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“A good story is fundamentally an intriguing question
with an awesome answer.”
--Rob Prince
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CHAPTER ONE:
The Spark of an Idea

5

It’s tough when Hollywood calls. It’s very
intimidating, kind of like having the most popular girl in high
school ring you up out of the blue. I was utterly unprepared
for it, so I was rather star-struck the morning I got a call from
a Los Angeles production company. It was one of those
house-hunting type shows looking for help finding people
living the “rustic” dry cabin life in my town, Fairbanks,
Alaska. Dry cabins are typically small dwellings with
outhouses and no running water. This production company
wanted to have people pretend to be looking to live in a dry
cabin and then [SURPRISE!] they would pick the one where
they were already living in. A number of house-hunting
programs use this strategy to streamline their production
process and to keep costs low. It turns out portraying reality
is not as cost-efficient as most reality TV shows would like it
to be, so they fake it.
Since I was relatively new to Alaska and looking to
build my career as a professor in the Journalism department of
the University of Alaska Fairbanks, I agreed to help.
Admittedly, I did assume there would be something in it for
me. So I did a little research and passed on some names to
them. They were grateful, and that was the last I heard from
them. Even though they ended up using some of the people I
found for them, they never acknowledged my help in any
way. As a middle-class white male, I was not used to being
exploited. I really didn’t like it. Not only had I helped them
with their business for free, with zero recognition of my
effort, but I had inadvertently helped them to portray a
caricature of life in Alaska that panders to what cable TV
audiences want to see and not what it’s really like here. It
was at that point that I decided if people were so interested in
what life in Alaska was like, then we should have Alaskans
sharing true stories from Alaska with the world and not this
made up nonsense.
That is how my idea for a storytelling program was
born. I would call it Dark Winter Nights: True Stories from
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Alaska. I assembled a small team of friends and students and
we put together our first live storytelling program in April of
2014. We held the event in a modest theater that seats 330
people and ended up drawing a crowd of about 220. While I
was a little disappointed by the turn out, deep down I knew
this program could grow as large as we wanted it to as long as
my team and I were motivated to keep it going. We held our
second event about seven months later in November 2014.
By then we had also started a monthly half-hour radio
program on a local public radio station KUAC-FM.
As we were setting up for the event, the facility’s
security guard, a somewhat crotchety old man, told us he and
the other staff didn’t think we were going to have much of an
audience that night. Why he felt compelled to share that
prophecy with us, I’m not totally sure. Maybe he was not
totally thrilled with his job and misery loves company. As
“go time” approached, one of our crew went out to have a
look at how our audience was shaping up. As we got closer to
the start of the program, his updates got more and more
breathless. With 15 minutes left to go, he shared excitedly,
“It’s mostly full!” With ten minutes remaining he announced,
“We’re having to set out more chairs!” In the final five
minutes before the show, he declared, “People are sitting in
the aisles!” In the end we estimated our audience was about
100 over maximum capacity for the venue, about 440 people.
One call to the fire chief would have certainly earned me a
stern scolding and a fine. I would later wish someone had
called it in for the sake of the great publicity it could have
brought us.
Public interest had taken a little longer than expected
to grow, but the audience that I knew this show could draw
had finally found us. This is evidence of the level of demand
for live storytelling among audiences today. This resurgence
in interest in storytelling was kicked off by radio programs
like This American Life and fueled by the advent of podcasts.
I say “resurgence” because people sharing stories with each
other is certainly nothing new. However, we now have more
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avenues for sharing those stories and have refined our
storytelling methods to make our stories more entertaining.
I would like to walk you through our process of
creating and producing a nationally-acclaimed live
storytelling program in the hope that we can save you some of
the many headaches and missteps we have made in producing
Dark Winter Nights. Whether you’re just looking to do a
small live event for your community or to create the next This
American Life, this book will help you get off on the right
foot. So, are you ready to become a producer instead of a
consumer? Are you ready to create something new? You
will have the satisfaction of sharing great stories with the
world that we’d never hear if it wasn’t for your work. When I
started this event I had several friends come up to me and say,
“I always wanted to do something like this, but never got
around to it.” Which side of that conversation do you want to
be on, their side or mine?
Your Idea:
At this point your idea for a storytelling program
might just be pretty general. However, I would urge you to
refine it to something that will resonate with your audience
and storytellers and have it’s own angle. There are plenty of
general storytelling programs out there that are very
successful, very well-known, and very difficult to compete
with. How can you differentiate your program from them by
having a fairly specific theme in mind. For example, imagine
yourself conveying your idea to potential storytellers:
“Hey, I’m going to start a storytelling program” you
say. “Would you like to tell a story?”
“What kind of story?” they reply.
“Any kind of story!”
“Should it be a true story? A fairy tale? Fiction? A
tale of morality? And where should the story take place?”
they ask, seeming confused, possibly becoming disinterested,
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and eventually walking away. That would be a missed
opportunity and those are good questions to ask yourself.
Start broadly and work your way down to specifics:
●
●
●

●
●

Fiction or nonfiction? A mix?
Is there a theme? Will you have stories just about
technology, food, parenting, etc.? That is a great way
to connect with a niche audience.
Location based? Will you only have stories from
your country, region, state/province, city, street?
People are very drawn to stories from where they live,
so focusing on your corner of the world will allow
you to produce content the big shows can’t compete
with. Dark Winter Nights succeeded because we
stuck to just stories from Alaska and, fortunately,
much of the world is interested in life in Alaska.
Emotional theme? Will all your stories be funny or
inspiring or scary? Keep in mind here that a great
story leads an audience through a mix of emotions.
Some combination of these themes? Will your
show just be hilarious true stories about tech in
Silicon Valley?

I would caution you against locking yourself into a
narrow theme right off the bat. The Dark Winter Nights
tagline “True Stories from Alaska” means we only tell true
stories that took place in Alaska. But even then, we’ve bent
the rules a bit. We’ve had stories about traveling to Alaska
that didn’t actually take place here. In our first show had a
story about an Alaskan in Hawaii. That was a terrific story
that we accepted because we were short on submissions in our
early days, but we wouldn’t accept it now. Even a theme as
broad as True Stories from Alaska can feel painfully narrow
when we get a terrific story submission that didn’t take place
here. So have a niche for your program and keep it
sufficiently narrow so it resonates with your audience but also
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sufficiently broad that you can find plenty of great stories that
fit within its borders.
The popular podcast Snap Judgement’s theme is
“storytelling with a beat.” That seems pretty vague, but it
actually adds a significant amount to the audience’s
understanding of the program. They use soundtracks with
hip-hop inspiration and share stories that tend to have a bit of
an edge. You can also choose to expand your theme later.
This American Life doesn’t limit itself to stories from
America. While it focuses primarily on non-fiction stories, it
doesn’t do so exclusively. As you begin your program though,
you’ll want to attract storytellers and your audience with a
clear theme which will also help your potential storytellers
generate story ideas. For example, “Tell me a great story from
your life” can be a daunting request. However, “Tell me a
story about when you were scared, happiest, surprised, etc.”
may evoke more stories.
Here are some suggestions for themes that are
sufficiently broad but also typically resonate well with
audiences:
●
●
●
●
●
●

The unexpected: When things go very differently
than we anticipated
Family: Complex and often comical interactions with
those folks we love unconditionally
Animals: Audiences love stories of close encounters
with wild creatures and quirky behaviors of
domesticated pets
Hometown: Interesting stories from small towns or
big cities
Heartwarming: The “Chicken Soup for the Soul” of
storytelling programs
Holidays: Holiday travel, family gatherings, and
absurd house-guests produce stories that are relatable
and often hilarious, especially for events aligned with
seasonal holidays
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●

Unique life experiences: “Life as Police Officer”,
“Life as a Teacher”, “Life without Sight” or “Life
without Hearing” may attract people who are
interested in that particular experience, especially if
the theme you choose has recently become
newsworthy

Still not sure about your theme? Start to gather
stories you love and find a common thread among the stories
that’s still broad enough to accept a lot of stories. Narrow
themes are appropriate for individual shows and podcast
episodes, so save your specialized ideas for these
opportunities instead.
Establish Your Origin Story
Be prepared to communicate your motivation behind
creating your storytelling program. An authentic and
compelling answer to “why did you start this” will resonate
with storytellers and audiences, creating connections and
providing a foundation for your marketing efforts. My “why”
behind the Dark Winter Nights program resonates with
Alaskans, the press, and people who have a craving for great
stories grounded in reality. People quickly get the rationale
and want to support our mission.
So what will be your “why” for your storytelling
program? What compels you to create this program? Are
you frustrated or inspired by something? Are you moved by
observing the passing of a generation and their stories with
them and you wish to preserve highlights of their
experiences? Whatever has driven you to create a storytelling
program, find a way to communicate it quickly, clearly, and
compellingly.
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Building a Team
The most important thing you need to do is to build a
strong team of three to six people who work well together and
who are dedicated to your storytelling program. They should
be in it because they believe in the mission, not for money or
glory. Ideally they are people who shy away from the
spotlight so there will not be issues with jealousy over
attention or credit. Right now I have a team of five and we
have become like a family. We rarely all agree, but we
always treat each other with respect and everyone feels like
they are heard and their opinions matter.
I learned years ago while working on my first large
documentary project that one of the best ways to boost the
success of a project is to tell a lot of people about it. By doing
so, I was able to connect with most of the people who ended
up being my subjects in the film. Without that assistance
from friends and acquaintances, I would have ended up with a
far less compelling film. So I apply that method to all my
projects now, and Dark Winter Nights was no exception. As a
college professor, meeting a fresh bunch of energetic young
people each semester, I called on this pool of potential
collaborators for help with my idea for a storytelling program.
And I attribute the success of Dark Winter Nights to my
fantastic team who are, at times when I’m worn out or
discouraged, even more passionate about the program than I
am. Pick your team carefully and don’t be afraid to ask
someone to leave if they are undermining the success of the
team. You are a leader and leaders sometimes have to make
very tough, uncomfortable decisions.
In the very early days of Dark Winter Nights, I
organized two separate meetings with folks who were
interested in helping me out: the first was a group of students,
the second a group of adults. While I expected the meeting
with students to be inspiring and energizing, there were some
communication struggles among the group that impeded
progress. In particular there was one contentious student who
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had a habit of using meetings and class time to try to boost
her profile as some sort of expert on whatever issue was at
hand. Her know-it-all attitude alienated the other students,
made discussions very uncomfortable, and left us all with the
sense that this project was doomed to failure. Had that been
my only meeting for this project, Dark Winter Nights would
possibly have never existed.
The next meeting with adults from the community
was filled with optimism, support, and positive direction. At
the close of that meeting, everyone’s morale and energy were
high. After all, this was a project I knew could be huge and it
was exhilarating to finally get it going. I felt absolutely
confident Dark Winter Nights would be a success and a real
joy to produce.
This experience showed me how the wrong team, and
even one bad apple in a good team, can undermine an
excellent project. Creating your storytelling program can be a
thrilling, life-affirming process or it can be a deeply
regrettable experience. You may choose to hand-pick your
team or to select from a pool of folks. Either way, assembling
an effective team is like building the engine for your car. If
you do it well, it will run great and take you to amazing places
with ease. If you don’t, it will sit in your driveway and leak
oil all over your nice blacktop until you eventually have it
towed to the junkyard. If you meet with your team and the
mood is not hopeful and inspiring, try assembling a new
group. Your idea is not the problem, your team is the
problem.
Bad Ideas
One challenge that can arise in meetings is when
someone presents an idea that you feel lacks merit. You want
to encourage creative suggestions and input from your
volunteers, so you don’t want to immediately torpedo their
ideas. Sometimes a good idea may not seem so good at the
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moment. If you know something that would make the idea
moot, you might delicately share those details with the group.
However, consider bouncing all ideas off the rest of the team
for their opinions. If other people in the team like the idea, it
might be worth pursuing. I have tried to have a no fear
attitude toward Dark Winter Nights. If we try something and
it fails, then fine. We won’t do it again and now we know. If
it works, then great! Success! I’ll talk about some of these
winning ideas (and the fails) in the chapter on live events.
Unskilled Labor
For our live shows, we rely on last minute, one-time
volunteers for assistance with selling tickets and other simple
tasks. I also tend to get offers from friends at the last minute
to help out. Since we have to train a new group of volunteers
for each show, we typically assign these volunteers jobs that
are quick to learn, such as selling tickets and serving as ushers
and gophers. We provide a meal, Dark Winter Nights t-shirts,
and, of course, free entry to the show as thanks to our
volunteers. For our event we need the vast majority of
volunteers before the show, so it works out well to have them
stay for the program without needing to call them back into
service.
Potential for Profits
If there’s potential for profiting from your
storytelling program, plan in advance how you will handle the
business end of it and be transparent about it with your team.
Even if you want to commit your program to being non-profit,
you could donate proceeds to charity. You may also want to
appoint a third party to manage the money. Whatever you
decide to do, there is potential to earn profit in hosting live
storytelling events, radio programs, and podcasting through
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ticket sales, sponsorship, and merchandising. However,
history has shown time and time again that when a small, ragtag team of volunteers produces something that starts to get
serious attention and make some real money, it can tear the
group apart. We lost one key member of our team to issues
with money in the first few years of the show. She even tried
to start her own storytelling program to compete with ours. In
the end that issue resolved itself, but be wary that nothing can
tear a team apart like success.
Motivating Your Team
Keeping your team engaged and happy is your next
challenge. I try to use gratitude, leadership through service
(just because you’re the leader doesn’t mean they all serve
you), kindness, and respect to show how much I value and
appreciate the hard work of my crew. When you thank
someone personally for their work, it can be worth more to
them than money. My team has told me that money isn’t
really a motivator for them. Fortunately there are many free
or cheap ways you can thank your crew. Here’s a short list of
a ideas for keeping a team happy and involved:
●
●
●

●
●

Publicly thank them everywhere you can: onstage, in
the event program, in the podcast, in press interviews,
etc.
Personally thank them at meetings
Thank them directly in person, especially for specific
things. The “thanks for all you do” gesture doesn’t
pack much punch, especially went sent out to a whole
group.
Give a “thank you” card or small gift
Bring food to meetings to show their time is
important to you. If possible, prepare it yourself as an
extra gesture of service.
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I choose to lead my team by serving. I look for ways
I can do things for them. For example, during live events I try
to hand out bottles of water to the crew who are working to
get the auditorium set up. And I try to provide food at crew
meetings. Intend to communicate the message,, “I appreciate
you being here, taking time to work on this, and supporting
me on this project.” They don’t work for you, you work for
them. Your job is to help them to do the best they can for the
show.
I endeavor to use kindness in my interactions with my
team. After all, these are the people who are working to
fulfill my dream. I’m sure you can think of examples of
people in your life who you would love to help achieve glory
and others you’d sooner sabotage (maybe that’s just me).
Rudy Henderson was a high school teacher who got me
interested in video production and helped me launch a career
that is still paying dividends 30 years later. I’d have worked
my fingers to the bone to bring him fame and glory if he’d
wanted it. Then on the other hand there are those other
people who...well...let’s just say if they were on fire, I
wouldn’t trouble myself to put them out. What’s the
difference between these people? Rudy belonged to a group
of people I consider exceptionally nice, selfless, kind, and
happy. In fact, he helped me out long before I could do
anything to help him out--and he expected nothing in return.
Treating colleagues with respect has become a rare
habit in workplaces, eroding relationships like rust on bridge
girders. It can be easy to show your disappointment when
someone fails to perform to your standards or merely fails to
read your mind. However, this behavior will only succeed in
undermining your own credibility and reputation. Bottom
line, lead with gratitude, be a servant, show kindness, and
treat your crew with respect.
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Target your Market
You will want to have a plan for developing your
storytelling program. To do so, you’ll need to ask yourself
some key questions. How large an audience do you intend to
attract? What demographic will you target with your theme
and marketing? With Dark Winter Nights, I decided my target
demographic was people in their mid-20’s to late 40’s. I
expected this age group of adults to be interested in attending
evening events, listening to public radio, and subscribing to
podcasts. In the end I would estimate that our audience has
tended to be older--more like the 30’s to 60’s range. Just as
you began with your “why” for developing your program, you
will identify, in advance, your market for the program
because that will impact the types of stories you choose and
the feel of your live events, radio program, and/or podcast.
What type of music will you use in the show? What kind of
host will you have? What will your posters and other
graphics look like?
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CHAPTER TWO:
What Audiences Want in a Story
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Storytelling is your business and stories are the
product you will offer to your customers. Just as you would in
business, you will consider carefully what your customers
want so they will be drawn to your program and keep coming
back for more. In this chapter I’ll talk about how we choose
stories for our live events in an effort to select the ones more
likely to resonate with our audience.
A great story has many “layers of weirdness,” as I
like to say, locks the conflict, and conforms to the dramatic
arc. We’ll go over all of those different elements here:
Levels of Weirdness
A great story has many levels of weirdness, as I like to say,
meaning that the story involves many unusual events stacked
on top of each other. Consider this story from Chris
Zwolinski that we used for both a live event and on our radio
program/podcast. I’ve taken great liberty in shortening and
paraphrasing the story for the sake of space and clarity.
Level One: Back in the 80’s my friend bought a raft
at a garage sale and we decided we were going to take it
white water rafting. We knew nothing about white water
rafting, but we were looking for an adventure.
This is a great start to a story, but look for unexpected
happenings and attention-grabbing details.
Level Two: Everything started fine, but then we got
into some serious rapids and were all thrown out of the raft
when we hit a huge standing wave.
Now we have established something of a path for our story,
but it’s not yet weird enough or long enough to be in our
storytelling event.

19

Level Three: We finally managed to grab onto the
sides of the raft and shove ourselves out of the way of the
standing wave and continue down the river. Eventually we
were able to pull ourselves on top of the upside-down raft,
until we hit some rocks and half of the raft deflated. We were
now riding down the river straddling what looked like a giant
banana.
When I hear a story like this, I begin thinking to myself, “Oh,
please let there be more.” because it’s both funny and
riveting. But while this is getting good and we now have
three “levels of weirdness,” if they just pull up to shore and
walk home, it’s still not enough. We need once-in-a-lifetime
stories.
Level Four: Using our one remaining paddle, we
were able to paddle close to shallower water for a moment. I
hopped out and had my feet on solid ground, but the current
was too strong for my buddies and they couldn’t pull
themselves to shore. I could have let go of the raft and let
them fend for themselves, but the thought never crossed my
mind and I allowed myself to be pulled back into the rapids
with them.
This adds a great element of heroism and has the added
benefit of making the audience wonder to themselves, “What
would I do in that situation?” I love when a story can do this.
However, there still really isn’t quite enough to put this story
on the stage.
Level Five: Ahead of us we could see that the river
was about to merge with a much larger, and even more
dangerous, river. If we didn’t get to shore before these two
rivers met, we were almost surely dead. We paddled
frantically and were just barely able to reach shore in time.
However, we were on the wrong side of the river. The other
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side of the river was right next to a road and we had raging
rapids between us and freedom.
With five strong levels of weirdness, we have pretty well met
the bar for a live story. More levels would make it an even
easier choice, but this is good.
Level Six: Some people who saw us coming down the
river and watched us drag ourselves to shore called for help.
Eventually some local firefighters arrived, but we couldn’t
hear anything they were telling us over the roar of the river.
Eventually it became clear they were going to use a large
fishing pole to throw a line across the river and then tie
progressively larger lines to it until a rope of sufficient size
could be used to ferry a raft over to us and bring us back.
Unfortunately, the force of the river kept breaking the lines
and after a few hours, they gave up and left.
Level six puts us well over the edge and this story is in the
show for sure. This story has the benefit of including many
little cliffhangers into its main conflict.
Level Seven: Hours later, we hear the sound of a
helicopter in the distance. It approached us, landed, and we
loaded ourselves and our torn raft into it. They flew us back
to our car and we had a very quiet drive back home.
Any story that ends in a helicopter rescue is just about
guaranteed to be worthy of being on stage (we’ve had two so
far)!
Chris’ story has even more levels and includes an ending that
wraps everything up nicely, in a funny way. As a general
guideline, five levels of weirdness serves as a pretty good bar.
Stories with more than ten levels can feel like too much which
you may have to shorten them to make them manageable for
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the audience. We haven’t had that occur very often, but it is
possible to have too much of a good thing.
Locking the Conflict
In storytelling, “locking the conflict” is when the
protagonist and antagonist have no choice but to battle their
way through a conflict to determine who is the winner and
who is the loser. As far as the audience is concerned, neither
force has any choice but to duke it out to the death, so to
speak. In other words, at no point could the protagonist or the
antagonist say, “You know what, this whole thing isn’t worth
the trouble to me anymore. I’m just going to take my ball and
go home.” If the audience feels that either side could
reasonably do that, then they will not be very invested in
finding out how the story ends because why does it matter?!
Using Chris’ story as an example, there was no point
in his struggle when he could just hop out of the water and go
home. When he was stuck on the wrong side of the river, he
couldn’t just give up or he would have died. He was in a
situation where he had to solve the problem--he had no
choice. He was locked in that conflict. The audience knows
the river isn’t going to suddenly decide to stop moving and let
him off on the shore because it’s not a conscious being. And
they know Chris can’t just call it quits because then either he
or his friends would die. The conflict in his story was locked
the minute things got out of control for them on the river, so
the audience is going to be compelled to find out what
happened? Even though it’s obvious he survived and the tone
of the story suggests no one was seriously injured or killed,
they still want to know how they got out of that mess. You
know every time you watch a James Bond movie that he’s not
going to die, but you also know he’s going to get himself into
a situation where there is absolutely no option but to battle the
antagonist to death or at least submission.
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You may be able to help a storyteller more firmly
lock the conflict with a little guidance. In cases like Chris’
story, there’s an obvious locking of conflict. His story
doesn’t require much special effort to make that work. In
other stories you may need to strengthen the locking of the
conflict. For example, consider someone competing in a
contest. If this storyteller describes for the audience how
incredibly important winning the contest was for them at that
time, the audience will understand how the conflict is locked
and will want to find out if they won or not. If the storyteller
does not address how important winning was to them or, even
worse, leaves the audience thinking winning really wasn’t a
big deal, then the audience won’t be very compelled to stick
around and see what happened. Work with your storytellers
to communicate clearly to the audience that the consequences
of failing in their efforts were totally unacceptable.
Humor
Audiences enjoy humor in a story. People love to
laugh and a story that has little else going for it can be worth
sharing for the humor alone. Humor is appropriate for most
stories and can be successfully integrated into nearly any
story, even those of a more serious nature, if the humorous
anecdotes are carefully and tactfully constructed. The element
of humor successfully engages audiences in the majority of
our stories.
For me, the perfect story blends humor with dramatic
or heartwarming elements. I gravitate toward stories that are
funny because I enjoy creating radio programs and podcasts
that make people laugh. I enjoy Chris’ story because he mixes
deadly serious elements with humor in a very effective way.
A sequence of funny <> serious/sad/dramatic <> funny
creates storytelling gold. If you come across a story that does
this well, grab onto it with both hands.
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The Dramatic Arc
The dramatic arc is a fundamental element of
basically all good storytelling. If you want your audience to
enjoy a story, it pretty much has to follow this formula.
Below is a graph of the dramatic arc, with “Narrative Time”
on the X axis and “Narrative Tension” on the Y axis.

Figure 1 Courtesy
https://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/25067762174

Audiences remain engaged in stories that build in
intensity to a peak near the end of the story and then settle
into a brief period of calm reflection and tying up of loose
ends before the story wraps up. “Narrative Tension” can be
created through any drama, humor, fear, or conflict that gets
the audience’s heart racing. The key in creating a dramatic arc
is to structure the story with a hook, climax, and denouement,
where the very best part of the story happens near the end of
the story.
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The Hook
The hook occurs in the first moments of your story
where you “hook” your audience into listening to your story.
This may be possible through humor, foreshadowing elements
of the climax, locking the climax early in the story, or
introducing interesting characters. Storytellers may need
assistance in getting their stories off the ground in a
compelling way. The “off the ground” metaphor is actually
pretty accurate if you think of an airplane taking off. For an
airplane to take off successfully, it has to get up to a high
speed very quickly or it will run out of runway. Often taking
off is one of the most exciting parts of a flight. Once it’s up,
it needs to get going toward its destination promptly and not
vary from that course very dramatically. Then it lands, which
is also an exciting part of the flight, and taxis to the gate.
Your stories should be like flights: Exciting start that moves
forward toward a clear destination, and an exciting ending
with a little time built in to savor the experience.
You may choose to raise questions as part of the
hook. Examples of such questions may include:
●
●
●
●
●
●

Does the protagonist win the contest or race?
Does the protagonist reach their destination?
How difficult will the struggle be?
Is there loss of life?
How are the characters changed as a result of this
story?
How ridiculous will this story get?
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Climax
The climax is the most intense portion of your story
where the main question(s) of the story are answered. It is
also where any significant conflict is resolved. The climax
belongs near the end of the story. If there is too much story
after the climax, the audience won’t understand why you’re
still up there talking after all the serious elements of the story
have been sorted out. Interest in your story wanes rapidly
after the big issue(s) have been sorted out.
Consider a sporting event, for example. The most
entertaining game is one in which the lead is close throughout
the game, maybe even switching hands many times, with the
winning points scored in the final seconds of the game. My
heart races just thinking about it. In the most boring game,
however, one team takes an early and wide lead, never gives
an inch throughout the game, and it’s all clearly over as early
as halftime. Spectators pick up their seat cushions and leave
as audiences watching at home change channels.
Denouement
Following the climax is the portion of the story we
call the denouement. This French word means “the untying of
knots,” as opposed to what we say in English, “Tying up
loose ends.” The denouement is the period in the story where
you get to spend a little time with the protagonist after the
climax, see how life has changed for them, and sort out any
issues that weren’t resolved in the climax.
Consider a couple of examples from Hollywood: The
well-known film Top Gun and the lesser-known films Robot
Wars and Critters. After the climax of the film Top Gun there
are still some knots that need to be untied. If the film just
ended with the pilots landing back on the aircraft carrier, the
audience would be left feeling pretty unsettled because there
were big questions the climax did not answer. What
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happened between the US and Russia after the dog fight? Did
we get World War III? What about Maverick and his love
interest? Do they end up together or not? The film answers
these questions in the denouement. We hear that the Russians
have denied having lost a dogfight with the U.S. and then we
get to spend a little time with Maverick where we see that he
gets the girl. This provides a nice, tidy, happy denouement
and that’s part of why you’ve heard of that movie.
Compare this to another 80’s film Robot Wars which,
I’ll gamble, you have not heard about. This film has no
denouement whatsoever, which is why I bring it up as an
example when I teach storytelling. In this story, nations use
huge robots piloted by soldiers to sort out their battles. In the
final moments of the film, two robots are about to face off in
an epic battle that the movie has spent the last 90 or so
minutes trying to convince us is super important. We should
be on the edge of our seats. So what ends up happening? The
two robots do a huge fist bump as a way of communicating,
“We won’t fight anymore. Fighting is not the anwer.” Then
screen freezes on it and then the credits roll. There is no
addressing what happened to the characters after this key
moment was resolved. It’s the only film I’ve ever seen that
had literally zero denouement. I’m not saying that you
haven’t heard of this movie solely because it failed to have a
denouement, but it’s a sign of general bad storytelling that
plagued the whole film.
In another 80’s film Critters, little alien furballs
ravage a rural town until another alien comes in to save the
day. After the critters were defeated, the filmmakers clearly
found themselves struggling with how to resolve the fact that
the main characters’ house had been blown up in the climax.
I can only imagine that they were short on funds, because as
part of the denouement, they chose to take the footage of the
home blowing up and play it in reverse, claiming the helpful
aliens could reconstruct their home in a giant reverse
explosion. Knot untied! It’s a little hard to believe, but at
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least the filmmakers understood the importance of the
denouement and made an effort to include one for us.
Audiences tend to find abrupt endings unsatisfying.
It’s like being at a dinner party and having your hosts kick
you out right after the main course. No dessert? No coffee
and chatting afterward? If someone presents you with a story
that does not have a denouement, all you need to do is
recognize that and help them create one. It’s not hard. The
stereotypical denouement is answering the question, “What
did I learn from this experience” because character
development is critical to a good story. If your character went
through this whole experience and was entirely unmoved,
then it must not have been that significant of an experience.
“What I learned” can be serious or funny, depending on the
story. The denouement can also just untie the knots that were
not untied in the climax or be some combination of what they
learned and what happened afterward. Either way, give the
audience a moment to bask in the glow of the experience after
the climax.
The Craft of Storytelling
It’s important to understand that the same story can
provide a very different experience for the audience
depending on how the story is structured and delivered. As
storytellers, we have a lot of flexibility to control the
significance of our stories. In many cases, I’d rather hear a
talented storyteller talk about a mundane experience than a
terrible storyteller talk about a relatively incredible
experience. What actually happened is just the starting off
point. The storyteller takes those basic facts and molds them
into an entertaining and impactful story, like a potter takes
clay and molds it into an amazing vase.
In this section we’ll talk about ways you can use the
craft of storytelling to get the most out of a story.
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Milking the Drama
The pacing around points of high drama is important,
but new storytellers often squander these moments by rushing
through them or leaving out key information. For example,
when I was reviewing Chris’s white water rafting story before
the event, I noticed Chris was not taking advantage of an
incredibly dramatic moment in his story without realizing it.
At one in his story the three guys are all clinging to
the upside-down raft in the rapids and one of his buddies
disappears under the water. Chris and the guy’s brother both
look at each other as if to say, “Did we just lose him?!” A
moment later he surfaces again at a different place on the
outside of the raft. Chris shared that intense moment in just a
sentence or two when he first told me the story.
I said to him, “Slow that moment down and milk
more of the drama out of it like when an action movie goes
into slow motion. The audience is going to be on the edge of
their seat while this guy is missing and you don’t want to
release that tension so quickly.” In the same way that films
use slow motion when a particularly critical moment of drama
is occurring, storytellers can do this by slowing down the
pacing in their stories in those same moments. This means
describing the moment, and the storyteller’s thoughts and
actions, in far more detail than you would during the less
intense parts of the story. In that moment I want to know how
the water felt, how his hands felt on the side of the raft, every
little thing going on in his mind, what it would mean if this
guy never came back up, etc.
In Chris’ story on stage, he draws that moment out a
little longer, talking about what he was thinking and
describing the scene in detail. The take home message here is
milk as much drama as you can from the most intense
portions of your story. The audience wants those moments to
last a while.
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The “Ice Road Trucker” Effect
Years ago I was alone in a hotel room watching cable
TV and I got pulled into an episode of Ice Road Truckers set
in India. In this episode a truck driver was delivering a sacred
statue up a long, winding, dangerous mountain road to a
remote temple. The narrator made it clear if this statue was
damaged in the slightest way during this arduous trip, it
would be ruined. I watched with bated breath for an hour as
they showed this truck crawling its way up the mountain,
flirting with the edge of the road and certain death with every
tight corner. Each bump and rock threatened to destroy the
statue. What, pray tell, do you think happened at the end of
the program? The statue got there just fine.
While I was happy for the people, I felt pretty
cheated. The show had lured me into sticking around for a
full hour and all those lame commercials by teasing me with
the prospect of what might happen. The producers knew the
trip went fine and if it had been a normal person telling this
story they would have told it in about eight seconds. “It went
fine. A few bumps and close calls but overall fine.”
This experience taught me that even if nothing
particularly serious happened in a story, you could tease the
audience along by just talking about what could have
happened. Basically anything could have happened in any
story, so you’ve got a lot of freedom to embellish a story this
way. The drawback, however, is that if your story doesn’t
end up delivering any real content, the audience can feel
cheated like I did after watching that show. I’ll never watch
Ice Road Truckers again because now I know they hint at a lot
of drama but don’t “deliver” it in the end (sorry for the pun).
However, when used appropriately, what I have come to call
the “Ice Road Trucker” effect can be an excellent way to
build drama and tension and make a good story even stronger.
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CHAPTER THREE:
Planning the Live Event
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Selecting Storytellers
One of the trickiest elements in producing a live
storytelling event is choosing your storytellers. It wasn’t until
we’d been doing live events for two years that audience
members began to comment that every story was good. In our
first productions there were at least a few stories that just
didn’t play well on stage. While our storytellers all had great
stories, their storytelling methods were quite variable.
Through trial and error we discovered a method for selecting
storytellers that, ultimately, led to our first rock solid lineup.
Live vs. Radio and Podcast
Selecting storytellers for live events is much trickier
than for radio/podcast. With the latter you can edit out any
goofs in their storytelling, use narration to streamline portions
of the story that are too long or unclear, or even scrap the
recording if it isn’t enough story for you. You have none of
those options on stage. For radio/podcast you only need a
great story. For a live storytelling event, you’ll want your
storytellers to have a solid grasp on a great story with good
stage presence, be relatively comfortable speaking on stage in
front of a large audience, be available to meet and practice
their story before the event, and be available to attend the live
event in the first place! Many times we’ve had great
storytellers whose schedule just doesn’t mesh with the date of
our live event...
Everyday people vs. Performers
It seems many of the major storytelling programs like
to use ringers for their live events. They tend to go with
established stand-up comics, people with a great deal of
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public speaking experience, and/or people with recognizable
names. I made the conscious decision with Dark Winter
Nights to go with everyday people telling stories that were not
nearly as carefully calculated as those in some of the big
storytelling programs. We wanted our storytellers to be the
same type of people you might have over for dinner telling
the same types of stories you might hear in that setting. One
way that we accomplish that is that we don’t let our
storytellers read their stories on stage. Would you read a
story at a dinner party? Certainly not. I also, ironically, don’t
like my storytellers to practice their stories too much. I want
their stories to feel natural, authentic, and off-the-cuff. If a
story feels really planned out, it can leave the audience feeling
like this was not an authentic experience. It can serve as an
emotional barrier between the storyteller and the audience. I
don’t believe my audience wants to see a performance. I
believe they want to see a regular, everyday person sharing a
profound experience much like they would, again, around a
dinner table. Authenticity is everything to me when it comes
to storytelling.
Pre-selected Storytellers vs. Open Mic
Plenty of very successful storytelling programs, like
The Moth, don’t bother with pre-selecting storytellers like we
do on Dark Winter Nights. People just sign up to share their
story and the audience gets what they get. We have done
some events like that on our show, but our main live events
have always been a hybrid between the two. We pre-select all
of our storytellers except one, which we pull from the
audience based on who put their names in the hat that night.
In my opinion, pre-selecting storytellers means you can
guarantee the majority of the stories that night will be top
quality--justifying the $20 we charge for general admission.
It also means I can coach the storytellers to help them get the
very most out of their stories. I don’t have that luxury with
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our audience storyteller or any open-mic event. However, the
audience storyteller adds a wonderful sense of tension and
excitement to the show. When that person gets on stage,
everyone else in the audience is thinking about how they
would feel to suddenly be thrust on stage and we’re all
anxious to see how they do. Many times the audience
storyteller ends up having one of our favorite stories of the
night--which I admit undermines my belief that we should
pre-select and coach most of our storytellers. It’s a gamble
and I still prefer to keep our show the way it is.
Recruiting Storytellers
The biggest and most stressful challenge we have
with producing Dark Winter Nights is recruiting enough
amazing storytellers. It can be brutal to come up with just
five stories we feel are good for the stage. We speculate the
reason for this is that many people don’t like public speaking
and as our audience has grown well into the hundreds,
people’s interest in talking to that large of a group diminishes.
Alaskans are also not typically folk who like to go around
talking themselves up, so it can be a challenge to get them to
do so.
The most effective strategies I’ve found for recruiting
storytellers are publicity, teaching storytelling classes, and
talking to people directly. We regularly announce on our
program that we’re looking for storytellers and have a simple
contact form on our website. We’ll also have other
organizations in town put the word out to their members that
we are looking for stories. On occasion I will be invited to
speak at gatherings about Dark Winter Nights and I will take
that opportunity to recruit as well. I teach one or two
storytelling courses each year for various organizations in
town because I can usually pull one or two great storytellers
from the class. That is a very time-consuming way to recruit,
however. Finally the most productive way to recruit
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storytellers is to ask just about everyone with whom you come
in contact. Anytime you meet someone new, ask them if they
have a story. They’ll often say no but sometimes you can
press them a little bit and they’ll have something good. I
recently recruited my dental hygienist for one of our live
events, which was particularly tricky to do since she had her
hands in my mouth most of the time.
Stage Presence
A key quality in an entertaining storyteller is good
stage presence. Is this storyteller someone who can command
the audience’s attention? Do they tell their story like it
matters? Do they speak clearly? Do they seem bored by their
own story or overly-excited about it? These are all important
factors for creating a good emotional connection between a
storyteller and the audience.
There are, however, some exceptions to this rule. The
legendary stand-up comic Mitch Hedburg spoke with his eyes
straight down and his long hair in front of his face, but his
content was so strong that he was able to use his stage fright
as an asset. It made the audience pay attention because his
delivery was so weird and it made the audience feel warmly
toward him because he was clearly pretty uncomfortable on
stage. Good stage presence will manifest itself in a variety of
ways. As long as the storyteller can create a strong emotional
bond with the audience, then it doesn’t really matter how
they’re doing it.
Voting
The key change we made to how we select
storytellers for our live events was voting. At first I and our
storyteller liaison were the only people choosing storytellers
and it clearly wasn’t always working. We would pick
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storytellers assuming, without much evidence, that they
would do well on stage. Many times that proved wrong. This
system also aggravated the other executive producers because
they felt left out of essentially the most important decision
making involved in putting together the live events. So we
switched to having all six or seven executive producers vote
on their favorite stories. I was a little nervous about it
because as the show’s creator and host I was a little reluctant
to hand over such serious control to the group. But take it
from me, being power hungry over your storytelling program
is not likely to go well.
Sharing Power with Your Team
Who wants to volunteer with someone who operates
like some degree of a tyrant? So I’ve made it a point to share
the most significant decision making with my team and they
let me unilaterally control parts of the show that I’m
particularly excited about.
Interviewing
A story with interesting anecdotes that lacks a
cohesive storyline, is particularly complex, or a storyteller
who has a hard time keeping their story on track can alienate
an audience. If you encounter this issue with a storyteller but
you sense they have something good to offer your audience,
consider interviewing them live on stage at your event. This
allows you to provide structure and direction to their story,
guide them through it, and interject your own thoughts or
humor. Certainly this will require your host to have some
decent interviewing skills, but they don’t necessarily need to
be a professional interviewer. Just make sure the interviewer
understands their job is to help the storyteller shine and not to
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take the limelight for themselves. The interviewer is the
museum tour guide, not the museum.
Sorting Out the Details
A great story generally starts with some basic, critical
background information in the first few minutes of the story,
but then quickly zeros in on a destination and does not waver
significantly from that path for the duration of the story.
That’s easier said than done--especially for the storyteller.
It’s human nature to want to include every relevant fact or
humorous anecdote in our stories and it can be hard to figure
out what is good for the story and what can be cut out. The
best way to evaluate if certain details are helpful or not is to
ask yourself if they are advancing the plot of the story or not.
If a detail could be cut out without the story being damaged,
then it’s probably not critical to advancing the plot. You can
see this in the majority of major Hollywood films.
Everything that happens on screen is providing you with some
kind of key information leading up to the climax. If you’re
watching a DVD with deleted scenes on it, you can see
everything that the director determined wasn’t necessary to
advance the plot afterall.
Your skill as a story consultant will be particularly
tested in this area as you offer advice to your storytellers on
what can be eliminated or, sometimes, added to get the most
out of their story. I find it can be helpful to recruit someone
else to help you review stories because they will always see
things you don’t see and have ideas on effective changes to
the story. If you are not very confident in your ability to
coach a storyteller, bring in someone you trust to help you.
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Live Show Story Variety
Stories selected for a live event should vary in subject
matter, length, and mood. For example, we learned at one
point not to end the entire show with a sad story because now
your entire audience is leaving in a downer mood. You also
don’t want two long stories right next to each other since they
can be taxing on the audience. In addition, you don’t want to
make a storyteller follow someone with a particularly sad or
really knock-out story. That’s a tough spot to be in. In this
section we’ll talk about how to select a good variety of
storytellers and put them in the best order for your live event.
Story Line Up
The goal of our story line-up is to engage the
audience right away, then take them on a storytelling ride
with ups, downs, and unexpected turns throughout the show,
keeping them constantly engaged and ending on a fun note.
Below is a hypothetical line-up for one of our live
shows. An actual show line-up wouldn’t match this perfectly,
but this will give you a sense of what we are aiming for when
it comes to positioning stories. For simplicity’s sake I’m
using just two categories of stories here: comedy and serious.
In the real world some funny stories have sad parts and vice
versa, but the label is intended to designate the overall feel of
the story and particularly what kind of mood the story ends
on. A comedy is funny throughout and ends funny. A serious
story is either sad or scary and ends on a somber note.
The number of stories we use in a show varies. We
like our shows to be about two to two-and-a-half hours.
Stories are numbered by how strong we think they are
relative to each other, so our #2 comedy would be our second
favorite funny story, for example. Keep in mind these
numbers are relative, though! All our stories are amazing or
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we wouldn’t put them on stage. Third place in the Olympics
is still an amazing performance, right?
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

#2 comedy
#3 comedy
#2 serious
#1 serious
Intermission
Audience Storyteller
#4 comedy
#3 serious
#1 comedy

Here’s our rationale for positioning stories in this way:
Slot 1: #2 comedy
Our first story is filled with humor and is relatively
short in length to engage the audience and establish their
expectations for the show. This is our hook for the whole
show. We want to come out strong but end stronger, that’s
why we leave our best funny story for the end.
Slot 2: #3 comedy
With the audience riding the high of the first story,
they will be primed for another story with a similar feel. We
put our #3 funny story here because it is less funny so it helps
transition to the serious story that’s coming up next.
Slot 3: #2 serious
We put our second most serious story here so there
isn’t a jarring transition from a funny story and to help ease us
into the most intense story of the evening. This story can be
sad, but not brutally sad. A heartwarming story would be
great here if you have it.
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Slot 4: #1 serious
Since it can be difficult for a storyteller to follow a
really emotionally charged story, and also emotionally
draining for an audience to end a show on such a note, we
have found it best to put the most serious story in the middle
of the line-up. We put it just before intermission to allow the
audience time and space to process the experience before
continuing the show.
Intermission
We have found that audiences appreciate the
intermission for restroom breaks, snacks, socializing, and
discussing the show. We have not found a noticeable decline
in attendance after intermissions. There are a lot of elements
to consider when it comes to intermission. We’ll talk about
those later in the book.
Slot 5: Audience Storyteller
During each show we pull an audience member’s
name from a hat and invite them to tell their story impromptu
on stage. We’ll talk more about the audience storyteller later.
We put the audience storyteller in this spot for a
number of reasons. First, it allows us one more sweep of the
audience during intermission to get more names for the
drawing because sometimes we haven’t gathered many
submissions by this point in the show. We also have no idea
what kind of tone the story will have, how good it will be, or
how long it will be, so putting it in this position gives us more
flexibility to deal with this wildcard story. If it’s sad, then we
have our #4 comedy story up next to transition the audience
into a better mood without the transition being too jarring. If
it’s long or bad (both are almost never the case), then that #4
comedy will be a palette cleanser. If the audience storyteller
is really funny, which is usually the case, then that’s a bonus
and the audience will get another funny story right after it.
Having the audience storyteller right after intermission means
the audience is in a generally neutral mood as well, so the
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audience storyteller doesn’t have to worry about following
someone with a gut-bustingly funny story or a real tear jerker.
The pressure on the audience storyteller is minimal in this
way.
Slot 6: #4 comedy
Toward the end of our show, we use the laugh-crylaugh model. Audiences love to laugh after a particularly
heart-felt, tear-jerker moment, so we take them on that roller
coaster in the last three stories of the event. First they’re
feeling up with a funny story, then we make them cry with a
sad story, then we leave them laughing with our funniest
story.
Slot 7: #3 serious
We can’t get too serious with this story because it's
between two funny stories. If it were a deeply painful story,
the transition back and forth would be too much for the
audience in my opinion. So we just want to leave them a little
somber before the funniest story of the night comes next.
Slot 8: #1 comedy
We intentionally set a cheerful mood at the end of our
show. By doing so, our audiences leave our shows with
positive impressions that they will share as they head out to
their cars, discuss on their way home, and likely share widely
for days to follow. We learned the hard way not to end on a
really sad story in one of our earlier shows. It leaves the
audience and the crew all feeling like, “Well that was a
bummer.” It makes it hard to celebrate the end of the show
when everyone is down, so end your show with your funniest
story so everyone leaves in a good mood and their most recent
memory of the show is a happy one.
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Coaching Storytellers
Quality feedback is critical for helping your
storytellers prepare their stories for a show, but it’s a delicate
thing. If your storyteller is already a little shy on stage,
overwhelming them with feedback may give them cold feet.
However, useful feedback that affirms their efforts and
strengthens their story may empower them by improving their
confidence. The goal with feedback is to create the desired
changes while retaining the authentic, natural feel of the story
and style of the storyteller. We have found it most helpful to
provide written feedback which can be reviewed, as needed,
by the storyteller as they prepare for the show.
Initial Review
Our first step in reviewing potential stories is to do a
scratch recording with the storyteller. This is just a quick and
dirty recording intended to get the general sense of the story
so we can consider it for our live events, radio program,
and/or podcast. It is not intended for broadcast. It’s great to
review and record the initial story face-to-face to experience
the non-verbal interactions of the storyteller, but we also
review stories by phone. Meeting with every potential
storyteller is a time consuming process, so it can be more
efficient to review stories by phone or have potential
storytellers submit their own recordings if possible. Meeting
with every storytelling candidate may not be practical in your
situation and you will have to sit through a lot of unusable
stories if you go this route. I had many slightly
uncomfortable meetings with people whose stories I knew
were not a good fit for us. But at the same time, I have dug
up some of my favorite stories by meeting with people in
person and pressing for more stories when the initial story
they shared wasn’t right for us. That is good practice
particularly when you know someone is likely to either be a
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great storyteller or have a depth of stories worth exploring.
Meeting with someone you do not know anything about is a
riskier practice in more ways than one.
There are plenty of free call recording apps for
smartphones you can use to record stories and share it with
your team. I currently use Call Recorder on an iPhone and it
works great. I use the voice recording app on my smartphone
when reviewing stories in person. We then upload the
recorded stories to a file-sharing server, such as Google Drive
or DropBox, where all team members are able to access and
review the stories. In a perfect world every story would be
recorded in broadcast quality so you could use it for the radio
podcast if you wanted, but having every storytelling candidate
in the studio is a pretty big task. Whether or not you are able
to do that will depend on your time and resources.
First Feedback Session
The first time I provide feedback to storytellers is
often my first time meeting them in person, so it is important
to me that this be a positive experience that makes them feel
good about telling their story on stage. It can be helpful,
when possible, to bring someone along with you--especially if
you are not very comfortable with your story coaching skills.
I find that a second set of ears often catches issues I missed,
so I highly recommend bringing someone along with you if
you trust they can provide delicate, constructive feedback.
They don’t need to be expert storytellers themselves. In a
way, they can just be a representative of the audience’s
perspective.
Generally I meet the storytellers at a coffee shop
that’s relatively quiet so they can practice their story with me
without it being too weird having strangers listening in-although sometimes it has been funny as strangers have come
up to us to tell us how much they enjoyed the story.
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It’s best to warn the storyteller before the meeting
that you would like them to tell their story to you during the
meeting because sometimes they are nervous about telling it
without practicing it more or sorting out some of the details.
If you warn them that you want to hear the story, that prevents
them from getting caught off guard and possibly having to
schedule another meeting because they aren’t ready to share it
yet. It’s certainly fun to meet with storytellers, but it’s also
time consuming for you and for them. If you have the time,
feel free to meet with them as much as you feel is necessary.
I’m trying to juggle the rest of my job responsibilities, so I try
to only meet with storytellers just one time for an hour, if
possible.
I begin this meeting asking if they have any questions
about how the show works or what is expected of them. Once
that’s sorted out, I provide them with some basic feedback on
the story as we heard it in the scratch recording, if I have any.
My initial feedback addresses big picture items, such as basic
facts about the story, major structural changes, or confusing
gaps in their story. I don’t want to overwhelm them with
complicated or detailed feedback. It’s already a challenge for
most amateur storytellers to tell their stories in a smooth,
coherent way. Loading them up with a lot of suggestions
right away is like asking someone to juggle and do math at the
same time.
Questions I ask myself while I’m listening to the
story include:
●

●
●

Does the story length roughly fit the timeline of the
event? My biggest concern here is is the story going
too long. If it is, then we need to figure out how to
cut it down right away.
Does the story follow the dramatic arc? If not, can it
be restructured to better follow that model?
Does the story fill in all the blanks for the audience?
Can they picture the scene of the story adequately?
Do they have the necessary big picture elements, such
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●

●
●

●

●

as the year the story took place, where it took place,
the season, the time of day, the general weather, who
was there, etc., if those factors are important?
Does the story get going promptly, without a lot of
exposition or anecdotes bogging it down at the start?
Storytellers often take too long to “cut to the chase,”
so to speak.
Does the story follow a clear path with no rabbit
trails?
Does the storyteller effectively tap into the drama of
the key moments in the story? Are there any parts of
the story they should put in “slow motion”? I.e. slow
down the pacing and get into a lot of details about
how they were feeling and what they were
experiencing?
Does the story wrap up nicely, with some reference to
what was learned from the experience or another idea
that ends the story neatly? Does it have the right
amount of denouement?
Does the storyteller speak clearly and avoid using
verbal pauses ad nauseam, such as “um” and “like”?
This is a delicate habit to address with a storyteller to
bring their awareness to it without indirectly creating
additional focus to it.

Answering these questions is a great way to start your
review. I have found that most storytellers struggle with these
same basic issues with their stories, so if you’re keeping an
eye out for these, you should be in a good position to provide
helpful feedback.
If there are serious issues with the story as you heard
it that would spell disaster if it was told like that on stage,
then schedule a second review. We don’t green light a
storyteller until we have heard a version of their story that is
the appropriate length and would work well on stage. We’ve
found it is very dangerous to assume the storyteller will sort
out really big issues on their own--especially length problems.
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Keep meeting with the storyteller until they tell a version of
your story that meets your minimum standards.
Story Length
My favorite story length is about 14 minutes. That is
long enough that it justifies having the storyteller on stage but
not so long that it wears on the audience’s attention. That
said, stories as short as a few minutes long can work-especially when it’s a child telling the story. However, I
personally wouldn’t want to put on a show with just short
stories. It’s like a fancy dinner. You want a mix of courses
that take more or less time to consume. In your live event you
want to mix story lengths as well. You don’t want to put two
really long stories right next to each other.
Some stories certainly warrant more than 14 minutes.
A really epic story can warrant 24 minutes or so. Any longer
than that is too much for this format of storytelling, in my
opinion. Use those stories for your radio program or podcast.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
Preparing for the Live Event
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The Feel of your Event
Consider how you want your audience to feel at your
event. Are there aspects of events you have gone to that you
liked and want to emulate or didn’t like and want to avoid?
My goal is to create an event that is well-organized, fun, and a
little weird.
I want to our audience to start having fun and have a
good impression about our show from the moment they walk
through the doors of the venue. I came up with the idea to
hire live musicians to play as attendees enter the lobby so
there’s a sense of this being a special event right off the bat.
Generally entering the lobby, sorting out tickets, and entering
the auditorium is a little bit stressful and unpleasant for
people. Having this music playing is a cue to my audience to
be in a good mood because they’re about to experience a
really fun show. My favorite type of musicians to hire are
something quirky and very local. For example, for one show
we hired a group of harmonica-playing senior citizens who I
had seen perform at the fair that summer. The key is to get a
group that can be relatively quiet so they are background
music and not blasting our audience in our acousticallyresonant lobby. I also like a local and quirky band to go with
our place-based and quirky show. We usually offer them
about $150 to perform for approximately 40 minutes,
depending on the size and professional nature of the band.
The lobby music idea came from the fact that I often
find the process of getting into the auditorium for events to be
pretty unpleasant. If I don’t have tickets, then I’m worried
about where to get them, how long the line will be, if I’ll be in
the right line, and if we’ll be able to get good seats when it’s
an open seating situation (like our event is). If this process
seems at all confusing or poorly-managed, it casts the whole
event in a bad light. By the time the event has started, they
are already trying to earn back my appreciation. Keep in
mind that many people (like myself on many occasions) are

48

being drug to your event by a friend or significant other and
wouldn’t be coming at all if it was up to them. My goal is to
win those people or at least make the process as painless for
them as possible.
Give thought to the feelings you hope to generate
with your audience during your event. Will it be formal?
Informal? Whacky? Serious? Place-based? Consider how
you want to put your mark on the event and make it unique.
Tickets
To make the ticket buying process as painless as
possible, we have a well-organized ticket sales team that
includes booth sales, staff roaming the venue for mobile ticket
sales, signs posted all over the place directing our audience to
where they need to go, and a trained crew to answer their
questions. I want my audience to either never wait in any line
or at least make it a quick and short line. We have about five
volunteers with aprons who roam the crowd seeing if anyone
needs tickets and selling them for cash. Having mobile credit
card sales is a little too tricky for us, so people who do not
have cash will have to go to the ticket booth, but there are
signs that make it clear where to go and reducing the number
of people buying tickets in line with cash keeps the credit card
line shorter.
We do online ticket sales before the event with a
company called Universe. Every ticket seller seems like they
are gouging us, so decide for yourself how you want to handle
advanced ticket sales. We looked into selling tickets at local
businesses and it never seemed like a good option for us.
Handling the money and managing it all did not seem worth
the effort to us, but you may have connections or other
reasons to consider it.
One of our secrets is that, to save money on printing,
we do not print new paper tickets for each show. We have
printed about 1000 branded but undated tickets and when
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people enter the auditorium, we take their whole ticket and
reuse them for the next show. If people need to leave the
auditorium and come back in before intermission, we either
give them a ticket back or just wave them through. We do not
check for tickets after intermission. I am not concerned with
widespread fraud and we have never sold out our 1200+ seat
venue, so the system works. Should we start selling out our
shows, then we may have to revisit or ticket checking policy.
Hosting the Event
As host for our Dark Winter Nights storytelling
events, I remain on-stage sitting on a stool at a tall desk at
stage right (audience left). I was not excited about remaining
on stage when we were discussing this before our very first
event, but my team thought it would be a good idea, so I
agreed. On the plus side, it makes the event a little more
animated to have me reacting to the stories and, rarely, having
a little interaction with the storyteller. Since I have heard all
of the stories already, my reactions at different parts of the
stories can serve as a guide to the audience as to how they
should be feeling at that moment. It can sometimes be hard to
tell if it’s okay to laugh at some parts of stories--especially
when you don’t know how things are going to turn out. If the
audience sees me laughing, then know this is going to come
out okay and vice versa. In a way, I give them permission to
laugh when it’s unclear how they should be feeling during a
story.
The down sides of remaining on stage are that I don’t
really get a break from the public view until intermission and
if any issues come up mid-show, I’m not really available to
help sort them out or make judgment calls. Occasionally a
crew member will discretely slip me a note if I need to make
an announcement or something, but for the most part the crew
and I are each on our own while the show is in progress.
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Intermission
Intermission provides a break for the audience, allows
them to socialize and discuss the show, and provides an
opportunity for our team to sort out any mid-event issues. We
debated if we should have an intermission because we were
afraid people may take the opportunity to leave, but we have
not seen any real drop in audience after intermission. And
why should we be holding them hostage anyway?
Some of our shows have ended up going much longer
than we anticipated when stories have gone longer than they
were supposed to. Having an intermission is good insurance,
at least in the early days of producing your show, when you
may accidentally put on a three hour program when it was
supposed to be two hours. You’ll be very grateful you didn’t
make your audience stay put that long and the last few
storytellers in the lineup will be grateful they’re not trying to
tell a story to a crowd of annoyed, uncomfortable people.
We wanted to provide food for our audience during
intermission but did not want to mess with trying to handle
that ourselves, so we have worked with local restaurants or
high school groups to provide the food and keep the profits
for themselves. This gives the event more of a local feel and
may leave some in the audience feeling like we’re helping to
support the community and not just ourselves.
Events like ours are often a rare opportunity for
people to see their friends and catch up during the cold, dark
winter months in Fairbanks. This is a great thing but can also
mean that it is tough to get them back into the auditorium
promptly. We plan on a 15 minute intermission to give
people time to go to the bathroom, chat, and get something to
eat if they want to. Once the 15 minutes is up, we make it
very clear it’s time to start the program again. One of my
favorite ways we have done that is by hiring Alaska Native
dance groups to drum in the lobby and walk everyone back
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into the show. It’s an impossible to ignore and place-based
way to get everyone back in on time.
Audience Storyteller
We came up with the idea to pull one of our evening
storyteller’s from the audience for our second show in
November of 2014. There was a little concern among my
team that the audience storyteller would not pan out well.
They might not have a great story or they might end up going
really long, creating an awkward situation where I would have
to interrupt them. We accounted for the latter by announcing
how much time they would have and warning the audience
that I would cut them off if they went long.
The audience storyteller adds an element of
excitement and unpredictability to the show and draws the
audience back from intermission to see who will be selected
to tell their story. We also contact the other people who
submitted stories to see if their stories might be good for a
future show, so gathering their names serves as a story
recruitment tool as well.
Interested attendees jot down a very short description
of a story they wish to tell on a designated portion of our
printed event program and submit these to our ushers inbetween storytellers during the first half of our show. We then
select one of these stories during intermission. At first we
would draw the name randomly, but we found picking a name
out is better because it allows us to add some diversity to our
show. If we have a lot of men telling stories, we can pick a
female from the audience, for example. If we already have a
bear story in the lineup, we can avoid picking a second one.
While there is inherent risk in allowing an
unrehearsed storyteller on stage, the audience storyteller has
been a fun addition to our live event, adding an element of
surprise and generating excitement and positive energy
among the audience. On top of that, sometimes the audience
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storyteller turns out to be one of the best stories of the night.
While I find this a little annoying since I put so much work
into recruiting, it’s certainly a lovely treat.
A running gag we have tacked on to the audience
storyteller portion of the show is bringing the slip of paper
with the audience storyteller’s name on it out on stage in a
new and weird way for each show. We have had a drone,
multiple robots, and a dog, cockatoo, goat, and even a
hibernating ground squirrel bring the name out (well she was
in a box being carried by a scientist). It’s become a fun
surprise in each show.
Audience Memories
Good artists borrow and great artists steal and we
stole one element of our show from The Moth storytelling
program. While it’s great to generate your own ideas, it’s also
fine to use elements that have been successful elsewhere and
taylor them for your program. In the same way we solicit
audience storytellers, we allow attendees to submit short
memories on a specific theme that changes for each show.
Previous topics have included “What is your favorite
Thanksgiving memory?”, “What is your favorite April Fool’s
Day Memory?”, and “What is your favorite Break-Up
memory?” The latter worked out very nicely, because “breakup” in Alaska can refer to either the period in spring when the
ice is melting as well as the more common reference to the
end of a relationship. We actually had one memory that
involved someone breaking up with their boyfriend during
break up. It was a real winner.
I select three memories from a jar in between
storytellers and I read them onstage between stories. It’s
tricky, but I’ll quick scan the three memories while I’m back
at my desk to try to put them in a good order while the
storyteller is on stage. My aim is to put the funniest memory
at the end and/or create a bit of a transition from the last
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storyteller to the next. If I just had a sad story, I don’t want
the first memory to be something hilarious, if possible.
Adding these short memories from the audience
invites their participation and gives the event a more personal
and spontaneous feeling. Look for ways to work your
audience into the event as much as possible.
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CHAPTER FIVE:
Live Event Crew
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What kind of team will you need to pull off your
event and what kind of training will then need? That will
certainly depend on the size and style of your event. We host
our event in a 1,200 seat auditorium with a balcony and so far
have peaked at approximately 900 attendees. In this section
we’ll talk about the crew we like to have for an event like
that.
Roles
There are a variety of roles required for producing a
successful live show. In no particular order, here are our
existing roles followed by the required skill level.
“Unskilled” means they can be trained on site before the
event. “Trained” means you should meet with them once or
twice before the event to review expectations in their role;
previous experience may be required. “Experienced” means
these people have been with your organization through one or
more previous events and, therefore, have a deeper
understanding of how everything works.
Cash ticket sellers - Unskilled - Approx. 4 people:
To process the incoming audience as quickly as
possible, we have ticket sellers roaming the lobby for quick
cash sales. These sellers could also accept credit card sales
with a portable credit card processor, such as the free Square
system, but to keep it simple and the training to a minimum
we stick with just cash sales. They are issued a bunch of $5
bills for change, tickets, and an apron to hold it all. These
should be friendly, outgoing people since they will be the face
of your organization to your audience as well as trustworthy
since they’ll be holding a lot of your cash!
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What they need to know: Cash ticket sellers need
only know the very basics about the event: how much tickets
cost for each demographic (General Admission,
Seniors/Students/Military, Kids 12 & Under, etc.), where the
bathrooms are, where credit tickets sales and Will Call are, if
food/drinks are allowed in the auditorium, how long the event
will go, if there will be an intermission, and other basic
information. The more they know, the better, but they can get
away with just the basics.
Cash/Credit Ticket Sellers - Trained - Approx. 2 people:
They sell tickets to those who don’t buy tickets from
the roaming cash ticket sellers and handle credit card sales.
What they need to know: These ticket sellers need
to know how to operate your credit card machine as well as
everything the cash ticket sellers know. In theory they can be
trained just before the event, but that’s a bit risky. I prefer to
use my most experienced crew for this job. Like the cash
ticket sellers, they should be friendly and trustworthy.
Will Call - Unskilled - 1 person:
If you are selling tickets online or over the phone
before the event, you will likely need to have a Will Call
window to provide tickets to those audience members who
purchased them ahead of time. They will need access to the
final version of the Will Call list.
What they need to know: They should know what
the cash ticket sellers know as well as where to find the list of
names of people who purchased tickets ahead of time. They
should also know how to indicate when someone has picked
up their tickets. If you are going the simple route of just
printing out the list and marking off the names of people who
picked up their tickets, then you will have a bit of a logistical

57

problem if you try to have more than one Will Call window.
How will you know if the same person goes to both windows
to claim tickets if you’re just marking their names off a sheet?
Alternatively you could put their tickets in an envelope with
their name on it before the event, but that takes a good deal of
time and then adds time to processing each audience member
as you Will Call people flip through the same box of
envelopes.
You could assign windows based on last names and
have last names A-M at one window and N-Z at another with
Will Call sheets divided accordingly. At the risk of sounding
too anal retentive about this, I worry that an audience member
may not remember whose last name they put the tickets under
(did my boyfriend put it under his last name or mine, for
example).
Consider as well if tickets were purchased by an
organization. What name do you put it under? If you’re
already experienced with running ticketed events, you
probably have a system in place already. If not, then have a
plan. How will you handle someone who insists they bought
a ticket but Will Call has no record of it? Or what if they
bought it on Will Call very close to the beginning of the event
after the Will Call list was printed?
Ticket Takers - Unskilled - 4-8 people:
The ticket takers have a simple job of taking tickets
and handing out programs. How many you need will depend
on how many doors you will have open to your venue. Two
people per door is ideal. They should be friendly and helpful
people.
What they need to know: If you are selling tickets
using an online program that allows for tickets to be saved to
a smartphone, they will need to know how to process those
tickets. They will need to know what people need to show to
gain re-entry and they need to know everything the cash ticket
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sellers know. They should also be instructed to tell audience
members about the audience storyteller option and the
audience memories (if you’re incorporating either of those in
your event) so they can encourage the audience members to
fill out those elements of the program if time allows. If
there’s a line waiting to get into the venue, they should just
take tickets and hand out programs.
Ushers - Unskilled - Approx. 4 people:
The ushers guide storytellers and their guests to their
assigned seats (more on that later), encourage audience
members to fill out the audience memories and audience
storyteller sheets, collect those sheets, and may encourage
audience members to move toward the center of the rows if
you anticipate a full show. Like the cash ticket sellers, these
people need to be nice because they will be the face of your
organization to your audience.
What they need to know: The ushers should know
everything the cash ticket sellers know as well as the details
of how the audience memories and audience storyteller will
work--especially where in the event the audience storyteller
will take the stage.
Event Coordinator - Experienced - 1 person:
This person can make your life a dream or a
nightmare, or this person might even be you. Before the
event, they will handle the innumerable big and small things
that need to be decided and sorted out, like recruiting help for
the event. During the event they will assign people where
there is need, answer questions from the crew, and serve as
the decider-in-chief when last minute issues need to be
resolved. This is a huge job best suited for someone who
believes wholeheartedly in your mission, is self-motivated,
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very well organized, and good to work with. This is one of
the first people I would pay, if that is an option for you,
because the harder they can work for you and the more
motivated they are to do good work, the better.
What they need to know: In short, just about
everything. Before the event they need to know what you’re
going to do for food for the crew, food during intermission,
how ticket sales will work, if you’re going to do anything
weird before the show (like have a live band or puppies, like
we have done), how to pay people and the venue, who your
contact is at the venue, how to schedule and confirm the
venue, and who has been assigned to each live event role (or
assign those roles him/herself). During the event, they need
to be available to give crew members assignments if they
don’t already have them or have run out of things to do. They
also need to be available for lead crew members (more on that
special assignment later) to let them know when they need
additional help in some area. For example, if your sound
team has just arrived and needs help unloading equipment
from the truck, your Event Coordinator could direct the crew
to help them. Before or after the event, your Event
Coordinator may be the one who sorts out paying people if
you don’t have an accountant position.
Stage Manager - Trained - 1 person:
The stage manager serves as a liaison between the
host and other key crew members and the lighting/sound
team. They may operate the curtain, cue talent to go out on
stage, move props on stage themselves or with help, handle
unexpected issues on stage (we once had a cockatoo poop on
stage and the stage manager had to come out and clean it up
between storytellers, for example). This person may come as
part of your venue rental since they will know how all the
equipment in the theater works.
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What they need to know: The stage manager needs
to have a solid grasp on what is going to happen on stage and
when during your event. In our case, the stage manager will
help the lighting/sound crew get the stage set up before the
event, communicate my questions, as host, to that crew before
the event and confirm the microphone is on and the crew is
ready for me before I go out to do my introduction. They
need to know how to operate the curtain and/or any other
elements of the stage you may be using in your event. For
example, our stage manager once had to operate a robot for
the start of one of our shows.
Storyteller Coordinator - Experienced - 1 person:
The storyteller coordinator is responsible for
recruiting storytellers, managing stories that our submitted to
us, reviewing those stories, doing the initial scratch recordings
of stories, and reviewing those stories with me and other
members of the team who are voting on which stories to use
in the live events. This person is also responsible for
informing storytellers if we’ve chosen their stories or not and
serves as their point of contact with our organization. During
live events, they prepare gift bags for the storytellers and
make sure they know where to go. They also guide the
storytellers on stage when it’s time to tell their story and make
sure the storytellers get a copy of the live event afterward.
This is one of the most important jobs in our organization.
What they need to know: They need to know what
makes for a good story and what makes for a good storyteller
so they can effectively filter story submissions. They need to
know the history of your program and where you want to take
it. They need to know your requirements for stories (story
length, tolerance for foul language, topic, tolerance for
violent/sexual material) and storytellers (are you looking for
diversity, women only, certain career fields only, etc.). This
person needs to be very dedicated and reliable because this
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job takes a lot of time and if you mess up your storyteller
relationships, you lose the lifeblood of your program.
Merchandise Table - Trained - 2 people:
If you are going to have stuff for sale, you’ll need a
few people to man your merchandise table. After operating a
table for about five shows, we decided the income from
selling merchandise was not worth the effort of producing it.
We might sell ten DVDs of our live events and four CDs, for
example, but would have to spend a great deal of time
designing and printing the DVD and CD covers as well as
editing the DVD and CD content. The meager income wasn’t
worth it for those items, but we still sell T-shirts, bumper
stickers, and coffee mugs because these can easily be carried
over to the next event if they don’t sell. If we make a few
hundred dollars on merchandise, I’m happy. Selling branded
products is basically getting people to pay to advertise your
show after all.
What they need to know: The merchandise table
needs to know how to operate your credit card system, if you
have one. If you are selling advance copies of that night’s
show, they need to know how long it will be before those
DVDs/CDs will be ready and how you will get them to the
people who have already paid. We opted to take the
customer’s address and mail it to them when the media was
finished. We could give them an empty DVD/CD case so
they felt like they were getting something and it would also
mean that all we had to ship was the disc. I would put my
business card in the case so they had my contact information
if they were wondering about the status of their order. I
would recommend doubling how long you think it will take to
complete these orders because producing the DVDs and CDs
always took us much longer than we expected.
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Video Team - Trained - 3 people:
I teach video production for my day job, so having a
video recording of our live events was an obvious choice for
us. If you choose to video record your events, you will need a
team of camera operators and all the necessary gear. We have
recorded every one of our events so we could put select
stories on YouTube, air hour-long versions of our events on
our local public television station, distribute copies of the
events to storytellers and customers who purchased them, and
show potential crew members and sponsors what our
programs look like. We use the audio from the recordings for
our radio program/podcast. Getting a clean audio recording
of the program is my top priority and, unfortunately, one of
the hardest feats to accomplish.
A good audio recording of your event means you can
use all these stories in their preferred medium: radio/podcast.
In my opinion, if you have an unusable audio recording, it’s
like the event never happened. The majority of people who
will hear our stories will hear the recording. Good video, on
the other hand, is just icing on the cake. As our program
grew, we opted to hire a video production team to film the
event in an effort to increase the quality of the video
recording and free up some of our crew for other roles, but
this also added substantial cost to our production with little
gain. If you don’t know anything about video production, I
recommend hiring a team with a proven record if you think it
is worth it. Ask for examples of their work before you
approve them and keep in mind that watching someone tell a
story is some of the more boring video you can shoot.
What they need to know: Well I hope they already
know how to operate the cameras and shoot good video, but
that hasn’t always been the case, so we sometimes have to
provide some quick training in those areas. Your video team
should also know where you want the cameras, what shots
you want each camera to get, and other technical details about
recording--such as when they should hit record on their
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camera or if you’re going to have a director who is switching
the cameras live. There are entire books on how to properly
video record a live event, so I will end my advice here.
Photographer - Skilled - 1 person:
The photographer doesn’t necessarily need to receive
a lot of training about how to photograph your event, but they
should certainly be skilled in photography. I recommend
having your event photographed if you have any plans for
press coverage of the event or future events, if you want to do
any serious social media coverage of the event, or even if you
just want some nice pictures to help you remember the event.
Our photographers have always been volunteers who are very
talented and just seem happy to help out and attend the event.
Make sure to credit your photographers when you use their
pictures in any way and give them some information about
what types of pictures you would like them to take.
Social Media - Trained - 1 person:
Depending on your goals for the event and your show
in general, it can be nice to have someone posting pictures
and updates to various social media outlets over the course of
your event. This can help build buzz about your program-especially among people who didn’t attend. We often
combine this role with another one, like Storyteller Liaison,
since it doesn’t necessary require all of their time.
Sound Team - Experienced - 2 people:
One of the gifts that helped launch Dark Winter
Nights was that I was friends with Jon Huff, owner of Alaska
Universal Productions, a professional event lighting and
sound business. He agreed to do the sound and lighting for
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our live events until we began making money and could pay
him. If you’re aiming high with your storytelling event, I
recommend seeing if you can inspire any professionals to
volunteer their time until you can get your program up on its
feet. Our sound needs are pretty simple. We generally just
need one mic on a stage for the host and the storytellers, but
sometimes I want to get fancy in the show and need a wireless
lapel mic so I can walk around.
What they need to know: Your sound team will
need to know what you plan to do during the event. Are you
going to have a static mic on a stand in the middle of the stage
or do you and/or the storytellers need to wander around
during the show? The freedom to walk around is a nice
touch, but keep in mind it will complicate your lighting needs
and be an added challenge for your video team who will have
to follow the person as they walk around. Your sound
technician will need to know how to either feed the event
audio to the video team, if you have one, and how you want
the event audio recorded. You should have at least two (and
three or four is better) individual recordings of your event as
backups in case any one of the recording devices fails--and
they will fail. It’s very easy to accidentally record audio too
loud, too quiet, with the wrong mix of inputs, or have a
recorder fill up with data and stop recording. Have several
redundant systems all monitored by professionals. The sound
technicians also need to know that the band, if you have one
(and I don’t recommend it), cannot be so loud that the
audience has to struggle to hear the storyteller. Unfortunately
there will be as many preferences for audio levels as there
will be people in your audience, so there may always be
someone who thinks something is too loud or too quiet. Your
sound technicians will also need to know what’s happening
and when in your event. I provide my crew with an event
rundown, a spreadsheet in which I indicate who is speaking
when, for how long, and what the audio needs are at any
given point in the program so there are no surprises. There is
a sample rundown included later in this chapter.
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Lighting Team - Trained - 2 people:
The quality of your lighting is one of the elements of
your event that will either make your program appear special
and professional or make it seem like a mundane lecture. I
rely on my lighting team to set up the lights and pretty much
give them free reign once they prove they know what they’re
doing. One element of lighting I have requested is a backlight
for the storyteller. If you are video recording your event, it is
easy for the storyteller to blend into the dark background of
the stage in a normal event lighting situation. By adding a
backlight (at light positioned above and behind the storyteller
that shines on their head and shoulders), you can create a light
border around the storyteller that helps to pop them out of the
background--making them look more 3D in the video. As I
alluded to earlier, having you or the storytellers free to roam
the stage during the program will add significant complexity
to your lighting setup. You may need a spotlight, which will
require a competent person to operate it, or to light a broad
swath of the stage, which is not as attractive as more
condensed lighting. For those reasons, we’ve opted to limit
our storytellers to remaining in center stage.
What they need to know: Your lighting team will
need to know who is going to be where and when so they can
make sure that area is attractively lit. They should receive a
copy of your event rundown with notes on your lighting cues.
The Band - Experience - Approx. 3 people
I knew from the beginning that I wanted a band for
our live events. Many major storytelling programs have them
(with an exception of The Moth) and I knew having a live
band would add tremendously to the impact of the stories.
Without a band, I felt the stories would feel rather flat. That
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has turned out not to be the case and I would actually
discourage you from having music playing while the
storytellers are performing, however I want to talk about our
experiences in case you think it’s a good idea for your show.
Having a band creates several big issues: First, it
makes it harder for the audience to hear the storytellers,
especially audience members with hearing challenges. You
can imagine how annoying it is to be straining to hear a
storyteller over the music.
Second, it makes using the audio from your event
much harder. Music in the background of your stories makes
cutting out portions of the stories more jarring to a listener as
they hear that audio jump during the edits. It can also make
hearing the storyteller more difficult for your radio/podcast
audience. You can control this somewhat if your audio
technicians can record the band in a totally separate track than
your storyteller so you can change their volumes
independently in editing, but we have had many problems
with that not working and being stuck with band audio that is
too loud relative to the storyteller. In fact, the very popular
podcast Snap Judgment was interested in using one of our
stories but couldn’t use our recording because the music was
too loud. They organized to have our storyteller (now living
in Portland) retell the story to get a new recording, but that
recording ended up getting recorded badly and the whole plan
collapsed. We lost an early opportunity for some huge
publicity because of issues with having a live band.
Third, the band will want to hear the final versions of
the stories well in advance of the show so they can come up
with suitable music. This puts more pressure on you to lock
in the storyteller lineup and get their stories in good shape
earlier on. That has been an added challenge for us and
makes the event more difficult to produce.
Finally, the band will make setting up the audio for
your event more difficult since they will need to be mixed
into the house sound system and levels set so the audience
does not have to make an effort to hear the storyteller. That is
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really hard to do and requires more crew with more
experience. I certainly don’t blame the band members for any
of these issues and many people told us they enjoyed the
band, but the technical challenges and liability made it
impractical to keep having live music.
What they need to know: The band needs to get the
rough versions of the stories at least a month before the
program if you want them to compose custom songs for each
storyteller. They need to know the order of the event and
when you want them to perform. They should also receive a
copy of the event rundown. They also need to know how to
get in touch with your sound technician and when they should
arrive at the event to set up. They also need to know how to
set up their equipment so the sound technician has the
maximum control over their volume.
Lead Crew Members - Experienced - Amount Varies:
We have found that assigning one person to be the
lead of a group of crewmembers helps that group to be more
efficient and perform better. For example, if we have four
ushers, I might select one of them to be the “lead” and I will
meet with that person before the event to give them all the
information they need and answer any questions they may
have. Then during the event, they can disseminate that
information to the rest of the ushers who may have been
assigned that role only hours before the event started. These
“leads'' become my points of contact for each group and are
responsible for making sure their team performs their job
properly. We have leads for the jobs that tend to involve
unskilled crew and people who may volunteer late in the
game, such as ushers, ticket sales, merchandise, etc.
What they need to know: They need to be
completely clear on how their team is supposed to operate.
That will obviously vary depending on the team.
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Swing Crew - Skill varies - Number varies:
Over the course of your event, some jobs will become
unnecessary as other jobs become necessary. For example,
you won’t need ticket sellers after the show is well under way,
but you will need merchandise sales during intermission or
after the event. As a result, we have designated crew
members who will shift jobs over the course of the event so
we don’t need as many volunteers. Not all jobs shift so
nicely, but it is good to identify those jobs that do and assign
those crew members to second jobs when their first is
completed.
What they need to know: They need to know how
to perform both jobs and when to switch roles.
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CHAPTER SIX:
Live Event Gear
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Event Rundown
The event rundown is a key document for helping
your event go smoothly. This spreadsheet covers what is
happening and at what time during the event, includes notes
for various key crew members, and designates time goals so
you can have a sense for if the show is on schedule or not.
The rundown is primarily for the lighting and sound
crew. It will tell them what lights to turn on and when, which
microphones to turn on and when, and what is going on onstage at any given time. The rundown is also helpful for the
stage manager, band, storyteller liaison, host, and anyone else
who needs to have a solid sense of what is happening next
during the show. Here is a sample rundown from one of our
shows:
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The rundown requires a lot of information that you
won’t know until fairly close to the event, so I generally finish
it a few days before the show. Then I make sure I have plenty
of copies printed out when I go to the auditorium.
Uniforms and Name Tags
Uniforms and name tags are important so your
audience can identify your crew if they have questions or
need something, but also so that your crew can recognize each
other as crew. By the nature of our live events being large,
fairly complicated productions utilizing a lot of last minute
volunteer help, we tend to have a kind of fast and dirty
management style. Your volunteer coordinator, for example,
may need to grab two people for a job. Having your crew
wear matching T-shirts makes it easy for your volunteer
coordinator to identify them. The reverse is also true in that
your key crew can have their names and titles on their name
tags so crew can be told to, “Go talk to Brittany at the
merchandise table.” and Brittany will have her name on her
nametag with the title “Merchandise” underneath.
Our name tags consist of reusable plastic sleeves on
lanyards. These allow us to update the name tags for each
show and reuse the name tags as our volunteer team changes.
They also look professional and give the crew the feeling that
they are part of a professional program.
T-shirts have been a bit of a struggle for us as we
tried to settle on designs and T-shirt printers to create a
satisfactory product. At first we tried to produce shirts with
pictures on them that were unique to each show. I was
generally not very happy with how those turned out and
redoing the shirts for each big show only meant there was one
more challenging task to sort out before every show. We
have settled on black T-shirts with basic white lettering that
can be reused from program to program. While these have
evolved over time, they don’t have to be changed for each
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show and it’s not the end of the world if some of the crew’s
shirts don’t exactly match as long as they are stylistically
similar. One version of our shirts said “Tell Me Your Story”
in bold print on the front with our show information on the
back. The fronts of the shirts have proven successful in
generating some conversations when we wear the shirts
outside of the program and are their own little recruiting tool
for our program. On the other hand, one of our executive
producers said he got tired of people telling him their stories,
so there’s no pleasing everyone.
We have found that many people are content to
volunteer for the program for nothing more than the
satisfaction of being a part of a cool local event and the free
T-shirt. We also came up with the idea of putting QR codes
with links to our Facebook page and website on the backs of
the name tags so the audience could scan them with their
smartphones if they wanted more information.
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The back of our T-Shirt. The front simply says “Tell Me Your Story”
in matching TW CentMT font.

Storyteller Seats
Where are your storytellers going to be during the
show? This is another area where you have options. Our
storytelling counterpart in Anchorage, Arctic Entries, has
their storytellers sit in a row onstage behind the storyteller. It
was important to me that our storytellers get to enjoy the
show with family and friends, so we opted to reserve seats for
them in the auditorium near the side entrance to the stage.
This was also important to me because we sometimes have
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children telling stories and so it is important that they get to
be with their parents during the show.
Each storyteller can request up to a handful of
additional seats next to them for family or friends. We have
found it is important to limit the additional seats they can
request as well as confirm exactly how many seats they will
need, otherwise you will end up with a large block of seats in
prime auditorium real estate that may end up empty.
Our storyteller liaison typically handles marking the
seats as reserved before the doors open to the auditorium.
The storytellers are brought up between stories with the next
storyteller always in the wings so they don’t have to walk all
the way from their seat to the stage in the fairly brief period
between stories. It’s sort of like having your next batter
warming up in the box. After they tell their story, they’re led
back to their seat and can enjoy the rest of the show from
there.
We don’t pay our storytellers because we don’t want
people to make up stories for the money, but having reserved
seats for them and their friends is one of the small ways we
like to show our storytellers we appreciate them.
Swag
Another way we like to show our appreciation to our
storytellers is by giving them a little gift bag full of swag.
These may include a Dark Winter Nights bumper sticker, Tshirt, mug, and anything else we can manage to include. We
have also included little promotions from our business
sponsors. We also have all of the storytellers sign copies of
that event’s poster so they all have a signed souvenir from the
event.
Whatever gifts you can include will help persuade
your storytellers that you are a professional team who
appreciates them and their time.
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Food
We provide food to our crew and storytellers before
the event because the set up typically runs over dinner time
and it is another way to show that we appreciate their work.
We have tried buying our own food from the grocery store,
paying for catering, and just buying a bunch of pizza. In an
effort to streamline and simplify the pre-show process, getting
a bunch of pizza has proven to be the easiest option. You
want to avoid having to spend a lot of time acquiring the food
and necessary accouterments, like forks and condiments, so
going to the grocery store is out. And you want to keep it
cheap and avoid invoice hassles, so catering is out as well.
That leaves pizza. One phone call and it comes right to your
door. If you know someone who wants to handle all the mess
of bringing food, that’s great. Go for it. Otherwise just keep
it simple and easy. We have actually been able to get a local
pizza chain to provide pizzas for free, so that’s been a big
help.
Certainly if you know you have people with certain
allergies, you can work to accommodate those, but this is
really just a nice gesture you’re doing and not something they
should expect or put too many demands on you to meet their
unique criteria. We put the Volunteer Coordinator in charge
of food. How you pay for it will depend on how your
finances are set up. You may be in a situation where an
invoice is easier to handle than a credit card payment.
Tickets
Having to mess with tickets is kind of a privilege,
though I admit I don’t always feel that way about it. Our first
two big live events were free and we covered some of our cost
by selling merchandise, taking donations, and securing
sponsors. As the popularity of our show rapidly grew, we
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opted to move into a much larger auditorium--which also
came with a much larger fee. That meant charging admission
and figuring out how to handle tickets. Our association with a
university limited some of our options due to their policies on
handling income. Things like selling tickets at local stores
were out, though they may be an option you want to explore.
We were able to sell tickets online through a company called
Universe, which is owned by Ticketmaster. While I haven’t
been thrilled with the 10% cut they take out of our profits,
they have worked fine for pre-sales. I hate when events
charge more for tickets at the door or charge a convenience
fee for buying tickets online, so we don’t do either. That
means we make less money off tickets sold online, but that
helps us reduce the rush of having 900 people trying to buy
tickets all at once. We don’t use Universe to sell tickets at the
door because we can do that ourselves without having to pay
their fee.
We have gotten sneaky with our tickets and print one
generic design that we reuse for each show. We literally
collect the tickets and reuse them in the next show to save the
cost of reprinting them. This is also helpful if you print too
many tickets for an event. You don’t have to throw them out,
just reuse them for the next event. Yes, someone could try
and keep their ticket and use it to get into the next event for
free, but that’s on them, not you, and we haven’t determined
that to be a problem.
Having tickets printed several weeks prior to the
event is handy for providing storytellers with physical tickets
to give to their guests and having tickets to give out to
potential sponsors or anyone else you want to encourage to
attend the event. Printers can print sequential numbers on the
ends of your tickets so you can better keep track of how many
tickets you are giving away and how many you have on hand.
On the backs of our tickets I include personal release
information having to do with the filming we do of the events.
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Here is a sample of what our tickets look like:

Sample ticket front

Sample ticket back
Your online ticket vendor will provide a list of ticket
sales for Will Call and you can decide at what time online
ticket sales will end. Your ticket office will need time to print
out the list so they can mark off names as people come to get
their tickets, so you do not want online ticket sales to extend
much further than an hour before the show starts. The vendor
will also allow people to print their own tickets at home or
show an e-ticket QR code on their phone, thus bypassing Will
Call. Unless all your ticket takers have smartphones capable
of reading the codes on paper tickets and smartphones, you
will have to go by the honor system and trust that your
audience members aren’t trying to rip you off by printing
multiple copies of the same ticket or share their e-ticket with
friends. I tend to trust our audience, so if they have a ticket,
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they are in. That may change if we start to sell out our events
and you will have to decide for yourself how much you trust
your audience and how much fraud you are willing to accept.
Our ticket prices have progressively increased with
each show as we realize how much we need to take in if we
want to be able to hope to pay all of our crew. At present our
prices are $20 for adults, $15 for Seniors, Military, and
Students, and $5 for children 12 and under. My goal is to
make this an affordable event for people as much as possible.
More aggressive efforts at finding sponsorship would help
reduce those costs which, so far, do little to actually support
our program very much. Our maximum capacity for our
venue is 1200, so if we were to sell out that location, we
would be in better financial shape. To date our largest draw
was 1000 people and it is discouraging to have that many
paying customers and not be financially set for a while. At
$20 apiece, that would be $20,000, but since a number of
those tickets are comps, many are paying the lower rates, and
our expenses can reach $10,000 for a live event, that leaves
only a few thousand dollars left for all the key players who
are, so far, unpaid for the hours and hours of work we do over
months to put a show together. After hosting your own large
event, you may have greater sympathy for how expensive
some of those big concert tickets can be. You really have to
charge a lot for admission to make a living for a large crew.
Budget
Here are some expenses you may want to take into
consideration when budgeting for your event. The prices for
each element will vary widely depending on your location,
venue, what you can get for free, and how elaborate you
would like your event to be.
●
●

Venue
Sound
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●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Lighting
Food for Crew/Storytellers
Printing posters, programs, reminder postcards etc.
Advertising (social media, radio, TV, newspapers)
Shirts for crew, storytellers, and/or to sell
Postage for mailing reminder postcards to previous
attendees
Executive Producers
Event Photographer
Video Production
Audio Production
Misc. other expenses that pop up

Live Event Frequency
How often should you have live events? How much
demand is there in the community for your event? How much
time can you afford to spend on this program each year and
how many stage-worthy stories do you think you can recruit
each year?
If you’re only going to do one show and see how it
goes or it’s just a one-off for a convention or annual meeting,
then you can skip this section. But if you’re aiming to start a
new storytelling institution, one of the first things to sort out
is how much demand there is for storytelling events in your
location. One of the things people will ask you after you
organize your first event is, “When is the next one?” It would
be good to have an answer for that and even better to be able
to promote the exact date, time, and location for your next
event.
Here’s how things went down for us when it came to
attendance and event frequency and what we learned.
Our first live event was in April of 2014. It was free.
We put posters up around town and did some modest
advertising, but we have very limited resources to promote the
show. Of the 330 seats available, we filled maybe 200. It
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was a decent but not overwhelming start to our program, due
in part to the fact that people didn’t know who we were yet
and we may not have done the best job of effectively
communicating what our show was all about.
Our second live event was seven months later in
November of 2014. It was also free. Our monthly radio
program had been airing on our local public radio station
since September, so we had that added publicity as well as a
more effective publicity campaign. We were also better at
effectively describing our program. Attendance skyrocketed
at that event. We filled every seat and even had people sitting
in the aisles. We figure about 430 people were there--100
over the maximum posted capacity.
Our third event was six months later in April 2015.
We moved to a 1200 seat capacity theater and started
charging admission because our venue cost went way up. We
had about 800 in attendance. Our audience had doubled
again.
Our fourth event was in November of 2015, again
seven months later. Our audience grew again and we had
about 1000 people at that event. We were getting close to
selling out our new, larger venue.
Our fifth big event was a sponsored program in
March of 2016 in our original 320 seat venue. We were
concerned about totally packing the venue again, so we toned
down publicity for the event. We managed to fill the location,
but it was not nearly as full as our second event in that venue.
Sometime was changing and we weren’t sure what. This
event was only four months after our biggest show yet.
Our sixth big event was in April of 2016 and it was
back in our larger 1200 seat venue. In the weeks before the
event, we began to sense that our attendance was going to
drop significantly. There were far fewer Facebook RSVPs
than we had had in the past and tickets were not selling well.
At the last minute we paid for some radio advertising to try
and inject a little life into our attendance. In the end, about
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500 people showed up and we were lucky if we broke even on
the expenses for the program.
So what happened and how did it change our thinking
on the frequency of our large live events? As best we can tell,
having the event in the smaller venue so close to our large
event took a big hit out of our audience. Word on the street
was, “You just had a big event a few weeks ago.” And that
event, because it was free, might have made spending $20 for
our next event even less appealing. Our audiences had been
growing so quickly, we assumed we were a long way from
reaching our peak attendance. We also knew that our
Anchorage storytelling counterpart, Arctic Entries, put on a
sold out show each month. But much like a business that
grows too quickly to sustain itself, we produced more supply
than there was demand in our location. Anchorage may be
able to sustain that much interest, but it’s a much larger and
demographically different town than Fairbanks.
To keep our events exciting and our program looking
prosperous, we decided to reduce our live event to only two
big shows each year. Producing so many shows wasn’t only
damaging our attendance rates, it was also mentally and
physically exhausting and incredibly stressful. It was turning
a fun project into a nightmare, straining relationships among
the crew, and overall making Dark Winter Nights look like
less of a local sensation.
Pre-COVID, our numbers averaged around 800 for
our November event and about 600 for our spring event, but
they could easily vary by a few hundred people. We have
settled on the Saturday before Thanksgiving as a very strong
date for our fall event and stick to that day every year. It’s
kind of a holiday no-man’s-land where you don’t have to
compete with Christmas or other big events. Spring has been
harder for us to sort out. No date has seemed as perfect as our
fall date. So far we’ve been trying dates in February and it’s
hard to tell how well that is working. Here in Fairbanks, you
don’t want to schedule an indoor event when the weather is

82

nice because everyone is frantic to get outside and enjoy our
brief summer.
When it comes to picking a date for your program, do
good research on what your competition will be for that
weekend and if people will be in the mood to sit in a darkened
theater at that time. One trick we will use in the future is
checking on the cost of flights out of Fairbanks. If ticket
prices are more expensive around the prospective time of our
event, we know people are leaving town then and should look
for another weekend. That’s a small town trick we came up
with that may not apply to you if you live in a highlypopulated area.
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CHAPTER SEVEN:
Live Event Checklist
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There is a lot to keep track of in the days, weeks, and
months before a big live event. Forgetting to do something
can mean, for example, that your 1200 seat venue is not
reserved less than a week before your big event (yes, that
happened to us, but it worked out). It can mean running
around to do things at the last minute that could have been
handled well ahead of time. And it can mean less attendance
at your event when you miss press deadlines, don’t send out
reminder emails/postcards, or fail to contact the media in
time.
I have included an unmodified checklist for our live
events in the appendix of this book so you can have an idea of
the things we have on our radar and when we like to have
them completed. This is just a jumping off point for your
show and the deadlines will vary depending on your situation.
Add/delete items that are relevant to your program and
modify deadlines to what is necessary for your show. Here is
our checklist with my notes included:
Item

Crew
Responsible

Deadline (in days
before/after the
event)

Reserve Venue

Event Manager

-360

How far in
advance you need
to reserve your
event will depend
on how much it is
in demand. When
choosing a venue,
consider how
easy it will be to

Everything
related to the
logistics of the
live event itself is
assigned to the
Event Manager to
either do or
delegate.

Ideally you would
have your venue
reserved for your
next show before
your show so you
can promote it at
that event.
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get it on the dates
you need it.
Confirm Band

Event Manager

-90

How far in advance you confirm the availability of your band
will depend on if this is the first time you have used them or if
they are regular performers. They will likely need time to
come up with music for the show and rehearse, so give them
as much prep time as you can.
Establish PreShow Ticket
Vendors

Event Manager

-40

One thing I can just about guarantee is that you will be
dissatisfied with your online ticket vendor because they take
such a deep cut from your profits. If you’re going to try a
different method of ticket pre-sales, start looking into that
well before you want to start selling advance tickets.
Approach
Sponsors

Event Manager

-40

How to get sponsorship for your event is a book all unto
itself. Consider who has sponsored events like yours in the
past and approach those groups just to see if they would be
interested in talking about sponsoring your program. It’s
hard to come up with different sponsorship levels, so
research what programs like yours offer in your area and just
be open with potential sponsors that you are willing to
negotiate. Some sponsors prefer to donate product over
sending cash. If you are for profit or non-profit will affect
their interest in funding you as well.
Confirm Audio

Event Manager

-40
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Technicians
This is confirming the audio technicians, not checking their
availability! That should have been done before you reserved
the venue. Verify you are on their schedule and discuss
details of set-up time and what you will need for your event.
Confirm Video
Production
Team

Event Manager

-40

Verify your event is on their schedule and discuss the details
of filming this specific event.
Begin Weekly
Executive
Producer
Meetings

Executive
Producers

-40

Our team goes their separate ways during the off-season, so
we do not hold regular weekly meetings until a live event is
approaching. If your team already meets regularly, then you
are all set.
Initial Meeting
with Band

Host

-40

If you choose to have a band, meet with them well in advance
to answer their questions, establish a pre-show timeline, and
come up with a plan for music for the evening.
Storyteller
Recruiting
Begins

Storyteller
Liaison

-40

Storyteller recruiting is really a year-round process for us,
but if you don’t have a good lineup of storytellers already,
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now is the time to put recruiting into high gear.
Design Poster

Graphic Design

-35

We only modify our posters slightly between shows, so it does
not take long to update them. If you are creating a poster for
the first time or doing major revisions, you may want more
lead time on this. We like to have our posters up advertising
our event 2-3 weeks ahead of the show.
Design Event
Postcards

Graphic Design

-35

Our event postcards are designed to be reused by putting a
sticker with the date of the next event on the face of the
postcard, so we don’t need to redesign and reprint postcards
for each show--just print new date labels and attach them. If
you are starting from scratch, you’ll want the postcards
designed and printed in time for you to address and mail
them to your potential audience so they arrive at least a few
weeks before your event.
Begin Reviewing Executive
Stories
Producers

-35

You want to pick the best of the stories you have on hand for
your live event, so you don’t want to lock in a story months
ahead of time in case something better comes along. At the
same time, you need time to coach the storytellers and
confirm they are available, so when you choose to review the
potential stories for your event may vary.
Create Social
Media Graphics

Graphic Design

-35
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You will want to make images and videos specific for social
media so they grab attention and convey event information
clearly. This may mean taking a picture from a previous
event and putting text details about your next event over it in
bold font. You’ll want these ready when you start your media
blitz because they are easy to do in advance.
Confirm Venue

Event Manager

-30

Imagine showing up to set up for your event and the venue is
not available! That almost happened to us! Confirm it
before you start advertising the show!
Recruit
Volunteers

Event Manager

-30

It’s not too hard to get friends, family, and the community
interested in helping with your event in exchange for free
admittance and a T-shirt. Most people don’t know their
schedules very far in advance, so recruit when then know if
they will be in town but before they’ve made plans for the day
of the show.
Approach
Clothing Store
for Wardrobe

Host

-30

I like to look snappy on stage, so I partnered with a men’s
clothier in town to provide my wardrobe for free in exchange
for mentioning their store. I like to check with them to see if
they are still interested in this arrangement about a month
ahead of the event.
Brainstorm
Audience
Memories

Executive
Producers

-30
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I like the audience memory questions to be timely and local
when possible, so it can be good to wait until closer to the
event to see if there’s a question that taps into some recent
news in the area.
Design Bumper
Stickers

Graphic Design

-30

If you want to offer any branded items for free or to sell, like
bumper stickers, you’ll want to have plenty of time for that
order to go through and potentially get shipped to you, so get
your design done now so you have time to research a good
supplier and get the orders in.
Facebook Event
Goes Live

Publicity

-30

You can certainly start this earlier, but I wouldn’t post your
event much later than 30 days before it occurs.
Approach Food
Vendors for
Intermission

Event Manager

-25

A number of factors may impact when you approach food
vendors, but I certainly wouldn’t start this any closer than 25
days from the event. You may need to start looking much
sooner.
Establish Credit
Card Machines

Event Manager

-25

There are a number of good options for taking credit cards,
so give yourself time to find the right fit for you and allow
time for shipping since you will likely need to receive their
proprietary card reading device and make sure it works with
your system. You’ll also need time to train whomever is
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taking the card orders.
Print Posters

Printing

-25

This can be done even further in advance if you like, though if
you get late sponsors, you may have to change the poster to
include their logos.
Print Event
Postcards

Printing

-25

You’ll want to have time to get these printed, stamped,
addressed, and mailed so they arrive in people’s mailboxes at
least a few weeks before your event.
Mail Event
Postcards

Event Manager

-21

Event Manager

-21

See above…
Confirm
Wardrobe
Sponsor

We all forget things, so double-check with the person
providing your host’s wardrobe that they are still ready and
willing to do it.
Design DVD/CD
Cases

Graphic Design

-21

If you want to sell or give away DVDs or CDs of the event,
you’ll need to have the cases designed in time to be printed
before the live event.
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All Stories to
Band

Storyteller
Liaison

-21

If you choose to have a band, they will need plenty of time to
create custom music for each storyteller. They may want
more than three weeks for that, as well.
Post Posters

Volunteers

-21

Use your judgment on this, but if you put posters up too far
ahead, they will get covered before your event arrives and if
you put them up too late, people will already have made
plans for the night of your event. A few weeks out seems like
a good balance.
Online Tickets
Sales Go Live

Event Manager

-20

List much on the checklist, this can certainly happen sooner
than 20 days out, but it’s a bad idea to go much later.
Design Tickets

Graphic Design

-20

If you are making custom tickets for your event, give yourself
time to design and print them so they are ready on time for
the event.
Storyteller
Lineup
Finalized

Storyteller
Liaison

-20

Finalizing the storyteller lineup this far out gives you time to
promote the storytellers in your advertising. This is also
important because there are some things, like the event
program, that can’t be fully designed until the storyteller
lineup is locked in.
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Finalize Crew

Event Manager

-15

Volunteers are often reluctant to commit to something too far
ahead in time, so this is a nice balance between too far ahead
and too close to the event that it becomes a mess. Paid crew
should be confirmed well before this.
Print Bumper
Stickers

Printing

-15

Depending on your situation, this should allow plenty of time
for production and shipping, if necessary.
Deliver Last
Event Video to
TV Station

Video Producer

-15

The timeline on this will vary a lot, but for us the local station
needs some time to review our show before they air it.
Finalize
Sponsors

Event Manager

-14

You’ll need some time to get their logos in the printed
materials and then get them printed, so finalize sponsors a
few weeks ahead to allow for that.
Design Event
Program

Graphic Design

-14

The event program is something you want to hold off on as
long as possible to allow for changes that are expected and
unexpected.
Daily Social
Media Updates
Begin

Publicity

-14
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Two weeks out is a great time to put the publicity into high
gear as people start to make plans for their weekends to
come.
Distribute
Tickets to
Storytellers and
Key Guests

Event Manager

-10

It’s great to take as much of the load off of will call as
possible, so try to get physical tickets to people rather than
just put them on will call and you audience won’t have to
wait in line so long.
Confirm
Intermission
Food Vendors

Event Manager

-9

Confirming food this far out will give you some time to make
emergency plans if a food vendor falls through.
Print Event
Program

Printing

-9

This is about as late as you can do this without risking them
not being ready on time. Most print shops can turn around
orders in three to four days.
Print Tickets

Printing

-9

This is about as late as you can do this without risking them
not being ready on time. Most print shops can turn around
orders in three to four days.
Print DVD/CD
Cases

Printing

-9
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This is about as late as you can do this without risking them
not being ready on time. Most print shops can turn around
orders in three to four days.
Print DVD/CD
Order Forms

Printing

-9

If you want to sell copies of the event that just occurred,
you’ll need to know where to ship the DVDs and CDs after
they are done. These forms can just be printed on a personal
printer and don’t need to be fancy.
Story
Consultations
Completed

Storyteller
Liaison

-9

You want to give feedback on your storytellers’ stories far
enough out that they can make the changes but not so far out
that their stories are not fresh in their minds before the show
goes on.
Confirm Staff
Catering

Event Manager

-8

Verify whomever is providing food for your crew is ready to
do so.
Create Event
Rundown

Host

-8

There are a lot of things on the event countdown you will not
know until fairly close to the event, so you can’t work too far
ahead on this, unfortunately.
Go In for
Wardrobe
Fitting

Host

-8
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The clothier providing your host’s outfit will likely need some
time to press the clothes before the show, so this gives them
some time to do that or have it done.
Print Memory
Sheets

Printing

-8

These can be printed on a regular home computer, but will
likely need to be cut up and put into the programs, so allow
time for that.
Send Out Press
Release

Publicity

-8

This could happen earlier, but this far out allows you to
include some details like who the storytellers will be.
Begin Media
Publicity
Publicity (Radio,
TV News,
Newspaper)

-8

This could happen earlier, but certainly shouldn’t happen
later than this as people tend to book their weekends a week
or two in advance.
Print Out
Reserved Seats
Signs

Storyteller
Liaison

-8

If these are going to have names on them, you’ll need to wait
until you know who the seats will be for--generally friends
and family of storytellers.
Assemble
Storyteller Gift
Bags

Storyteller
Liaison

-8
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You will need time to potentially get gift bags or other
wrapping material so these look professional.
Last Event
Video Broadcast

Video Producer

-8

I like to have our previous event broadcast the week before
the next live event to build buzz and allow people who saw
the program to immediately put the next event on their
calendar.
Get Cash for
Change

Event Manager

-5

This can happen anytime, just don’t forget to do it or your
poor ticket sales folks will be begging for exact change all
night.
Print Event
Rundown

Printing

-5

These can certainly just be printed on a home printer.
Assemble
DVD/CD Cases

Volunteers

-5

If you are going to provide a physical (but empty) case to
people who buy advanced copies of that night’s event, you’ll
want those cases ready to go before the event.
Dress Rehearsal

Executive
Producers

-1

We like to do the rehearsal the night before the show because
the theater is all set up but there is still some time to fix
issues before the live event.
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LIVE EVENT

Everyone

0

Publicity

1

Good luck!
Post Pictures of
Event in Social
Media

I know you’re exhausted, but someone should post pictures of
the event to build buzz and grow your fan base.
Mail DVDs/CDs
to
Storytellers/Pur
chasers

Event Manager

21

The sooner you can get the program edited and mailed out,
the better.
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CHAPTER EIGHT:
The Live Event Arrives
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After months of work and a few weeks of pure
insanity, the night of your live event has finally arrived. With
any luck, this will be the payoff for all that hard work. In this
chapter I will talk about some of the tricky technical elements
of pulling off a great live event, making sure there’s a record
of it for later, and basking in the glow of it all afterward.
Recording the Event
For my purposes, if there isn't a good, clean audio recording
of the event afterward, then it didn’t really happen. Much of
our radio and podcast episodes are made up of stories
recorded at our live events and those are typically what we
send out to try to build publicity for our program. We have
video recorded our live events as well so we could sell DVDs
and give copies to the storytellers. Our DVD sales of
individual events have not been strong, but we plan to put
together a Best Of Dark Winter Nights DVD that may do
better.
Contrary to what you might believe, recording the
audio properly is more challenging than the video. There are
many little, challenging issues with recording audio. The best
way to make sure you get a good sound recording is to make
sure you have professionals running your live sound and a
professional monitoring the recording. Even with that in
place, there can be big problems. Without professionals in
those positions, you are almost guaranteed an audio disaster.
When we had live music with the storytellers, I would
do my best to make sure our audio recording has the
storyteller’s audio isolated onto its own channel and music
and other sound on the other channel. This allows me to
adjust the balance of the live music with the storyteller when I
use the recording in our radio program or cut out the music
almost entirely (a certain amount of the music will still be
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picked up on the storyteller’s mic as the band plays behind
them and can never be fully removed but may be so quiet as
to be almost inaudible). I also make sure we have at least one
redundant audio recording. That means a second audio
recorder is running completely independent of the first in the
event that the primary recorder loses power, is configured
incorrectly and records bad audio, the operator fails to hit
record, there’s a problem with the recording media (a data
card fails or is corrupt or fills up accidentally for any number
of reason), an audio cable gets pulled out, etc., etc., etc… If
you get nothing else from this chapter, at least understand that
there is so very much that can go wrong with audio, so hire a
respected professional to oversee the live audio as well as the
recording and don’t be surprised if there are still issues.
Recording Video
How you handle the video recording of your event, should
you choose to film it (I recommend you do, even if it’s just
one camera sitting on a tripod the whole time), will depend on
what you want to do with the video afterward and your video
production skills--or those of the crew you can manage to
acquire. I am a professional video producer, so that has made
video recording much simpler and more practical for our
events. If you are not well versed in video production and
don’t have anyone on your crew who is, then you will want to
keep the video recording side of your event as simple as
possible.
If all you want is a record of the event for you, your
crew, and the storytellers, then you can get away with a single
camera on a tripod that is capable of recording for the planned
length of your event plus at least half-an-hour. That means a
smartphone or other small video recorder probably won’t cut
it. Another concern will be sound. You can just record the
ambient sound at the event, but it won’t be terribly nice to
listen to. It would be ideal if you could come up with a
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camera that can take an audio input from your sound board
and a camera operator who can make sure the sound is not
recorded too loud or too quiet. If you cannot find someone to
do that for free or afford to pay someone, then just do the best
you can. Any video recording is better than nothing.
Live Sound
The hardest technical part of each live show is the
sound element--both getting good live sound for the audience
and recording a high quality audio version of the show.
Audio seems like a pretty simple thing, but it is extremely
difficult to get it right and there are disastrous consequences
when it goes wrong.
Here are a few common problems in audio and how
to avoid them:
Painful audio feedback:
One of the reasons proper audio management is so
important is because screwing up audio can literally be
painful to the audience. If you have an issue with tickets or
lighting, it’s unlikely to cause actual physical pain to your
audience, but loud, ear-piercing feedback can actually inflict
injury upon them. Feedback occurs when a microphone starts
picking up its own sound from a speaker--amplifying itself
louder and louder in a vicious cycle. For example, you say
“hello” into the microphone, the microphone sends that signal
to a speaker, the speaker amplifies the sound and sends it out
into the auditorium, the microphone picks up that sound again
and sends it back to the speaker, which amplifies it more and
sends it out to the auditorium again, which is picked up again
in the microphone, and so on and so on. Maybe you’ve seen
movies where a character taps a microphone against a speaker

102

to create massive feedback and get the audience’s attention.
That is the ideal method for making feedback. The keys to
avoiding feedback are to position your main speakers in front
of your microphones. In other words, your event should be
layered with a stage with microphones in the back, speakers
in front of that, and then your audience--in that order. Proper
audio tests before the event will help weed out feedback as
well as using advanced audio equipment that a professional
audio technician should have.
Microphones not working:
Audio equipment loves to work improperly or fail
entirely. Even after 100+ years of technical improvements,
it’s still a huge liability. You can avoid microphone issues by
using newer equipment, high quality equipment, backup
equipment, allowing plenty of time before the event to do
ample pre-show tests, and securing cables properly so people
don’t trip over them or they don’t come unplugged. Even
professional audio technicians need hours to get audio set up
properly--especially if you are using a band. Our shows
typically start at 7:00pm and our audio people will arrive by
noon.
Microphones not turned on when they should be turned
on:
There’s nothing like walking out on stage to give a
rousing greeting to your audience only to have the
microphone not turned on. You can avoid this issue by
having a stage manager in communication with your sound
technicians so they know when you’re walking out on stage
and are ready for you. You can also avoid this by rehearsing
any complicated audio needs before the show and providing a
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rundown to your audio technicians so they know what audio
needs are happening and when.
Band’s instrument mix uneven:
It is tough to create a nice mix of instruments when a
band is performing. This is not my area of expertise, but
common sense would say that if it doesn’t sound right,
something is wrong. Maybe the drums are drowning out the
piano, maybe one vocal is much louder than the others, etc. A
professional audio technician will get this right, but if it
doesn’t sound right, say something or fix it. The
complications involved in having a live band are one of the
reasons I moved away from having live music during our
shows.
Improper levels on band monitors so they cannot hear
themselves:
Musicians have speakers pointed toward themselves
called monitors that allow them to hear themselves playing
their instruments and singing. You can imagine how hard it is
to sing or perform if you cannot hear yourself, so it is critical
that these monitors get set up correctly before the event. In
our case, these monitors can also create issues because they
can be so loud they affect people’s ability to hear the speaker,
so finding that sweet spot where the performers can clearly
hear themselves but not to the point of interfering with the
audience’s experience is critical.
Improper audio levels:
If your audience can’t clearly hear the things they
need to hear, they will have a very frustrating experience at
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your event. Unfortunately not everyone agrees on what
proper sound levels are. What’s too loud for one person is
just right for another. Another factor in this mix is your
venue. It may have issues with echos, uneven sound levels in
different areas of the auditorium, be prone to feedback, and
more. Our initial venue produced few issues in this area, but
when we moved to a much larger space, we had much larger
audio problems. Audio levels should be sorted out before the
event, but sometimes things change in the course of the
program. I try to have a volunteer whose sole job is hanging
out in various parts of the seats during the show and
communicating any need for audio level changes to the sound
technicians as the show proceeds. A professional sound team
may find that unnecessary, but should be humble enough to
allow it nonetheless. If your sound technician is not
physically in the audience, then you may have a problem
because they will be largely obvious to what the experience is
like for your audience.
Improper band/storyteller audio mix:
This has been our biggest audio issue to date and it’s
affected people’s impression of our program. Basically
finding that perfect blend of storyteller audio with musical
soundtrack is terribly difficult. It’s particularly challenging
for older audience members who struggle with hearing people
speak when there is background noise. A professional audio
technician can improve this situation by making adjustments
to the band’s set up so they are not so loud on stage and the
sound technician can therefore have more control over their
sound in the space using just the audio mixer. You can also
improve this situation by making sure your band doesn’t use
any vocals while people are talking (trying to listen to
someone talk while someone is singing is like having two
people talking to you at the same time--don’t do it!). A more
ethereal, ambient soundtrack will help as well. This, again, is
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an area where having a volunteer monitoring the sound during
the show can help. We’ve also begun polling our audience to
get their opinion on the mix so we can change it for the next
show if necessary. My bottom line--don’t have a live band.
Invest as much as you can into acquiring/hiring the
most talented audio technicians you can.
The Band/Music
Most professional storytelling programs include a live
band during their events. Music can turn your program into
an event instead of a lecture. It can add tremendously to the
entertainment value and professionalism of your program.
But at the same time, it also adds tremendously to the
complication of your event and is a significant liability.
I found our band by combing through groups that had
performed on our local public radio station--figuring they
were likely to be local and willing to perform on a budget.
Luckily our station had a program designed to highlight local
bands and had posted videos of all of their performances, so I
could easily skim through the videos until I found a band that
I thought would work. The one and only band I found was
Thought Trade, a group of four musicians whose music has a
great, ethereal feel that I knew would work well as a
storytelling soundtrack. They were immediately interested in
helping out for free and offered all their existing recordings
for use in my radio program for free as well.
Fortunately for you but unfortunately for musicians
everywhere, there are far more people who want to perform
than there is need or money for performances. That means
you can probably find a talented band in your area that will
work for free solely for the added publicity and joy of
performing. If you don’t have something as nice as a bunch
of local band videos online you can sort through like I did,
you can also try contacting independent radio stations near
you to see if they have tips for finding a good band for your
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event. College radio stations would be a great place to start
looking with public radio stations being a decent second
choice, if they play local bands and not just news and classical
music.
We provide our band with scratch recordings (low
quality but simple recordings) of all of our stories for our next
event as far ahead of time as possible--which is rarely as far
ahead of time as the band or I would like. They use those
recordings to create custom soundtracks for each story. We
also have them play music for a few minutes before the event
begins, play one of their own songs after intermission, and
play us out at the end. The post-intermission song is nice
because it allows the band to show off their skills a bit instead
of just playing soundtracks and it also allows people who are
late from returning from intermission to come in without
missing part of a story. We used to have them perform a song
at the end of the show as well, but found our audience was
eager to get going once the stories were over. Having a bunch
of people walk out while you are playing is not a real morale
booster.
I introduce the band at the start of the show, thank
them all by name at the end of the show, and include their
information in the program as well. When you can’t pay
people, appreciation and credit are the next best thing.
Live Broadcasting
I am a Garrison Keillor wannabe, so after our shows
had grown substantially in size and we had established a good
reputation, I approached our local public radio station about
broadcasting our events live. We had already been airing our
radio program with them for two years and I had a good
relationship with the station even before that, so this was not a
hard sell. Doing this does require that your local station has
the resources to broadcast live remotely, which is not
guaranteed in today’s underfunded public radio environment.
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It also means you need a really professional sound crew and
the ability to start the show on time. Our station is flexible
about when the show ends, does not require us to do periodic
station identifications during the show (i.e. “You’re listening
to KUAC 89.9FM broadcasting from Fairbanks, Alaska”)
although that could actually be kind of fun, and has a DJ back
at the station playing music during intermission. If your
station requires you to end at a certain time or hit certain time
cues during your event, you will be in for a challenge but
you’ll also be doing some real live radio! The live element
adds additional excitement to the event for your audience and
certainly helps build publicity. We’ve had people listening
thousands of miles away thanks to the web streaming
capabilities our public radio station (and nearly all radio
stations) has. We encourage our listeners to communicate
with us via social media during the event so they can feel like
they are part of the show as well.
While it’s difficult to prove, we have not found that
broadcasting live has hurt our attendance. I believe most
people would rather be at the event than just listen in, so
while it may take some people away, I think it adds more
through publicity and the energy of being live.
Take some time to get to know your local public radio
station. They will likely be your biggest ally in getting the
word out about your event, if you live in an area that’s not
overrun by local programming.
The After Party
After at least a month of intense work, stress,
challenges, triumphs, disappointments, and the thrill of
pulling off a live performance, it is important to take a
moment to bask in the glory of what you have accomplished.
We do that in the form of an after party after the event that
includes all the crew, the band, storytellers, and friends.
These parties have been kind of a struggle for us because it’s
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another thing to plan out and attendance has been
inconsistent. We’ve tried meeting at bars and reserving space
at a restaurant with catering. I suggest you keep it as simple
as possible and don’t expect a whole ton of people to attend.
Much of the group will just want to go home after being at the
venue for hours and hours or because they just need to
recover from the terror of public speaking.
So far our most successful system has been to meet at
a hip bar with decent space that serves food and allows people
who are under 21. Catering costs money and reservations
require planning. Keep it as cheap and simple as possible.
We’ve tried inviting the audience to our after party, but they
typically want to just go home as well.
Some of my favorite memories are walking into the
after party to a round of applause. I have not been
overwhelmed with praise or thanks for the work I’ve done on
Dark Winter Nights, but that moment of walking into a place
and having people cheer is worth a lot. Not many people get
to have that feeling of appreciation and I’m deeply grateful
for it.
The Week After
After our first packed live event, I thought to myself,
“Things are going to be different now. My life is going to
change.” In the week after the event, I got maybe two emails
congratulating me, both from people I knew. Life went back
to normal. Little changed. Maybe that’s a factor of living in
a small, remote town in the middle of Alaska. I don’t know.
At any rate, the week after the event has involved some
basking in glory, a lot of catching up on work, and
recuperation. We have scheduled our fall events for the
Saturday before Thanksgiving which has worked out well for
attendance (apparently most people don’t have a lot going on
that weekend) and it means I only have three work days
before a four-day weekend--a great post-event break.
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Plan as little as possible for the week after your event.
Don’t expect to be lavished with praise or offers to host
national TV programs. Be grateful for any
acknowledgements of what you have achieved--no matter
what the source. Understand that the vast, vast majority of
people who appreciate what you did will never tell you and
the next time you appreciate something someone else did,
stranger or friend, let them know. Those little boosts to
encouragement mean a lot--as you will probably find out.
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CHAPTER NINE:
Publicity
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It’s hard for me to understate the importance of
publicizing your events. Pretty much any event imaginable
could be packed to the gills if there was enough publicity. So
what are the best ways to get the word out about your event?
In this chapter I’ll go over the methods we used and which we
think garner the most bang for our buck.
Posters
When we were just getting started, putting posters up
around town was our main method of advertising. In all
honesty, our first posters weren’t great. They were
minimalist, which is nice and important because people are
unlikely to stand in a drafty coffee shop entryway reading a
paragraph of information about a new program. The problem
was they were a little too minimalist. We were struggling
with how to explain our new event concisely, so our original
posters read, “Dark Winter Nights: A Fairbanks Storytelling
Event.” No, it wasn’t terrible, but “storytelling event” can
mean a lot of things to a lot of people and I’m not sure I’d be
interested in going to a storytelling event.
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In our next event we perfected things a bit with,
“Dark Winter Nights: True Stories from Alaska”, but by that
time we had already been on the radio for a while and had one
event under our belt, so those factors helped with publicity as
well.
For your first event, I strongly recommend putting up
posters wherever you can, especially in the stomping grounds
of your anticipated audience--such as coffee shops, college
campuses, art galleries, etc. If you advertise in hip places, it
will help make your event seem cool and not stale or a bunch
of lectures or an outing for seniors--although seniors could
very well make up a good portion of your audience since
they’re less likely to be chained to their Xbox on a Saturday
night.
While this is not the place for a long graphic design
lecture, keep these concepts in mind if you are not going to
hire a professional graphic artist to design your posters:
1. Use no more than two fonts and sticking to one font is
best.
2. Make it legible, legible, legible! Function is more
important than form! Consider a sans serif font for
easier reading.
3. Keep it very short. People have to get the
information quickly. Including dense sections of text
will turn people off and make your event look like an
academic seminar.
4. Make your poster stand out with an intriguing picture.
We select a different image that embodies the idea of
“Dark Winter Nights” for each poster but keep the
general design style. We try to make people go,
“Huh, what is that about?” when they see the poster.
5. Divide your poster up into nine even boxes. When in
doubt, line up text and other items on the lines
separating those boxes. It’s called the Rule of Thirds.
6. Don’t forget to clearly include the basics: Day, Date,
Time, Location, Admission, Discount for
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Seniors/Students/Military?, where to get tickets,
social media/website/contact info.
We typically print a few hundred posters and recruit
volunteers to help us post them around town about three
weeks before the event begins. It may be a good idea to have
someone coordinate the zones where volunteers go so people
don’t arrive at a coffee shop only to find someone else has
already covered it with posters.
Social Media
Once you’ve built something of an audience in your
area, you can use social media to latch onto them and further
grow your audience. No other outlet has proven as valuable
as Facebook, as you might imagine. Facebook has allowed us
to create a page for our program, create new events and invite
our Facebook followers to attend, and get a sense for how
much interest there is in our next event. For one event we
noticed our Facebook event RSVP’s were significantly lower
than previous events (as well as our online ticket sales), so we
invested in some last minute radio advertising. Our Facebook
RSVPs numbers are certainly well lower than the number of
people who end up attending our events, but they work pretty
well for helping us get a sense for how many people will be
attending an upcoming event relative to those who attended
previous events.
A few social media updates each week is fine three or
more weeks ahead of the event, but in the last three weeks
you should probably be posting one or more things every day.
We have assigned one or two people to manage that since it
can be quite a handful to keep on top of social media. Here
are some ideas for things you can post:
●

Storyteller Introductions: When we confirm a
storyteller, we shoot a short video of them speaking
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●

●
●

●

briefly about their story and encouraging people to
attend the event. These are great because they allow
us to tap into their pool of friends and videos/pictures
make for more interesting posts than just text.
Event Updates: As host, I’ll typically shoot videos
outside the venue, so people can see what the place
looks like. I’ll also shoot videos about how ticketing
will work, if there’s anything tricky about that. For
example, in the past we have had limited access to
credit card machines, so I’ve posted videos
encouraging people to bring cash because it will
speed up their ticket purchasing experience. I might
also post a video about what concessions will be
available during intermission or while doing a
rehearsal at the location.
Ticket Information: We’ll post updates on where
people can get tickets before the event with a link.
Solicit Stories: We have tried to engage our
audience by posting questions on Facebook, such as,
“What’s your favorite Thanksgiving Memory.”
These have met with only modest success but cost us
nothing.
Event RSVP Updates: “We’ve just hit 100 RSVPs!”
Updating your audience on how many people have
said they’re going to your event both reminds them to
RSVP if they haven’t already as well as helps show
what a hot ticket your event is shaping up to be--we
hope!

It’s important to get as many people posting or
sharing posts about your event as possible. This means
asking all your volunteers to invite their friends to your
Facebook event--admittedly a task Facebook has made
tedious as it requires manually going through their entire list
of friends and clicking each person they want to invite to the
event. We ask our storytellers to invite their friends to the
event, post about it, and share our posts so all their friends
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know they are telling a story. We also ask any organizations
we are connected with to post about the event on their page.
For example, I post about the event on my department’s
Facebook page and ask the University to post as well. What
organizations are you, your volunteers, or or storytellers
associated with that might post on your behalf? Work?
Church? Clubs?
Press Releases
If you are associated with an organization that often
works with the press, they may write up a press release for
your event or ask you to do one. Because we are associated
with a university, our Public Relations department will write
up a press release for us and then send it to me to review.
Depending on the size of your town, you will have varying
degrees of luck with sending press releases to your local
press. It can be nice to have one handy as you contact your
local press so you can quickly pass it on to them if they
request it, but it may not be necessary.
Press releases are not simple to write, so if you do not
have experience with them, then find someone who does.
Your press release should be as sexy and local-centric as
possible if you want to attract the eye of your local paper.
Elevator Pitch
When approaching news organizations or anyone
you’re trying to convince to care about your event, be
prepared to give what is called your “elevator pitch.” This is
about a 30 second explanation of your program and why it is
important. The term “elevator pitch” comes from the
entertainment industry where you might find yourself in an
elevator with a studio executive and have about 30 seconds to
pitch them your movie idea, etc. If you can’t explain your
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program in 30 seconds, then you probably don’t have a very
clear vision for what you’re doing. Here is an example of my
Dark Winter Nights elevator pitch:
Dark Winter Nights shares true stories from Alaska
told by the Alaskans who experienced them. The
program was born from my frustration with how
Alaska is depicted in many Reality TV shows. I
figured if people were so interested in what life is like
up here, then it should be Alaskans sharing their true
stories from Alaska with the world, not TV producers
from LA making up a caricature of this great land.
If you can’t explain your idea quickly and
passionately with the press in a way they can relate to, then
you’ll find it harder to get their attention and associated free
publicity.
Newspapers
They say newspapers are dead, but there is a
surprising number of people, in Fairbanks at least, who still
seem to rely on them for much of their local news and event
information. I believe there’s a fairly strong generational
divide between people who go to Facebook for news of local
events and those who go with the paper. If you want to reach
the widest audience, I recommend targeting both media
heavily.
Look up who handles the entertainment section of
your local paper(s) and try shooting them a concise email
followed by a phone call a few days later if you don’t get any
reply. If you can make any sort of deeper connection with
them by saying, “So and so told me to contact you” or the
like, you’ll increase your chances of getting through to them.
Be brief, be polite, and maybe flatter them a little.
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Radio
We have had some luck with radio thanks to my preexisting contacts with local stations. I’ve done a number of
interviews with them and we’ve done some radio advertising
as well. It’s impossible to say how much effect our radio
interviews and ads have had on attendance, but I believe our
monthly half-hour radio program on our local public radio
station has done a lot for building our audience. We were
scheduled just after A Prairie Home Companion, so we had a
decent time slot and we often used the radio show to promote
our next live event.
Television
Fairbanks is a small town and our local TV stations
have very limited resources, so when I contact them and say,
“We’re doing this event. Do you want to do a story on it?”
they tend to be open to the idea. It probably helps that many
of the reporters are former video students of mine… If you
live in a larger town, you will probably have trouble getting
your local TV news agencies interested in doing a story on
your event before it has happened. You might have more luck
getting them to cover the event itself, but the publicity won’t
do you very much good if it comes after the event is over!
Most public television stations have a community calendar
and you can see if your event qualifies for that list. Being a
non-profit will help with a lot of things like that, where
commercial ventures are prohibited.
Broadcast TV (the stations you can get with an
antenna) will charge more for advertising than cable TV, but
it might be worth looking into if you have the budget. Cable
television advertising typically reaches a far smaller audience,
but can also be incredibly affordable--depending on your
market size. If you have some money for advertising, I would
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suggest looking into it. You will have to create your own
video, however, which could complicate the matter.
Postcards
A few weeks before our event we will send out a
mass mailing of postcards with the event date and details to
people we think are likely to be interested in attending. These
may be people who gave us their address when they
purchased a DVD, former storytellers, people who signed up
at an event to be on our physical mailing list, etc. We’ve
found it’s more effective to create one generic postcard and
then fill out the details for each event on the back, rather than
print out brand new postcards for each event. These postcards
are also nice to just hand out as you run into people who
might be interested in attending your show or to put by a cash
register at an obliging local shop.
Here’s an example of what our postcards look like:
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Other advertising outlets
Think outside the box in regard to other advertising
outlets, especially if you want your event to have a “hip feel.”
For example, we have toyed with the idea of video projection
advertising in which an ad is projected on the side of a
building in an area of high visibility. I’ve done stand-up at
open mics to promote events, but unfortunately attendance at
open mics in Fairbanks is pretty low. I’ve toyed with feeding
parking meters and putting a flier on people’s cars saying,
“Free parking today courtesy of Dark Winter Nights…”, and
on a more conventional note we’ve considered advertising on
public buses, which is apparently rather affordable. I have
also spoken to groups like Toastmasters and our Chamber of
Commerce.
Today’s advertising challenge is “breaking through
the clutter,” getting people’s attention when thousands of
other voices are shouting for their attention as well.
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Brainstorm some creative and affordable ways in which your
advertisement can stand out.
Email Newsletter
Free and effective e-newsletter applications like
MailChimp have made communicating with your audience
via Email quite simple and effective. We have far more
followers on Facebook than we do people who have signed up
for our mailing list, but it is still worth exploring and
developing as a communication outlet.
E-newsletter apps can make it easy for your fans to
sign up, to add people to the list, and to show you how many
people (and who) have opened the Email and clicked on your
links. It’s also a nice avenue for people who are not on
Facebook but still want updates. Any subscribers who are fed
up with your emails can unsubscribe quickly and easily.
Whatever you do, don’t mass email a bunch of people
without putting all their Email addresses in the “BCC” field.
“Blind Carbon-Copy'', if you’re not familiar with the term,
means that no one can see the addresses for everyone in the
Email. It also means if one person replies to your email, it
won’t go to the entire group--guaranteeing you some instant
enemies. Only once have I sent out a mass email to all my
friends to let them know about an upcoming event, and I’m
not proud of it. I went through my address book and picked
out people I genuinely thought would like to know about it,
not just everybody I knew. Doing this type of thing can be
dangerous because it threatens to change your “friend”
relationship into a “commerce” relationship. Use careful
judgement if you plan to go this route and keep the Email
short.
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Podcasting
Storytelling programs lend themselves to podcasting
very nicely, which is great because it means you can get a lot
more mileage out of your work essentially for free.
Essentially anyone, anywhere there’s Internet access can
easily subscribe to your program and never miss an episode.
On the downside, because it is essentially free, there are a lot
of podcasts and yours will be lost among the masses unless
you can get some good publicity (which we’ll talk about in
the next chapter).
Here we’ll talk about the basics of how to set up a
podcast. This is a very technical process that’s subject to
change over time and with different applications and service
providers. Frankly, when you’re ready to start your podcast,
you’re probably best off doing a Google search for the most
up-to-date directions, but this chapter will get you pointed in
the right direction and save you some time.
If you’re not particularly IT savvy, finding someone
to set up your podcast system for you is worth the money. It
would take very little time for someone with experience in
podcasting to get you set up--maybe as little as an hour
depending on if you already have a website and shows ready.
Someone who is experienced with web design and
management but not with podcasting could still get you set up
in a few hours by doing a little research (or you can pass this
chapter on to them).
The basics of what you need to podcast are audio
files, web hosting, a site to host your RSS feed, and a place
where people can find it (i.e. iTunes). The audio files are
what your audience downloads and listens to, the RSS feed is
how their applications know when you’ve uploaded a new
episode, and the place people find it is how they easily search
for and subscribe to podcasts.
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Audio Files
How crazy you want to get with your podcast audio is
up to you. You can spend days editing your audio, adding
effects and music, and perfecting your narration, or you can
just upload the raw file from your event and call it good.
Podcast subscribers have a plethora of storytelling programs
to choose from that are all edited to perfection, so if you’re
not going to put in the work, then you either better have some
world-class stories, don’t care much about having many
subscribers, or hope to have your stories picked up by another
podcast instead. Whatever your plan, you’ll need to export an
MP3 version of your program from your computer. If your
program can’t export an MP3 file itself, you can Google
converters or create the file in iTunes. Just look up the
directions online.
Web Hosting
Your audio files will need a place to live on the
Internet where people can access them. You can do that by
paying for space on a server and setting up a website through
a service like GoDaddy. If you’re fairly comfortable with
web design, you can certainly do this yourself with a modest
amount of frustration. If you’ve never set up a website on
your own, I highly recommend finding someone to help you
with this process. It will save you days of frustration and
might prevent future disasters.
Upload your audio files to a single webpage that is
dedicated to containing only your audio files in a blog-type
format. Basically each podcast episode will look like another
blog entry. Applications like WordPress are designed for
bloggers and make this type of setup fairly simple. You don’t
want to complicate this page with other material that may
confuse iTunes and mess up your podcast feed. Keep it
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simple. My podcast page is not a pretty page to look at, but it
gets the job done.
Each entry should include a short, compelling title
because this is what people will see when they’re looking at
your episodes on iTunes. They should also include a brief
description that draws them in further. There is very limited
space for this information in iTunes, so have a look at how
other podcasts do it before you start typing in your own
information. You can always change these titles and
descriptions later if you like.
Here is an example of what one of my podcast uploads looks
like:

Once you have a few podcast episodes up, you can work on
establishing your RSS feed.
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RSS Feed
Yes, nothing makes non-programmers’ eyes gloss
over faster than computer lingo, and “RSS feeds” are no
exception. To further complicate matters, “RSS” doesn’t
even really stand for anything. It’s been called “Real Simple
Syndication”, but it has no official definition. At any rate,
that’s basically what it does--it allows people to know when
you’ve updated something online, whether that’s a news web
page or a podcast. This is terribly handy, since it would be
irritating to have to go and check in with websites periodically
on your own just to see if they had added something new.
So what we’re doing by setting up an RSS feed for
the podcast is allowing iTunes to know when you’ve put up a
new episode so it doesn’t have to just keep checking in all the
time. The website service you use to host your podcast could
do this for you, but then all of your subscribers would be
following your podcast through that specific web hosting
service, so if you ever wanted to change Internet hosting
providers, you would lose all those people. Make sense? If
not, don’t worry, just know that you want to use a third party
to set up that feed information for iTunes. Do not set up your
RSS feed through the same company that hosts your website.
I use feedburner.com for our Dark Winter Nights
podcast. Along with providing iTunes the information it
needs about my podcast, it also tells me how many
subscribers I have.
Podcast Host
Nobody really searches the web for podcasts to
subscribe to. That would be tedious and overwhelming,
unless you had a very specific type of show in mind. People
use a podcast distributor, like iTunes, to find and easily
subscribe to podcasts. When you have your RSS feed
provider all set up, you’ll be ready to submit your podcast to
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iTunes. The iTunes website can walk you through the current
process of submitting your podcast to them. It generally takes
a few days before your podcast is available on iTunes and any
changes to your podcast can take anywhere from an hour to a
day to show up on iTunes.
People who don’t use Mac computers or iPhones can
subscribe to your podcast directly through the web page you
created. You may have to modify the page slightly to
accommodate their systems, but I suggest you deal with that
issue, should it arise, by either Googling the solution or
leaving it to your IT person.
Tips for Podcasting
Now that you have your podcasting infrastructure
established (so easy, right?), all you have to do is regularly
“feed the beast” as they say. While it costs your subscribers
nothing to follow your podcast, it can be irritating to have a
podcast in your list that rarely produces new episodes.
Additionally people who find your podcast on iTunes may
think your feed has gone dead if they don’t see any recently
uploaded episodes. It’s a good idea to regularly post episodes
so you establish your podcast as a reliable source of
entertainment for your subscribers, but that’s easier said than
done.
When producing episodes, consider their shelf life. If
you’re going to post time sensitive information, such as
announcements about upcoming shows, just think a bit about
how that will sound to someone who discovers your podcast
two years after that event took place. Depending on how
people have their podcast applications set up, they may
automatically hear your oldest podcast first and then work
their way forward, or vice versa. This can be tricky with twopart episodes or the like. It’s not a huge concern, but it’s
good to keep this potential issue in mind.
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Avoid re-runs as long as you can. I have found it
frustrating how many of the major, nationally-broadcast
storytelling programs rely on reruns or repackaging old
material. It seems like at least one out of three episodes are
composed in whole or in part of recycled material. If your
show has been running for ten years, it can make sense to
rerun some material for people who may have missed your
early episodes, but do your best to keep the first few years of
material fresh for as long as you can.
Try to build a personal relationship with your
audience. It’s hard to do when it’s always a one-sided
conversation, but your audience will be more likely to connect
with your podcast if they feel like you are a friend and you are
sharing a little something about your life along the way.
Don’t go overboard. Unless you’re wildly entertaining, the
show shouldn’t be about you, but you want it to be a deeper
relationship that your audience has with their bank tellers.
Be honest with yourself about your narration, if you
are doing it yourself. Not everyone has the greatest voice for
radio, unfortunately. If your voice is grating on your
audience’s ears, then look for someone else to narrate or share
the narration with someone else. A co-host can add freshness
to a podcast and make it more interesting to listen to. It will
be very difficult to sell your podcast as a professional
program if your narration does not sound professional.
Try to keep your podcast episode lengths fairly
consistent. Since we have a radio show, our podcasts were all
coming out at exactly 29 minutes (the public radio half-hour).
Sometimes we would put out a podcast-only episode to
reward our subscribers and provide some motivation for
subscribing rather than just listening to the broadcasts. These
episodes would be shorter, generally more around ten
minutes, but would help us keep putting out episodes during
the summer when our radio program is on hiatus. You don’t
want your shows to vary from three minutes to 90 minutes,
though. Build up expectations with your audience and stick
to them so they know what’s coming.
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Podcasting is a miracle of distribution that gives you
access to a worldwide audience, but it also requires competing
with a world of other producers. So how do you get your
show to stand out? That’s up next...
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CHAPTER TEN:
Reaching a Wider Audience
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If a storyteller tells a story in the forest and no one
hears it, did it really happen? Storytelling on its own has
merit, even if no one is listening, but my guess is you want to
achieve more than just entertaining yourself or modest
audiences in your area. But how do you get the word out to a
wider audience that you’ve created this program and it’s
worth their time? That’s what we’ll talk about in this chapter.
Breaking through the clutter is tough, but if you really
believe you have something good to share with the world,
then that shouldn’t matter. What will matter is how badly you
want it and how long you will push to get it. I’ve said since
the beginning of Dark Winter Nights that this program will go
as far as we have the energy to push it. The problem is it
requires a lot of energy, and that can be hard for someone like
me who expects quick results. Hitting dead end after dead
end is particularly demoralizing, so much so that even some
big successes don’t feel like enough reward. Being relentless,
determined, patient and optimistic while grateful for small
successes will help you out tremendously in this area. I’ve
entered contests, pitched my program to distributors, and
made my episodes available to radio stations and been
blocked or ignored far more than I’ve received positive
feedback or offers. When you think you’ve got something
incredible and unique to offer, those rejections can be very
frustrating. Here we’ll talk about what I’ve tried, what has
worked, and what hasn’t. Each section will indicate if that
particular path was a success or failure.
AIR - Success!
www.airmedia.org
AIR is an online association of public radio producers.
Unfortunately it’s pricey ($125/year), but if you’re serious
about moving your program forward, it’s absolutely worth it.
The main benefit of membership is access to their AIR Forum
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where people post questions, opportunities, etc. to the group,
as well as their links to funding and other opportunities for
radio producers. New members introduce themselves to the
group, and that is where I connected with former Snap
Judgement producer Anna Adlerstein. She asked if I had any
stories they might be interested in and I quickly sent them my
top five. She liked the first story I sent and we’re in the
process of recording that story for their show. When that
story airs on Snap Judgement, we’ll have our first real big
break.
Even if you don’t get a producer from a nationally
syndicated radio program knocking on your door after
introducing yourself on AIR, it’s still a great place to ask
questions, meet fellow radio producers, and get links to
funding and other opportunities. Join after you’ve got some
experience under your belt and some episodes in the can so
you can brag a bit about your success.
Third Coast Radio Festival - Fail…
As a video producer, there are countless venues in
which to display my work in the form of film festivals. For
just about every film, there’s a film festival that will show it.
When I got into radio, I wondered if there were similar outlets
where I could submit radio work. Indeed there are, but not
many. The main one is the Third Coast Radio Festival in
Chicago. Unfortunately, because there are so few outlets like
it, the competition is fierce and you’ll be competing against
nationally-broadcast radio programs. The story Snap
Judgment snapped up didn’t get so much as a nod from Third
Coast, which seemed odd to me since you would imagine
Snap Judgment accepts far fewer submissions than a radio
festival. So enter the Third Coast Radio Festival at your own
risk and only if you think you have some very, very special.
Outside of the festival, there are also seminars you
can attend to expand your audio production knowledge and,
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like a lot of festivals, attending the festival can be a great way
to make connections with other people in your field.
Public Radio Exchange (PRX) - Success
www.prx.org
PRX is the Craigslist of radio distribution and
membership costs $50 a year. Anyone can upload anything
and radio stations can search through the listings and buy
episodes. The typical payout is about $18 per half-hour
episode. You can designate the rights purchasers have when
they purchase your episode and other details.
Putting your program on PRX adds some legitimacy
to your work and makes it far easier for people to find and
acquire your work. We have sold about six episodes to
various outlets through PRX. Like podcasting, there is a lot
of clutter, but PRX does let you stand out a little from the
mass of podcasters because you have to know it exists, how it
works, pay the annual fee, and put the effort into posting your
work up there in the proper format (MP2), which requires a
little additional knowledge. My audio editing software
(Hindenburg) is capable of exporting in the MP2 format. If
you do not have Hindenburg or another professional audio
editing application, you’ll probably need to look for audio
conversion software since MP2 is not a widely used format in
applications like iTunes.
Radio
Your access to radio waves will depend a lot on the
size of your community. In our search for a host station, I
was surprised by both the initial lack of interest from our local
public radio station as well as the immediate interest of our
local iHeart Radio affiliate station. I had good existing
relationships with both stations before I approached them
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about airing our program, but assumed the public radio station
would trip over itself to get our program and the commercial
station would politely decline because this wasn’t their sort of
thing. It was quite the opposite. Our public radio station
responded to our proposal coolly, expressing concern that we
would be able to produce the necessary quantity of episodes
to meet their needs. Meanwhile the commercial station was
happy to air our program and pay us--something I knew the
public radio station wouldn’t be able to do. In the end, the
public radio station had a change of heart (or, more
accurately, a change of staff) and were happy to start airing
our program. Knowing we had another station interested may
have helped boost their interest as well. At any rate, we opted
to go with them because we felt we could reach a larger
audience through public radio and that our target demographic
was mostly public radio listeners.
Going with public radio greatly increased the public’s
awareness of our program, added to our legitimacy, and
helped us gain some access to other public radio stations
around the state. For example, when another public radio
station in Alaska expressed interest in airing some of our
episodes, I would simply say to them “Talk to Lori” and they
knew who I was referring to and how to get access to the
episodes.
Public radio stations, more than most commercial
stations, are looking for local programming because their
audiences want them to have a local feel. For example, our
public television station’s tagline is, “Your state, your
station.” Your local public radio station probably has a
tagline even more specific to your city or region, it just
happens that Alaska has a fairly small population, our station
broadcasts to communities outside of Fairbanks, and we tend
to identify first as Alaskans and then as Fairbanksans, etc. So
when you approach your local station, you already have the
“locally produced” card in hand. Some other cards you may
bring could be an existing offer from another station, like we
did with iHeartRadio. Having that other station be a

134

commercial station might help, since no public radio station
wants to be “out localized” by a commercial station.
Additionally, you can come with some examples of how the
program would sound, a few episodes ready to go, and maybe
some endorsements from people with connections to the
station. It may or may not be an asset to come to the table
with a sponsor lined up already. Chances are that may be too
strong a move. Also consider if you need to be paid for your
episodes. If you’re new to radio, that may be a tough sell.
If you take the long view, you could start by
volunteering with your local station for months or years
before you pitch your program. Trying to make a connection
when you have no history with the station or radio is
definitely an uphill battle.
Television
It may seem a little odd to pursue television when
your program seems more radio-oriented, but it’s worth doing
if you have the time and resources. As I said before, I teach
video production, so filming and editing our events has been
something we could do for free, though it still requires a lot of
time. We have, in fact, hired people to shoot our events and
I’ve had volunteers edit them because of the massive amount
of work required.
We have edited our shows down to a public television
hour (56 minutes and 40 seconds) for broadcast on our local
public television station--which they have gladly aired, again,
because they strive to have a local feel to their station.
Cutting our show down to an hour allows us to select the
stories that work best for TV and that length better fits the
attention span of a television audience. Our procedure has
been to air the video of our last event shortly before our next
live event (generally about a week or less) as a way to
generate some free publicity. Then at the end of the show we
promote our upcoming event. I have been surprised by how
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many strangers approach me about the TV broadcast as
opposed to the radio broadcasts, but of course, that’s because
you don’t see my face on the radio program, so you’re not
going to recognize me when I pass by. The television
broadcasts are certainly worth the effort for their publicity
value if you can manage the necessary video production
requirements. We have not tried very hard to distribute the
television version across the state. What little we did try was
not successful, but we have had much better luck with the
radio program. We have packaged individual storyteller
videos onto YouTube and posted them on our website and
Facebook as another promotional item. They have not
received a tremendous number of views because their stories
are a little long to easily go viral, in my opinion, but they are a
good promotional tool nonetheless.
Newspaper
We were approached by our local paper at one point
about printing select stories in their Sunday edition on a
regular basis. We spent some time debating if this would be
good for us or not. Should we just give away our content?
Would this hurt the success of a book of stories we were
planning on publishing in the future? Fairbanks is not a huge
community, so getting our stories in the local paper wasn’t
going to mean reaching a new, gigantic audience. Eventually
the idea faded away and later, when we decided it might not
be a bad idea to print these stories, the local paper seemed to
have lost interest. It’s a small paper and, like most papers
today, underfunded and understaffed, so I try to give them the
benefit of the doubt when we don’t get a lot of traction with
them.
Approaching your local paper about printing stories
from your program could be a big boost to your reach. The
wider variety of media in which your content appears means a
wider audience. People who read the paper may not listen to
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commercial/public radio or watch public TV or go to coffee
shops where they’ll see your poster, or go to live events in
town. You have to put the hay where the goats can get it, as
they say, and not all goats get their hay from the same trough.
I hope that “goats” is not too derogatory a term for one’s
audience, but you get the point.
Workshops
As Dark Winter Nights grew in popularity, we were
approached by different organizations to teach workshops on
storytelling. I was flattered by these offers, though teaching
these workshops has been stressful and exhausting. Here are
examples of the workshops we have taught, the things we
have gained from doing them, and the lessons we have
learned.
Adult Workshops
A local grassroots adult education program
approached us in the winter of 2016 about doing a short
course on storytelling. Even though I had been teaching for
over ten years at that point and hosting a storytelling program
for two years, I really wasn’t totally sure what to talk about
over the course of about four two-hour classes. Our
Storyteller Liaison convinced me to do it and offered to help,
so I threw caution to the wind and dove in.
It was utterly exhausting to leave work, dash home
for a little dinner, and then go back out to teach for two hours
twice a week. However, the workshop was valuable in that it
produced two storytellers for our spring show who also turned
into two valuable volunteers. Having all this time to talk
storytelling with these people and coach them on their stories
meant that, in part, we were actually getting paid a very
modest amount to coach our storytellers.
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If you have the time, interest, experience, and
teaching ability to host an adult workshop like this, it could
help you grow your volunteer base and generate a few solid
stories for your program. If you have enough volunteers and
stories, then host a workshop out of the kindness of your heart
or to give back to the community.
Below is an outline of the course that may be helpful
to you in the event you decide to do a storytelling workshop.
DARK WINTER NIGHTS
TRUE STORIES FROM ALASKA
Folk School Storytelling Workshop: Spring 2016
__________________________________________________
__________________________
Friday, February 26: 6:00pm-8:00pm
·
Introduction to the Course, Instructors, and Dark
Winter Nights
·
Introduce Students
o What Type of Storytelling Do You Want to Do?
·
Sample Stories
·
Who’s your favorite storyteller?
o What’s the best story you have ever heard? Why?
·
What Audiences Want in a Story
o It’s Not What You Think
·
What Events Make for a Good Story?
o Trying New Things
o Trips or Adventures
o Family
o Experiences from a Different Perspective
o Unusual People or Actions
o No Story is Universally Liked
·
The Dramatic Arc
·
What Makes for a Bad Story
·
Finding the Stories in Your Life
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o
o
o
·
o
o
·

Activities or Hobbies
Work-related Topics
Personal Account vs. Happening To Someone Else
Why is it important to share stories?
Storytelling is about Shared Experience
Take me to your World
Learn by Listening to Other Storytellers

Tuesday, March 1: 6:00pm-8:00pm
·
Different Types of Stories
o Meaningful, funny, lessons learned, family history,
adventure, heartfelt, family/relationships
·
Storytelling Structure
·
Creating Tension/Finding Conflict
·
Structural Models
o Chronological
o Topical
o Problem/Solution
o Cause/Effect
·
Make Audience Ask Questions
·
Ending Your Story
o Theme/Lessons Learned
o Establish something in the beginning to come full circle
§ Bookends
o “Thank You”
Friday, March 4: 6:00pm-8:00pm
·
Including Key Elements
o Time Period
o Setting the Scene
·
Tapping Into Drama
·
Cutting the Excess
o Rabbit Trails
Tuesday, March 8: 6:00pm-8:00pm
·
Delivery

139

o Facial Expressions, Body Language, Eye Contact,
Speed, Volume, Pacing and Tone
·
Dealing with Stage Fright
o What We Can Learn from Dogs
o Don’t Worry…We All Want to Hear Your Story
·
Practice Stories
[OPTIONAL]
Friday, March 11: 7:00pm-9:00pm
Arctic Science Summit Week Storytelling Event
Watch and Learn
[OPTIONAL]
Sunday, March 13: 1:30pm-2:30pm
Workshop Public Performance, Location TBD
Kids Camps
The University approached me about hosting a weeklong kids storytelling camp after Dark Winter Nights had been
around for only about a year. They already had an existing
group of kids camps they hosted every summer. As it was
with the adult workshop, I was apprehensive about leading the
camp because of the amount of effort involved and because I
wasn’t sure what I was going to teach the kids. I’m used to
teaching college students who, in theory, are capable of
paying attention to a 90-minute lecture. I figured I’d be lucky
to keep the kids’ attention for a nine minute lecture.
The first summer we did the camp, we had 1st
through 5th graders for three hours in the morning, an hourlong break, and 6th through 9th graders in the afternoon.
Between parents picking their kids up late in the morning and
dropping their kids off early in the afternoon, that hour-long
break became more like a half-hour. I love kids, but this was
a draining experience. The second year we grouped all the
kids into one afternoon and learned to spend a lot more time
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doing exercises and, frankly, going for walks. Kids just can’t
sit still that long, so try to give them some valuable nuggets of
information and then head outside so they can run around.
You may be able to combine some elements of storytelling
education with running around outside. For example, we
would have the kids tell stories outside or use the walking
time to brainstorm stories from their own lives.
The biggest surprise about kids camp was how many
of the kids were willing to tell their stories live on stage in
front of a large audience. I was reluctant to promote an endof-camp storytelling event before I had met the kids because I
figured most would not be interested in telling their stories to
a larger audience. I could not have been more wrong. Of the
20 or so students, every single one was up for telling their
story on stage. Apparently the part of the brain that generates
stage fright has not fully developed before sixth grade. If you
host a kids workshop, I would say it’s safe to say you can plan
on the vast majority of the kids being willing to tell their
stories on stage. Plan on it.
The kids storytelling camp generated three excellent
stories from kids for our live events. I was so impressed
when those three kids got up in front of 1000 people at our
fall 2015 live event and knocked out flawless stories. I knew
I wanted kids telling stories on the program because I figured
it would help us with our diversity of storytellers while also
being very endearing to our audience. Just leading a kids
camp in itself generated a story that I told in our radio
episode, “When I Was Younger Than I Am Now.” One of
our students started her story with that line, which I really
liked because, in reality, every story we tell is from when we
were younger than we are now.
Below is an outline of how we ran our Kids
Storytelling Camp. You can find examples of activities in the
appendix of this book.
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Much like with the adult workshop, if you have the
time, experience, energy, and passion for teaching children
required to do it well, then teaching a kids camp might be a
good move for you. It’s a great way to recruit stories from
kids and can build some additional publicity for your
program.
Preparing for Success
One of the scariest things I’ve dealt with on Dark
Winter Nights is success.
Get Organized: Contact information, file
organization, image organization
Get Releases: scan them, keep them handy
Get your podcast on an effective server: Research
sites designed specifically for hosting podcasts.
The Last Word
When you produce a storytelling event, you share and
preserve incredible stories that people would never have heard
if it wasn’t for you. Stories are so important to humanity.
They help us to understand what it means to be human, our
place in history, and where we are going. Without stories we
don’t learn, we don’t connect with other people, and we don’t
have nearly as much fun. When you share stories with
people, you make us all more human, more caring, more
sympathetic, more understanding. You help people relate to
other people they may have not understood. You might help
combat racism, prejudices, and closed-mindedness. It’s noble
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work, and just because it may not always be easy or generate
amazing dividends, it’s no less worth doing.
Share stories because you have to. Pluck stories from
the abyss and share them with us to make us smile, to make us
remember, to make us connect. Like the catcher in the rye,
you have to grab these stories as they run by before they
plummet over the cliff into oblivion. Good luck.
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APPENDIX
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Below is a sample activity from our kids storytelling
workshop. Cut the elements of the story into strips and mix
them up. Then hand each mixed up group out to the students
so they can each reassemble the story in the order they think
is most interesting. This is an effective way to help students
better grasp how to organize their stories. The students
seemed to enjoy this exercise, though do your best to cut
straight or the pieces will go together like a puzzle--making it
easier for them to determine the suggested order. You can
always change the order of the story on the paper so that if
they do use the edges of the paper to determine the order, it
won’t be the correct order.
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Live Event Program:
Here is a sample copy of our live event program. Note that
the pages are designed so that, when printed double-sided,
they can be stapled together and look correct. I’ve indicated
which pages you are seeing with each image:

Page 8

Page 1
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Things to note about page 1:
● All the same font, with the exception of the
University logos at the bottom.
● All-caps is bold and easy to read over background,
though note that using a regular upper-lower case mix
is even easier for people to read.
● Communicating as little as possible so as to avoid
cluttering the program.
● An image that complements the Alaskan theme of our
show while also contrasting with text well.
Page 8 Notes:
● Top portion is where audiences can submit their
memories of a certain topic. We found it was hard for
people to write their stories on really small pieces of
paper, so we progressed to using this larger size.
Including it in the program means you don’t have to
print out a separate paper just for memories and you
can be sure most people will get one and look at it.
● Bottom portion is for audience feedback. On the back
of this page is the list of people who helped with the
show, so it’s not the end of the world that it gets torn
up. Having the sponsors on the back may not ring
well with them. “Wait, your audience basically tears
up our logos when they submit their memory
forms?!” That wouldn’t be good.
● Remember most people today write big, so give them
as much space as you can.
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Page 2

Page 7

Page 2 Notes:
● I like the handwritten look of the arrow to help draw
people’s attention to the audience storyteller element
of the program.
● Coming up with titles for the stories can be tough.
We’ve had trouble with the storytellers not liking the
title I came up or thinking that they give away the
story. I’ve started running the story titles by the
storytellers ahead of time. I also tell them not to
comment on the title on stage. What they think is
giving away a story typically isn’t, it just seems like it
to them because they know the story already. Just
have them go out there and start their story--none of
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this ad-libbing a crack about the title or something
else.
Page 7 Notes:
● Keep careful track of who has helped you produce the
show, otherwise you will inevitably forget to add
them to the list when you’re rushing to create the
program. This recognition may be the only pay they
get for their work, besides the satisfaction that they
are doing something good for the community, of
course.

Page 3

Page 6
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Page 3 Notes:
● A QR code linking to your Facebook page makes it
even easier for people to find it.
● The body of this page is mainly shameless self
promotion encouraged by my University. There’s
little evidence it does much good.
● We get most of our stories by shaking the trees, so to
speak, but it’s always good to make sure people know
you need stories all the time. We’ve been working to
get people to encourage their friends to submit their
stories to us through the, “You should submit that to
Dark Winter Nights!” campaign. People are often
shy to submit their own stories as if it were egotistical
to think they had such a great story.
Page 6 Notes:
● It’s critical to recognize your sponsors in the manner
you promised. Often logos can be pulled from their
website or Facebook, but make sure you have the
logo they want you to use and that it is at high enough
resolution that it doesn’t look blocky when printed.
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Page 4

Page 5

Page 4 and 5 Notes:
● Sometimes you recognize a face easier than you do a
name, so we include this section so people can get a
look at the storytellers and learn a little more about
them. Pictures can be pulled from Facebook if
necessary, but the bios do usually require the
storytellers to submit them. Sometimes they require a
little editing to fit the small amount of space
available.
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SAMPLE PERSONAL RELEASE:
Personal Release
Dark Winter Nights
I, [signed below], believe the program described above will
be of educational, informational, or entertainment value to the
public. I hereby irrevocably grant to Robert Prince, his
successors, partners, and assignees, the right to record my
likeness and/or voice, to incorporate the same into a recorded
program, to use or authorize the use of such program or any
portion thereof, to broadcast and distribute copies of such
program, and to use my name, likeness, voice, and other
information concerning me in connection therewith, including
promotion and distribution throughout the world in all media.
________________________________________________
Signature (or legal guardian in minor)
________________________________________________
Printed Name
Date
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LIVE EVENT CHECKLIST
Here is the list of items we need to have done before
each of our big live events. It’s a good idea to have a
checklist because there are a ton of little things that need to be
done, so it’s important to be organized. It’s also nice to know
what things can be done ahead of time so you are not
scrambling to do things at the last minute that could have
been completed weeks before.
Completed

Item

Category

Due (Days
before the
event)

Reserve Venue

Event Manager

-360

Confirm Band

Event Manager

-90

Establish PreShow Ticket
Vendors

Event Manager

-40

Approach
Sponsors

Event Manager

-40

Confirm Audio
Technicians

Event Manager

-40

Confirm Video
Production Team

Event Manager

-40

Begin Weekly
Executive
Producer
Meetings

Executive
Producers

-40

Initial Meeting

Host

-40
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Comments

with Band
Storyteller
Storyteller
Recruiting Begins Liaison

-40

Design Poster

Graphic Design

-35

Design Event
Postcards

Graphic Design

-35

Begin Reviewing
Stories

Executive
Producers

-35

Create Social
Media Graphics

Graphic Design

-35

Confirm Venue

Event Manager

-30

Recruit
Volunteers

Event Manager

-30

Approach
Clothing Store
for Wardrobe

Event Manager

-30

Brainstorm
Audience
Memories

Executive
Producers

-30

Design Bumper
Stickers

Graphic Design

-30

Facebook Event
Goes Live

Publicity

-30

Approach Food
Vendors for

Event Manager

-25
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Intermission
Establish Credit
Card Machines

Event Manager

-25

Print Posters

Printing

-25

Print Event
Postcards

Printing

-25

Mail Event
Postcards

Event Manager

-21

Confirm
Wardrobe
Sponsor

Event Manager

-21

Design DVD/CD
Cases

Graphic Design

-21

All Stories to
Band

Storyteller
Liaison

-21

Post Posters

Volunteers

-21

Online Tickets
Sales Go Live

Event Manager

-20

Design Tickets

Graphic Design

-20

Storyteller
Lineup Finalized

Storyteller
Liaison

-20

Finalize Crew

Event Manager

-15

Print Bumper
Stickers

Printing

-15
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Deliver Last
Event Video to
TV Station

Video Producer

-15

Finalize Sponsors

Event Manager

-14

Design Event
Program

Graphic Design

-14

Daily Social
Media Updates
Begin

Publicity

-14

Distribute Tickets Event Manager
to Storytellers
and Key Guests

-10

Confirm
Intermission
Food Vendors

Event Manager

-9

Print Event
Program

Printing

-9

Print Tickets

Printing

-9

Print DVD/CD
Cases

Printing

-9

Print DVD/CD
Order Forms

Printing

-9

Story
Consultations
Completed

Storyteller
Liaison

-9

Confirm Staff

Event Manager

-8
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Catering
Create Event
Rundown

Host

-8

Go In for
Wardrobe Fitting

Host

-8

Print Memory
Sheets

Printing

-8

Send Out Press
Release

Publicity

-8

Begin Media
Publicity (Radio,
TV News,
Newspaper)

Publicity

-8

Print Out
Reserved Seats
Signs

Storyteller
Liaison

-8

Assemble
Storyteller Gift
Bags

Storyteller
Liaison

-8

Last Event Video
Broadcast

Video Producer

-8

Get Cash for
Change

Event Manager

-5

Print Event
Rundown

Printing

-5

Assemble

Volunteers

-5
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DVD/CD Cases
Dress Rehearsal

Executive
Producers

-1

LIVE EVENT

Everyone

0

Post Pictures of
Event in Social
Media

Publicity

1

Mail DVDs/CDs Event Manager
to
Storytellers/Purch
asers

21

Complete
Video/Audio
Editing

15

Video Producer

158

