
How to tell stories 
By me and everyone else 
 
PEARLS OF WISDOM 
 
The mic is a magic stick! (Kitchen sisters) 
 
Storymaking is both “leap and the net will appear” and “make the net.” It’s planning, 
and constantly scrapping the plan and rejiggering. 
 
“The listener is a co-author.” (Krulwich) 
 
“Music is emotional fascism.” (Rob R.) 
 
Curiosity is a muscle. The more you use it, the more it can do.  
 
On the courage to be a subject in someone else’s story: “It is important to honor the 
people who allow themselves to be representatives of something larger in our society. 
Their return is very small compared to what they give us.” (Isabel Wilkerson) 
 
You have to get your listeners to open themselves emotionally. Because then they have 
an experience, they lose themselves. That’s sacred.  
---------- 
 
FINDING YOUR STORY 

● “The moment you have a story is the moment you realize it’s not the story 
you thought it was.” (Jay) 

● Fall in love with a character, or a place.  
● Reposition the camera. Look for a big story that everyone already knows, and 

find the angle that’s not being told.  
o If it’s a big-picture story, can you zoom in and make it intimate? 
o Is there a similar type of story that’s happening somewhere else?  
o Is there an untold background story? 

●  “Go to a place in your community that you don’t know very well, ride a few 
buses, get off them, explore, and ask yourself questions about what you see. I 
guarantee you will find something that the public doesn’t know about 
because too few journalists bother to make these trips anymore.” (Katherine 
Boo) 

● Talk to your friends who aren’t storytellers. Pay attention to when they lean 
in, when they’re bored. What questions do they ask when you tell them about 
your story? That’s what your reader will want to know, too.  

● Consider what kind of access you’re likely to have. How deep into the story 
will you be able to get? 

● Is there unfolding narrative action that will provide a strong through-line? 



● “The real stories don’t come from the so-called victims; they come from the 
perpetrators. Go to your bad guy early and often.” (Katherine Boo) 

 
WHAT IS A STORY ANYWAY? 

● Alternates between two main elements (Ira):  
o Anecdote: one thing leads to another. You feel like you’re on a train 

with a destination.  
o Reflection: What does the anecdote mean? 
o Ex: “This happened, then this happened, and then you wouldn’t 

fucking believe it but________. And the reason that’s interesting to every 
single person walking on the face of the earth is ________.” 

● There’s a transformation or epiphany. The Moth says: the best stories hinge 
on moments when the storyteller teetered on the brink of a dilemma, the 
outcome of which changed his/her life.  

● A story has stakes. They don’t have to be life or death, but we need to know 
why we should care.  

● Rob R’s focus sentence is a hypothesis about what your story’s about. 
o Somebody does something because _______, but ________.  

▪ The “Somebody” could also be a thing: “the Brazilian welfare 
system has done_____, but scandal derailed it.” 

● A sequence of events where a character encounters a problem (and often 
overcomes it)  

● Paul MacLean, neuroanatomist, said that we have 3 brains: rhythm, 
cognition, emotion. Likewise, stories have 3 layers:  

o Factual: The narrative, the events. 
o Emotional: How those events make the character feel (and hopefully, 

the reader, too) 
o Universal theme: love endures, wisdom prevails, war destroys 

● What if your story is missing some element? How do you know it’s still worth 
following through on? It would need several of these: 

o Strong visuals 
o Strong characterization 
o Include an anecdote 
o Take us to a unique place 
o There’s movement/action 
o Be artfully done 

● Finding a story is hard. This American Life spends about half of their time 
looking for and rejecting stories. 

● Check out the book: “Writing for Story” –he dissects all these news stories 
graf by graf.  

● “Story” v. “report”—it’s a continuum. 
 

EMBEDDING YOURSELF IN SOMEONE’S LIFE 
● Become part of the furniture. Be a fly on the wall while the action’s 

happening.  



 
INTERVIEWING 

o If there’s no action, make some: flip through a photo album, take them 
for a walk through the place where something happened.  

o If the action’s in the past, is there a video to watch, a tape to listen to? 
● Interaction! Dialogue is fun. Get your subject to interact with other people.  
● If you’re doing a written piece, the interview might be less important than 

just being around someone while they go through their day. For radio, the 
interview is more critical.  

● The thing that people often forget: You won’t get anything good unless you 
establish a relationship with your subject. They must feel safe enough with 
you to reveal themselves to you authentically. This might take five minutes, 
or five months.  

● The psychological interview: For a major story, you’ll want to devote the time 
to really getting inside your subject’s head. You won’t use much of this, but 
the little bit you do use will be powerful. And most people like to talk about 
themselves to someone who will really listen; they’ll reveal a surprising 
amount. 

o What’s your earliest memory? 
o What’s your family like? Are you oldest or youngest? Were you 

well-off or poor? Did you have a pet? 
o Were you popular in high school?  
o What was your favorite movie?  
o …etc. Dig deep into where their vulnerabilities are, and see if they’re 

willing to go there.  
● Save the interview for before or after the action.  
● Ira recommends: Before you start interviewing: imagine your dream version 

of this story in as complete detail as possible. Before each interview, think: Is 
this person an opener? Do I ask them the dumbest questions in the world to 
get them as an opener? Or just: what do I need for my intro? 

● Do not interview someone in a restaurant. Get them in their natural 
environment. Accompany them on their errands.  

● Do not interview in the kitchen. Feel free to rearrange the furniture so you’re 
facing your subject and you have something for your arm to rest on. It will 
get tired. 

● If you’re not self-conscious about the mic, they won’t be. Fake confidence. 
Don’t glance at the recorder; turn it on without breaking eye contact.  

● Make chitchat, but do not talk about the topic. Save that so it’s fresh. 
● Be an idiot. Make the stupidest jokes. Then, the pressure’s off the subject to 

sound smart.  
o Remember: They’re the teacher. You don’t have to be an expert. 

● YOU must hold the mic. If you let them hold it, they’ll move it too much,  I 
guarantee 

● “Slate the tape.” Begin with: “I’m __, it’s 10/31/2015, and I’m interviewing ___ 
about __.” 



● Levels: Ask them what they had for breakfast. Set your levels around -12 db. 
● Model the kind of words you want them to use. Big picture theories? You 

throw out big picture theories.  
● At the end: get the sound of the room and then ask them to think about what 

else we haven’t covered, so the room tone isn’t an awkward silence. 
● Always wear headphones 
● Magic sentence so they’ll feel better about rearranging furniture or 

unplugging the fridge: “I just want to make sure you sound good.” 
● Have them introduce themselves. 
● Unavoidable background noise:  

o Mic them closer 
o Explain the noise in the narrative: “I interviewed __ on a really hot day 

with the AC on.” 
● If someone is resisting: “For the people on the radio…” 
● Ask people about their environment—they may see things you don’t. 
● How would you explain this to a 7th grader? 
● You are a surrogate for the listener. 
● When you want to dig deeper, interrupt: I want to make sure I understand.  

o What did you see? 
o What did you say? 
o What did s/he say back? 
o How did you get to that place?  
o Move them slower. 
o What’s the best/worst? 
o What’s the most surprising? 
o Repeat back to them what you heard.  
o “I’m trying to put myself in your shoes.” 

● Ask only one question at a time. 
● ASK FOR WHAT YOU WANT. 
● Doubt people! Be skeptical! Really?????? 
● Imagine you’re telling a story to your uncle, who is well-intentioned but has a 

short attention span and is often drunk. 
● Alix Spiegel prints out a cover page w/an interview outline to glance at. Then, 

questions are typed out on other pages.  
o NEVER give the subject a list of questions. 

● Be quiet! No ums, yeahs, or other weird noises. 
● After the interview: DON’T turn off the recorder. Keep it on until you’re out 

the door. Often the best stuff comes out after you put the mic down, just 
when they think the formal interview is over. 

● If you’re just not getting what you need, try this: “Respond to the following: 
Barbie. Disneyland. Pocahontas.” And just let the word hang and see what 
they say.  

● Recreating a scene from the past: Don’t write, “George recalls trudging 
through the snow.” Say to George, “I’m going to do something weird. I’m 



going to ask you fifty questions about a seemingly innocuous moment in the 
past. If you can answer them, you can help me build this scene.”  

o If you can’t corroborate the facts, be sure to say that they’re 
recollections. 

● It’s so easy to misinterpret. For everything you hear that you think might be 
important, say, “Let me make sure I understand,” and then repeat back to 
them what you heard.  

 
HOW TO WRITE GOOD (FOR RADIO AND ELSEWHERE) 

● Use vivid sensory details: imagery, smells, textures, tastes 
● For each paragraph, ask yourself: why is this interesting? 
● Every single piece needs to either move the story forward or provide insight. 

Every time you have a false step, especially in radio, you lose someone. Their 
attention is gone.  

● Pick your details carefully—each one should illuminate something important 
o If you use analogies or metaphors, make sure that the image keeps us 

in the story, instead of taking us out of it 
 
USING TAPE 

● Use tape strategically—when someone says something in a way the narrator 
never could. You want something happening: might be dramatic or subtle, a 
long pause, a light bulb going on in someone’s head. 

● Turn a tape’s greatest weakness into its strength.  
o Example from Nancy Updike: For a piece about the Green Zone in Iraq, 

she had only one terrible snippet that said, “I’ll have the Kung Pao 
chicken.” Ordinarily, this wouldn’t be enough. But she wrote around it, 
spending 1.5 minutes describing the Green Zone, with everything 
leading up to the one snippet at the end. Brilliant.  

 
NARRATION 

● Doing a convincing read:  
o The narrator must genuinely be interested in what he’s saying: “Come 

with me, I swear this will be interesting.”  
o Pretend like you’re  addressing it to an actual, interested person. 

“Sophie, listen to this….” and begin reading.  
o Literally look up from the page at the end of a sentence. This helps add 

energy to the ends of sentences which have a tendency to droop. 
o Vary your pacing. When you’re talking, you speed up through boring 

details and slow down to emphasize the important parts. Do the same 
thing.  

o If you decide to choose ahead of time what words to emphasize, 
choose the verbs.  

● Nancy Updike always starts with narration—never starts with tape 
● “Writing around tape is like tai chi. A very slow, delicate, repetitive process 

that you do your entire life. “ (Nancy) 



● Turn writing into a seamless conversation—make your writing respond to 
the tape, and vice versa. Be an old married couple. 

● Writing to the specific words that are in the tape—don’t just write to the 
general idea of the tape.  

● Keeping it interesting by constantly raising and answering questions 
● Decide which perspective you’re narrating from.  

o Are you explaining things to people? Your narrator is omniscient.  
o Do you want to get inside the character’s head? First or third person. 

● In Radiolab, they talk their script out. Just talk—for a long time—with the 
recorder on and then they use that to grab the best parts. It keeps the energy 
up and the voices authentic.  

● Signposting: for the really important parts, you need to make sure your 
audience is following you. Otherwise, they’ll be lost for the rest of the story.  

o “That’s amazing!” 
o “Who is he again?” 
o “Wait. The electrons just leave the protons?” 
o “And that’s the moment when everything changed.” 

 
REFLECTION 

● Do we need it? The great debate: Glynn Washington v. Ira Glass (From Out on 
the Wire) 

o Glynn says that by giving the listener a reflection, you rob them of the 
chance to make meaning, make the story their own. And when you 
come out of the story to reflect, we come out of the story, and then 
we’re with you, not the character.  

o Ira says it gives the story stakes. The story needs to matter, and we 
need to know why.  

 
STRUCTURE 

● Step 1: divide it into scenes or chapters—find a way to break it up. This is the 
building block of your story. 

o For each one, you need a setting, an action, and an idea.  
● Common structures:  

o The “e” structure: start somewhere in the middle and the go the 
beginning and loop back to the action, and surpass it.  

o Most of the time, it’s chronological. If nothing else comes to you, just 
do that. BUT, pull out one really sexy piece of tape for the beginning. 
The hook.  

● Rob uses a scene chart to map out his story before he reports it.  
● Beginnings: what’s the tensest moment you encountered in the story?  
● Try to come up with a question, such that every piece of your story serves to 

answer that question. 
● Sequencing: 

o First, study the natural sequence. The further away from this you 
move, the more artifice you need to keep the narrative moving.  



o Speed up when moving through boring but necessary info 
o Slow down when the action gets good.  

● There’s a constant tension in storytelling: when do you do the reveal? If it 
comes too soon, you give it away. Too late and you’ve lost us. 

● Notice when you’re leaning in, and when your mind wanders. That’s critical 
in knowing which parts to keep and which to cut.  

● Early on, the reader/listener must have (1) an emotional attitude towards 
the characters and events, and (2) the sense that they’re being told this for a 
reason.  

● Endings can be: 
o A vivid scene 
o Anecdote that clarifies main point of story 
o Detail that symbolizes something larger than itself and suggests how 

the story might move forward 
o A clear conclusion that says directly, “this is my point.” 
o Coming full circle 

 
BUILDING POWERFUL CHARACTERS (Tomas Alex Tizon) 

● Your subject is just as complicated as you are. They have a dark side.  
● Your subject carries a burden as heavy as yours. 
● Your subject wants something. Badly. 
● Your subject is living an epic story. What’s the larger narrative arc that they 

tell about themselves? 
 

ETHICS 
● The cringe test: be confident in your choices. How would you feel showing 

your story to the subject? 
● Who is your responsibility to—the audience or the subject? 
● Memory is complicated: it’s always filtered, always fictional (even yours).  
● Subjectivity and selectivity are inevitable.  
● Two guidelines: do not add, do not deceive. You enter into a contract with 

your audience.  
● The observer effect, drawn from physics: you alter a scene just by being 

present. 
● Interior monologues: how do you know this was what the person was 

thinking? 
● Question: if your radio interviewee stutters, do you edit out the stuttering or 

keep it in? Why? 
● -further reading: see  nonfiction anothology. 

 
GETTING LOST (Robert Krulwich) 
… in “the German forest.” 
Is a phase of every story.  
Is bad. It’s when you have no idea where to go.  
But. 



It’s also a tool. 
It’s the place you go to find the next version of yourself.  
If you’re in the forest, you’re on the right path.  
 
SOUND 
Creates an emotional tone but also creates ROOM for the words to hit you. 
Websites: Freesound and soundsnap 
 
DEVELOPING YOUR VOICE:  
 

● Susan Orlean says that it’s “almost a process of unlearning, one analogous to 
children’s painting… it retains some element of a child’s emotional 
authenticity.” 

● Knowing and understanding yourself are crucial 
● Read your stories out loud. Ask, Would I have really told it that way?  
● Your authentic voice sounds gimmicky, you’re not there yet. It’s natural, 

intuitive.  
● Dramatizing yourself: Right from first paragraph, you must turn yourself into 

a character. Start with your quirks—the idiosyncrasies that set you apart 
from others. Do not smooth your edges. Maximize the small differences and 
project them theatrically. Cut away the inessentials and highlight the features 
that have the most intense contradictions. 

● What am I hiding?  
● What am I ashamed of? 
● What am I afraid to show? 
● What’s funny about me? 
● Class? Ethnicity? Strengths?  
● NO SELF DISGUST. Be curious about yourself.  
● The narratives that I choose determine the sort of life that I will live because I 

create who I am with the stories I tell.  
 
Using quotes: Do it sparingly. The best quotes are dialogue. That’s how we listen to 
the world—and it also opens up breathing space on the page.  
 
PHOTOGRAPHY 
See essay “Photographer as Narrative Storyteller” by Molly Bingham in Telling True 
Stories 
 
TIME MANAGEMENT FOR CREATIVE PEOPLE (Stewart O’Nan, Telling True Stories) 
 

1. Finish things whether or not you like them. Abandoning projects can become 
a bad habit.  

2. Make yourself a contract: I will finish by xxx date. Sign it.  
3. Keep it with you at all times. If you have a moment, pull it out.  



4. If you don’t have time, make a minimum commitment: I will write one 
sentence each day.  

5. Always keep a notebook with you. 
6. Carry your characters with you. Try to put on his or her “mask” and see the 

world through their eyes.  
7. Never let a project sit for too long. If you go for weeks without working on it, 

you’ll never finish it. 
8. Don’t talk about it too much in the beginning. It can take the mystery and 

passion out. 
9. Isolate yourself. Carve out time for your work. 
10. Figure out your peak hours and arrange your schedule so that you can make 

the best of them. 
11. Each time you stop working, give yourself a note or a prompt to start work 

the next day. 
12. Take extreme measures. Tie yourself to your chair. Once you’re there, ease 

up on the pressure. Frost said, “The art of writing is the art of applying the 
seat of the pants to the seat of the chair.” 

13. Write down your dreams. 
14. Create a workspace that feels welcoming. 

 
 
TEACHING STORYTELLING 
 
Examples Rob uses in his workshop: 
http://www.soundportraits.org/on-air/worlds_longest_diary/transcript.php 
The whale story 
Radio diaries Tourette’s syndrome story 
Rabbit hunt story 
 
Workshopping student pieces 
-brainstorming possible angles/questions/approaches/focus sentences.  
-what kinds of sounds they might use.  
 
From Engaged Sociology Syllabus at Brown University:  
 

● LISTEN: 

○ Transom.org - “Story Dissection: Dead Animal Man” (for tips on taking 
audio field notes)  

○ HowSound - “Interviewing with Your Skeptical Brain” 

○ HowSound - “Love is a Battlefield” (on pre-interviews and interview          

prep.) 

○ HowSound - “Barf Draft with an iPhone” 

http://transom.org/2015/barf-draft-with-an-iphone/
http://transom.org/2016/interviewing-with-your-skeptical-brain/
http://www.soundportraits.org/on-air/worlds_longest_diary/transcript.php
http://transom.org/2015/story-dissection-dead-animal-man/
http://www.soundportraits.org/on-air/worlds_longest_diary/transcript.php
http://transom.org/2014/love-is-a-battlefield/


○ This American Life - Episode 416 “Iraq After Us” 

 
● READ: 

○ The Atlantic, “Before You can Write a Good Plot, You Need to Write a 
Good Place”  

○ Caldwell, Gillian. 2005. “Using Video for Advocacy” in Video for 

Change: A Guide to Advocacy and Activism Gregory et al., p. 1-19 

○ Witness.org - Video as Evidence & Ethical Guidelines 

○ Weiss, Robert Stuart. 1995. Learning from Strangers: The Art and          

Method of Qualitative Interviews. New York: Free Press. [Chapters 4 &           

5] 

○ Transom.org - “On Interviewing” and “The Basics” 

○ Crafting Stories - “Alex Blumberg on Conducting a Good Interview” 

○ Transom.org - “Before the First Question” 

○ Abel, Jessica. 2015. On the Wire: The Storytelling Secrets of the New            

Masters of Radio. p. 52-59; 66-68; 112-114. 

○ Madden, Matt. 2005. 99 Ways to Tell a Story [Excerpts TBD by Isabel             

DeBre] 

○ “Gordon Park’s Harlem Argument” 

○ Cunningham, Vinson. The New Yorker. “Humans of New York and the           

Cavalier Consumption of Others” 

● WATCH: 

○ Adiche, Chimamanda. “The Danger of a Single Story” 

 
 
 

http://transom.org/2010/on-interviewing/
http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2014/04/why-every-good-story-needs-a-good-setting/361110/
http://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/humans-of-new-york-and-the-cavalier-consumption-of-others
http://transom.org/2013/the-basics/
http://www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-archives/episode/416/iraq-after-us
https://canvas.brown.edu/courses/1052939/files/57463049/download?wrap=1
http://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/humans-of-new-york-and-the-cavalier-consumption-of-others
https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story?language=en
http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2014/04/why-every-good-story-needs-a-good-setting/361110/
https://craftingstories.wordpress.com/2014/07/01/alex-blumberg-on-conducting-a-good-interview/
http://lens.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/11/11/gordon-parkss-harlem-argument/?smid=fb-share&_r=0
http://transom.org/2012/before-the-first-question/

