Persuasion Through Storytelling

Self-study guide






1) Stories are told in cultures all around the world, and have been since before recorded history. Some stories have been around for thousands of years. Recall bible stories, stories from the Koran, or stories from other religious traditions that you are familiar with.

A) When you were young, did you enjoy hearing these stories? Who told them to you? Were you aware that the stories carried meaning, or did you just listen to them as fiction? 

B) Have you continued to read or listen to these stories? If so, do you read them the same way now that you did when you were a child?

C) Do you or have you read or told some of these stories to your children? If so, did you do it to teach a lesson, or just to entertain?

D) What makes these stories memorable? Are they an effective way of teaching a lesson? Are they as relevant in today’s world as they were in ancient times?

E) Have you ever used one of these stories to make a point in your legal practice or your personal life? Was it effective? Did anyone seem uncomfortable with your using a religion-based story? Were you sensitive to the possibility the story might make someone uncomfortable?

2) Movies and plays are stories told in different media. They are both generally accepted in American culture.

A) What is different about the ways that you watch stage plays and movies? Do you prefer one type of experience to another? Do you find one type of performance easier to become involved in than another? Is one type of performance better suited to telling a thought-provoking story? Is one type more suited to telling a fanciful story?

B) Have you ever acted in a play? If yes, what did you do differently from the way you communicate when you are not on stage? What similarities are there in the way you communicate on and off stage? Do you think you could use more stage-techniques when you communicate with friends? With clients? With opposing counsel? With a judge or jury?

C) Have you ever been videotaped or photographed in a home movie? Have you been videotaped or photographed in a deposition, at trial, or in another work setting? If yes, were you self-conscious? Did being videotaped or photographed lead you to act differently than you would if no camera had been present? 

D) Have you ever been photographed by a video-surveillance camera at a bank, or a store, or on the street? Did you act differently knowing you were being photographed? Is being photographed for surveillance purposes different from being photographed for other purposes? 

3) Pantomime, puppets, and other forms of performance are more commonly seen in some countries than they are in the U.S. 

A) Are these performance forms, being less reliant on words, less suited to American culture? 

B) Do non-verbal forms of communication have a place in a multi-cultural society? Could the techniques of these types of performance be used in a courtroom? In a conference room?

4) Dance performances are sometimes used to tell stories. Opera usually tells a story. Popular music can tell stories.

A) When you are in the audience at these types of performance, do you pay attention to the stories? Do the stories detract from your enjoyment of the performance? 

B) If you were sitting in court in a country where you did not understand the language, would the movements seem like a dance performance? Would you be able to derive any understanding of what was going on from watching how the people moved in relation to one another? How do you think people who don’t understand legal proceedings and legal language derive meaning from the way people in court are moving?

5)  Any story can be structured in a number of ways. 

A) Do you have a favorite structure that you use when you formulate a closing argument?  A presentation for a client? A summary for opposing counsel? Is your choice based upon your experience? Do you ever use a different structure?

B) Do attorneys you deal with on a regular basis generally use the same story structure repeatedly, or do they use different structures? 

C) Are there times when it would be inappropriate to use a story to get across your point?

6)  The storyteller can be part of the story, or can be apart from the story.

A) Do you generally put yourself in the story, or keep yourself out of the story?

B) Do any court or ethical rules prevent you from being part of the story? 

C) What devices do you use to establish your place in the story?

7)  The characters in a story can be introduced in a number of ways. 

A)
When do you introduce the characters in your story? Does this depend upon the type of case you are working on?

B)
How much detail about your characters do you include when you introduce them? Do you find that detail helps the listener create an impression of the character?

C)
How do you introduce unsympathetic characters? Does the way you introduce a character depend upon whether you want to increase or decrease sympathy for the character?

8)  Interruptions in the story can be a problem, or they can be used by the storyteller to call attention to something.

A) How have you dealt with unwanted interruptions in stories you were telling?

B) How have you used interruption as a way to call attention? Have you used interruption for other purposes?

C) Is it proper to interrupt another attorney’s story? Is it effective? Is it ethical? What kind of problems can it create?

9)  Attorneys often tell “war stories” about cases they have worked on.

A) Do you enjoy telling “war stories?” Do you enjoy hearing the stories other attorneys tell about their cases?

B) Are attorneys’ “war stories” usually instructive, or are they just gossip? When you tell these stories, do you do so to be educational or just to be entertaining?

10)  There are other ways to be persuasive besides telling stories.

A) When it is most important for you to be persuasive, do you tell stories or do you use some other mode of communicating?

B) When preparing a persuasive presentation, do you put more effort into what you are going to say or into how you are going to say it?

C) Did you learn how to be a persuasive speaker in law school, or elsewhere? Was what they taught you in law school about speaking good advice?

Persuasion Through Storytelling
Additional Written Materials

FINDING THE STORY IN YOUR OWN LIFE:
a Workshop on Writing Personal and Family Stories 
by Arif Choudhury
We are so bombarded by electronic media these days:  CD-ROMs, DVDs, the Internet, MP3s, Radio, and Television.  We often connect with machinery more than with each other.  We honor movie and TV heroes and forget the hero sitting next to us at the dinner table.  We are all heroes. 
Think of yourself as hero.  You have overcome great obstacles physical and mental.  Have you overcome the grief of a deceased loved one?  Are you living with a disability?  Have you ever experienced prejudice?  There have been many movies about these topics.  Why not write your story?  
Think of your children, parents, relatives as heroes.  Has your child ever overcome the death of a pet?  Did your sister stand up to a bully?  Did your mother overcome an illness or a fear?  Think of the first time your child was able to sleep in his/her own room.  Or when he/she no longer needed a nightlight.  These are acts of heroism!
Create your own bedtime stories:
This is great for connecting with your children.  Have them narrate an event in which you both participated—a vacation, going to the pediatrician, etc.  Have your child tell you the story as they saw it.  This can make a great bedtime activity.
For example: 
“Do you remember the time when we went to Disney World?”
“Remember the first time you were able to ride your bicycle all by yourself?”
Writing personal and family stories is rewarding because:
1) You actively try to learn more about yourself and your family.
2) It helps you to remember the positive aspects about your life and makes you love and appreciate your family more.
3) You can empathize with the adversities that your family members experienced.
4) It’s history for upcoming generations.  Your work can become a family heirloom.  You should document and preserve your family history.
Want to Write a Personal Story: Inventory Your Life!

Your own life is rich with stories.  Everything that has happened to you from birth to the present is great raw material for stories.  Sometimes, it can be difficult to start writing about yourself.  There is so much that you already know about yourself.  How do you organize it all?  Take an inventory of your life!  Write a paragraph about yourself that pertains to each of the following topics:

· Birth: Where and when were you born?  How did your parents come to be there at that time?  Were you a difficult pregnancy?

· Health: Any significant illnesses?  Allergies?
· Early influences: Who were your early role models?  Why?
· Relatives: Who is in your immediate family?  Extended family?  Any notable characters?
· School: Where did you go to school?  Were you a good student?  Were you a nerd, class clown, Miss Popular, a jock, or a bully?  Are you still?
· Places you’ve lived: Were you an army brat, a hippie-kid on a commune, a farm boy, or a street-smart city kid?  Where you’ve lived had a serious impact on who you are.
· Special Activities: Have you done anything out of the ordinary?  Catch the winning touchdown in the big game?  Win the spelling bee?  Blow up the chemistry lab with your science project?
· Journeys:  These can be geographic or emotional.  Backpacking through the Swiss Alps or coming to terms with the death of your mother.
· Adolescence: The teen years.  Enough said.
· Major Conflicts: What have you had to fight for or overcome?  Conflict can be standing up to your older brother or coping with dyslexia.
· People I have loved: Ahhh, romance.  Any heartbreaks?  Did you have to win someone’s love or compete for it?  How did you meet your spouse or current partner?
· People I have hated: This can overlap with major conflicts, but this topic also allows you to go deeper.  Why did you hate them?  Do you still hate them?
· Vocation: What jobs have you had?  Zookeeper?  Bookkeeper?  Each job is exciting in its own way.  How about your first job?
· Avocations: Any hobbies?  Gardening?  Skydiving?  A hobby can generate a colorful story.
· Beliefs: This can pertain to religious faith or the principles that guide your actions—“Visual World Peace!”
· Celebrations:  Birthdays.  Reunions.  Graduations.  Holidays.
· Life Lessons: What have you learned?  What do you still need to learn?
· Future:  Goals?  Needs?  Passions?  Obsessions? 
Still can’t think of anything to write about?  Try these tips to overcome writer’s block:

Arif’s 8 Strategies for Starting a Story

1) Don’t censor yourself too much.  Start with the first idea that pops into your head.  You can start with any idea.  The first idea can lead to the next idea that can lead you to a great idea.  Just start writing.
2) Clean out your closets, garage, or attic.  What is all this stuff?  How did you get it?  Tell that story.  I do this a lot.  I don’t clean until I need to write a story.
3) Look at old photos, home movies, or home videos.  What were you doing?  Where were you?  Who was with you?  This might be the beginning of a great story.
4) Did you ever watch a movie and think, “Hey, that happened to me once!”  Tell your version of that story.  It’ll make a very interesting story.  Hollywood thought it was interesting enough to spend millions of dollars making a movie out of it.
5) Listen to music that you like.  When was the first time you heard that song?  Where were you?  Who were you with?  What were you doing?  Answer these questions and you are on the way to completing a story.
6) Are there any chores or activities that you hate to do?  Explore why you don’t like doing these things.  Going to the dentist, or doing laundry can lead to a funny story.
7) Did you have a crazy friend or sibling that talked you into doing stupid things?  Or were you the crazy friend?  Admitting to doing stupid things can lead to very funny stories.
8) Did you ever want to be a movie star, sports athlete, or superhero?  Who and why?  
Interviewing Techniques for Gathering Family Stories
Write down everything you know about the potential event or story about which you want to interview your subject.  What’s missing?  This will demonstrate what you know (or think you know) and how much more you need to learn about the event.  This will help you think of what questions to ask and will allow you to determine whom you need to interview.
Here are some things you need to consider when interviewing family members:
· Have a list of questions you want to ask the subject.  You may not need to ask every question on your list (some questions may be spontaneously answered by your subject), but it’s good to have it handy in case you forget.
· Record the Interview.  Have an audiotape recorder (or digital recorder) and plenty of blank tapes.  You’ll want to get the interview down verbatim.  Don’t get caught without enough tape, you’ll regret it later when you miss the funniest story, joke, or confession.  You can also videotape an interview, but I would suggest that you save this until you get more experienced with interviewing.  Especially, if you are not yet experienced in making subjects feel at ease.  The added visual content of a video interview can be great, but it can also make your subject very self-conscious.  Plus, you may have to worry about setting, lighting, and wardrobe.  For example, your aunt may not let you interview her until after she cleans the kitchen and puts on her best dress.  This can make your interview less “spontaneous”.
· Take notes during the interview.  Pen or pencil and a notepad.  You should take notes while you interview.  Don’t scribble so much that you make your subject feel self-conscious, but something he/she said might spark a question in your mind.  Don’t interrupt the subject to ask the question.  They might lose their train of thought or you might kill the moment.  Write the question down and be sure to ask it later.
· Have some water for you and the subject to drink.  Talking can make your mouth dry.  If you need a clean audio recording of the interview (like for a documentary film!) you will want the subject to have a clear throat when he/she is speaking.
· Give verbal feedback: “Wow, what happened next.”  “That is so cool.”  “I’m so sorry, how did that make you feel?”  This will prompt the subject to continue and ass more information or specific detail.
· Ask the subject how he/she felt about the event.  It is very important to not just learn what happened but also to learn how the subject felt or thought about what happened.  This is crucial.  It will help you understand the subject’s motivation.
Here are a few other resources:
Here is a great article on interviewing tips from the Regional Oral History Office of the UC Berkeley Library: http://bancroft.berkeley.edu/ROHO/resources/rohotips.html
Here’s an article about writing family stories from AbsoluteWrite.com:
http://www.absolutewrite.com/novels/writing_family.htm
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