship 
Anthology 1, New Contrast and Wasafiri). 
Before the PhD, she was given the David 
Higham Scholarship for her MA Prose Writing  
at the University of East Anglia. Before that, 
she worked in a range of jobs for academics, 
with prisoners and doing nightshifts. Kiare 
was born in Pretoria, South Africa, and is now 
based in London. 
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Summary
A young man makes peace with 
his estranged father through the 
medium of chocolate.

Questions
What makes a good father? Is 
Reggie a good father, and is Victor  
a good son? 

Why is Victor only eating Nutella on 
bread at the start of the story?

What are the most effective scenes 
showing Reggie’s character? How is 
Reggie’s character established?

Discussion points
In this engaging story about 
fathers and sons, we learn that 
there are two sides to every story, 

and sometimes villains are not 
necessarily as bad or as evil as 
we were told. What are Reggie’s 
strengths and weaknesses?  
What fatherly wisdom does he  
offer Victor, and what elements  
of his character are unpleasant? 
How much of his character when 
Victor knows him might be a result 
of his illness, and what was he like 
in the past?

What to look out for
The Trinidadian cadences, rhythm 
and slang of the narrator and 
characters.

Well-drawn, idiosyncratic and 
honest characters.

Dynamic dialogue that develops a 
relationship and reveals character.

Next steps
The plot in a story is usually defined 
by what the characters want: 
Reggie is an absent father, but he 
still wants Victor to recognise him as 
his Dad. Despite Reggie’s absence, 
Victor still wants a relationship with 
his father.  Write the story from 
the point of view of Moms. What 
does she want for herself and for 
Victor? What did she want when 
she was a young girl and married 
Reggie? How did her life and her 
expectations change? You could 
use a diary format and write one 
entry when she meets Reggie, 
one on her wedding day and one 
contemporary entry at the time 
that Persaud’s story starts. Or, for 
a longer piece, write more entries 
that chart Moms’ experiences of 
growing disillusionment.

The Sweet Sop 
by Ingrid Persaud

The author: Born in Trinidad, Ingrid Persaud 
has had lives as a legal academic teaching at 
King’s College London, a Goldsmith College 
and Central St Martins trained visual artist 
and a project manager. Although she came 
to writing later in life, she has always been 
preoccupied with the power of words, both 
in her academic work and her exploration of 

text as art. Persaud is the 2017 winner of the 
Commonwealth Short Story Prize and her work 
has appeared in Granta, Prospect and Pree 
magazines. Her physical homes are London 
and Barbados which she shares with ‘The 
Husband, teenaged twin boys, a feral chicken 
and two rescue dogs’. 
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Summary
A group of students organise an 
art project inside a soon-to-be 
demolished high rise building; 
one unnamed character has an 
ambiguous relationship with  
the block and with the rest of  
the group.

Questions
Why do you think the older student 
character is unnamed? What are her 
motivations in the story?

Why does she disappear at the end 
of the story?

How are girls and boys described?

Discussion points
In the story, one character 
discusses Walter Benjamin’s essay 
‘The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction’ in a 
lecture. Discuss what role modern 
technologies (which can be seen 
to represent the ‘mechanical 

reproduction’ Benjamin discusses) 
have in fiction: group chat, Twitter, 
YouTube, etc. Does this date 
the work or provide it with new 
possibilities for telling stories? What 
about the format of the minuting, 
which is by contrast a rather old-
fashioned way of reproducing 
an event? When we read a story, 
are we experiencing the event 
or experiencing a transcript, or 
copy, of the event? As part of 
this, consider the ways in which 
you are capturing your experience 
right now. Do your reflections that 
you are documenting in photos, 
quotes and film really capture your 
discussions and debate?

What to look out for
Philosophical questioning: what 
happens to a work of art that 
nobody looks at? What is the 
difference between a painting, and 
a photograph of a painting?

Original structuring device, using 
minuting to frame the story.

Use of group chat message format 
to incorporate many voices, as well 
as Twitter activity which helps build 
the character of the person who is 
not named.

Next steps
The Minutes cleverly uses the 
format of meeting minutes as the 
form of the first part of the story. 
Using the same format – location, 
apologies, attendees, agenda, 
item 1, item 2, actions, any other 
business – see if you can convey a 
fictional event, such as: 

•  A family meeting where an 
argument starts.

•  The account of a breakup.

•  An interview for a job a character 
really wants (or doesn’t want).

•  The record of a police 
interrogation after a crime has 
been committed.

The Minutes 
by Nell Stevens

The author: Nell Stevens was born in Oxford. 
Her first book, Bleaker House, was published 
in 2017 and her memoir Mrs Gaskell & Me (UK) 
/ The Victorian and the Romantic (US, CAN), 
a blend of life writing and historical fiction, was 

published this year. Nell has a PhD in Victorian 
literature from King’s College London, and an 
MFA in Fiction from Boston University. She is 
a Lecturer in Creative Writing at Goldsmiths 
University and lives in London.


