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	The	Art	of	Investigative	Story-Telling	
	
	

Julian	Sher	
www.juliansher.com	

	

	
	
		
		
	

*Scoops	are	reported,	
but	stories	are	told	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

I	tell	stories	for	Television	

	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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I	tell	stories	in	books	
	

See	books:	www.juliansher.com/books	(c)www.juliansher.com	

														…	in	newspapers	

Read	full	articles:	http://tinyurl.com/yakvx8fd	
	 															http://tinyurl.com/y9kdtbvg	
	 															www.juliansher.com/articles	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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…	and	online			

Read	full	articles:	http://tinyurl.com/yaebxffw	
																																	http://tinyurl.com/yc4zfsz2	
	
	
	
	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

	
		
			
		
	
		
		
		
	

ü WHAT	MAKES	A	GREAT	STORY?	
ü #1:	CHARACTERS	ARE	KEY:			
																										>	THEY	MUST	GO	ON	A	JOURNEY	

	 					>	THE	”FOUR	Cs”	
ü #2:	FOCUS,	FOCUS,	FOCUS		
ü #3:	TIPS	FOR	BETTER	WRITING:	

	 	-	Show	Don’t	Tell	
																							-	Make	Clear	Turns	

ü #4:	START	WRITING	WHILE	YOU	RESEARCH	
ü #5:		STRUCTURE,	STRUCTURE,	STRUCTURE	

	 				-	Opening	
	 					-	The	Nut	Graf	
	 					-	Chronology	and	The	Journey	

The Art of Investigative 
Story-Telling: 

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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•  Until	daily	news	reporting	killed	the	art	of	story-telling	
	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

We	are	born	story-tellers	

	
	

										The	Climax	to	a	Movie…	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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The Rebel Daily
Skywalker	Shocker!!!	
In	a	shocking	and	disturbing	revelation,	
Rebel	alliance	hero	Luke	Skywalker	has	
discovered	that	Galactic	Empire	leader	
Darth	Vader	is	his	father,	The	Rebel	Daily	
has	learned.	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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The Biblical Times 
God	Creates		
Universe	
After	six	days	of	grueling	
work	creating	the	
universe,	God	rested	on	
the	seventh	day,	telling	
the	Biblical	Times	“it	was	
very	good”	and	now	it	
was	up	to	Adam	and	Eve.	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

What	Makes	a	Great	Story?	
Oprah	Winfrey	at	the	Golden	Globes:	

Watch	full	video:	http://tinyurl.com/yak9zuzu	(c)www.juliansher.com	
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Why	did	Oprah’s	story	work	so	well?	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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OPRAH’S	STORY	HAS	A	BEGINNING,	MIDDLE	AND	END:	
	
In	1964,	I	was	a	little	girl	sitting	on	the	linoleum	floor	of	my	mother's	house	in	
Milwaukee	watching	Anne	Bancroft	present	the	Oscar	for	best	actor	at	the	36th	
Academy	Awards.	She	opened	the	envelope	and	said	five	words	that	literally	made	
history:"	The	winner	is	Sidney	Poitier."		
	
Up	to	the	stage	came	the	most	elegant	man	I	ever	remembered.	His	tie	was	white,	
his	skin	was	black—and	he	was	being	celebrated.	I'd	never	seen	a	black	man	being	
celebrated	like	that.	I	tried	many,	many	times	to	explain	what	a	moment	like	that	
means	to	a	little	girl,	a	kid	watching	from	the	cheap	seats	as	my	mom	came	
through	the	door	bone	tired	from	cleaning	other	people's	houses.	But	all	I	can	do	is	
quote	and	say	that	the	explanation	in	Sidney's	performance	in	Lilies	of	the	Field:	
"Amen,	amen,	amen,	amen."		
	
In	1982,	Sidney	received	the	Cecil	B.	DeMille	award	right	here	at	the	Golden	Globes	
and	it	is	not	lost	on	me	that	at	this	moment,	there	are	some	little	girls	watching	as	I	
become	the	first	black	woman	to	be	given	this	same	award.	
		
Watch	full	video:	http://tinyurl.com/yak9zuzu	
	

What	Do	You	Think	Makes	a	Great	Story?	
	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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Ø 1.GREAT	CHARACTERS	
Ø 2.GREAT	PLOT	(structure)	
Ø 3.GREAT	WRITING	
Ø 4.GREAT	ACCOUNTABILITY	

THE FOUR BASIC  
BUILDING BLOCKS  
FOR A GOOD STORY:	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

What	makes	a	good	story?	
• 1.	CHARACTERS		ARE	KEY	
ü They	must	go	on		a	journey,	a	quest,	a	
struggle	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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What	makes	a	good	story?	
• 2.	GREAT	PLOT		
ü Action	
ü Suspense	
ü Surprise	
ü Even	Humour	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

What	makes	a	good	story?	
3.	GREAT	WRITING	

	

•  It	has	to	be	Clear	and	Understandable	
ü Simple	language	
ü turn	signals	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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What	makes	a	good	story?	
4.	ACCOUNTABILITY	

	
•  And	in	investigative	journalism,		
you	need	to	hold	power	to	account	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

TIP	#1:		
CHARACTERS	ARE	KEY	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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Your	Characters	have	to	talk!	
	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

A	great	investigation	into	pollution	in	Tunisia	…	
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But	we	hardly	hear	from	real	people…	
The	Yellow	Highlights		Show	When	Real	People	are	Talking:	

(c)www.juliansher.com	(c)www.juliansher.com
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(c)www.juliansher.com	

		
•  DON’T	LET	YOUR	PEOPLE	DISAPPEAR	
	
	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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Read	full	article:	http://tinyurl.com/yaebxffw	
	

IN	CONTRAST,	LOOK	AT	HOW	MANY	QUOTES	FROM	PEOPLE	ARE	IN	THIS	STORY:		

	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

LOOK	AT	HOW	MANY	QUOTES	FROM	PEOPLE	ARE	IN	THIS	STORY:		
[The	Yellow	Highlights	When	Real	People	are	Talking:]	
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Your	characters	have		
to	go	on	a	journey		
ü They	struggle	
ü They	win,	they	lose…	
ü They	discover	…	
ü In	other	words	– they	grow	and	change	(c)www.juliansher.com	

•  Characters	need	to	change	on	that	journey		
(even	if	you	have	to	“recreate”	that	change)	

ü If	they	are	dead,	bring	them	back	alive	
ü If	they	are	angry,	go	back	to	when	they	were	
happy	

ü If	they	are	beaten,	go	back	to	when	they	had	
hope	

ü If	they	did	something	bad,	go	back	to	when	they	
were	good.	 (c)www.juliansher.com	
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HOW	WE	CREATED	A	JOURNEY	WHEN	WE	TOLD	THE	STORY	
	OF	A	YOUNG	MAN	WHO	WAS	MISSING	FOR	NINE	YEARS	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

Read	the	news	story:	http://tinyurl.com/y6b4u5mj	

We	had	only	a	few	days	to	film	the	
mother’s	story,	a	decade	after	the	event…	

---	SO	WE	HAD	TO	TAKE	HER	BACK	ON	
THAT	JOURNEY	….		PAINFULLY	
WATCH	FULL	VIDEO:	http://tinyurl.com/y2bfnjrx	
		

(c)www.juliansher.com	



Investigative	Interviews	(c)	Julian	Sher	 19-02-27	

For	more,	see	www.juliansher.com	 18	

To	plot	your	character’s	journey,		
you	need	The	Four	Cs	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

The	4	C’s:	 			
» Character	

	The	protagonist	

» Context	
	What	you	need	to	know	
	Why	you	should	care	

» Conflict	
	The	guts	of	the	story	

» Conclusion	
	What	happens	next	…		
	the	lessons	learned	

	 (c)www.juliansher.com	
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We	interview	a	fire	chief	who	helped		
send	a	Texas	man	to	death	row…	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

Watch	how	we	unfold	the	4	Cs	in	4	Clips:	
	
CHARACTER:	He’s	the	hero	firefighter	
CONTEXT:						His	“arson”	claim	will	convict	a	man	
CONFLICT:						His	findings	challenged	by	science	
CONCLUSION:	Any	regrets?		

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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4	Cs	in	4	Clips:	
	
CHARACTER:		The	hero	firefighter	
CONTEXT:								The		“arson”	fire-whisperer	
CONFLICT:							He	comes	under	fire	
CONCLUSION:	He	remains	the	
									Unrepentant	Executioner	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

		TIP	#	2:	FIND	YOUR	FOCUS	

WHAT	IS	GOING	TO	
OUTRAGE	PEOPLE?			

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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	WHAT	IS	A	FOCUS:	
•  A	simple,	single	
declarative	statement		
a	five-year	old	can	
understand	

•  Action/reaction.	Cause	
and	effect.	Conflict.	
Drama	

•  Human	beings	on	both	
sides	of	the	equation	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

(c)www.juliansher.com	



Investigative	Interviews	(c)	Julian	Sher	 19-02-27	

For	more,	see	www.juliansher.com	 22	

•  Mafia	in	Canada	
•  Mafia	in	Canada	flourishing	
•  Mafia	in	Canada	flourishing	
because???	

•  Mafia	mobster	Carmelo	
Bruzzese	lives	free	in	
Toronto	because	Canadian	
and	Italian	police	not	
cooperating	and	we	have	
no	anti-Mafia	laws	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

SHARPENING	YOUR	FOCUS		
AS	YOU	DIG	INTO	YOUR	STORY:	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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•  Child	sex	tourism	
•  Canadian	child	sex		
tourists	flock	to	Cuba	

•  Convicted	pedophile	James	
McTurk	repeatedly	travels	
to	Cuba	to	abuse	children	
because	Canada	does	not	
track	its	sex	offenders	and	
the	Cuban	government	
ignores	the	problem	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

SHARPENING	YOUR	FOCUS		
AS	YOU	DIG	INTO	YOUR	STORY:	

TIP	#3:	TIPS	FOR	BETTER	WRITING	

•  SHOW,	DON’T	TELL	
•  GIVE	CLEAR	TURN	SIGNALS	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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	This	is	telling,	not	showing:	
“They	were	outraged”	
“The	people	felt	sorrow”	
“Many	were	angry”	
	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

Write	for	all	five	senses:	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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TRY	THESE	EXAMPLES	…	
REWRITE	THESE	SENTENCES	
SO	THAT	YOU	ARE	SHOWING	
THE	STORY,	NOT	TELLING:	

•  The	people	is	the	town	were	nervous	that	another	
suicide	bomber	might	strike	the	busy	market.”	

•  	“She	was	so	happy	when	she	learned	that	despite	
her	family’s	objections	she	had	been	accepted	into	
the	university’s	law	school.”	

•  “His	mother	was	frightened	when	she	learned	he	
had	been	taken	by	the	security	forces.”	

Hand	Signals	are	Important!	

	

(c)www.juliansher.com	



Investigative	Interviews	(c)	Julian	Sher	 19-02-27	

For	more,	see	www.juliansher.com	 26	

A	SIMPLE	WAY	TO	MAKE	A	TURN:	
WITH	A	SIGN			

(c)www.juliansher.com	

Ø  IN	PRINT:	A	SUB-HEADLINE	OR	
BREAKER	FOR	A	NEW	SECTION	
	
	

Ø  IN	TV:	CHAPTER	OR	SECTION	TITLES	

READ	THE	ENGLISH	VERSION:	http://tinyurl.com/y7rbzh6b			
(c)www.juliansher.com	
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TV	TITLES:	A	NEW	CHAPTER	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

THE	FINAL	BATTLE	

TV	TITLES:	A	NEW	LOCATION	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

Name	of	town,	Name	of	country	
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TV	TITLES:	A	NEW	TIME	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

MARCH	26,	2:17	PM	

In	TV,	three	ways	to	signal	
	a	turn:	
•  SOUND	
	
	

•  VISUALS		
	
	

•  SCRIPT		

(c)www.juliansher.com	



Investigative	Interviews	(c)	Julian	Sher	 19-02-27	

For	more,	see	www.juliansher.com	 29	

Different	ways	of	writing	turn	signals:	

•  Building:	
•  In	addition	…	
•  Another	problem…	
•  Changing	position	or	place:	
•  But	for	some/	But	others	say…	
•  Meanwhile,	back	at	…	
•  Timing:	
•  It	all	began….	[Flashback]	
•  In	the	end…	 (c)www.juliansher.com	

MORE	SUBTLE	WAYS	TO	MAKE	TURNS	THROUGH	“CONNECTIVE	WRITING”	

Read	full	article:	http://tinyurl.com/yaebxffw	
	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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(c)www.juliansher.com	
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Tip	#4:		
Start	writing		right	away		
	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

Don’t	wait	
for	all	your	
research	to	
be	over	

	
		
		
		
	The intrepid 
reporter 	

		
		
		
	 The 

interpretive 
story-teller 	

	

				We	need	to	be	both	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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Being the 
intrepid 
reporter 	

		

	TAKES	90%	OF	
OUR	TIME		
	

WE SPEND ONLY 10% OF OUR TIME 
Being the interpretive story-teller 	

	
(c)www.juliansher.com	

We	do	months	of	
research	
	

But	only	
days	of	
writing	

TV	investigations:	

Hollywood	stories:	

Hollywood	wraps	
60-70	days	of	
shooting	
	

But	spends	
a	year	in	
editing	(c)www.juliansher.com	
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	RESEARCH	
		
		
		
	

WRITING 	

	

INSTEAD	OF	REPORTING,		
THEN	WRITING…	

		LET	YOUR	WRITING	HELP		
		GUIDE	YOUR	REPORTING	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

	
		
		
		
	The intrepid 
reporter 	

		
		
		
	 The 

interpretive 
story-teller 	

	

				At	the	same	time	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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	Because then you will discover 
the story holes … 
 
Not just the research holes	

		
		
		
	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

TIP	#5:	STRUCTURE,	STRUCTURE,	
STRUCTURE	
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A	BAD	STRUCTURE	WILL	KILL		
A	GREAT	STORY	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

GET	RID	OF	THE	CLUTTER:	
3	KEY	ELEMENTS	OF	GOOD	STRUCTURE	

•  A	STORY	ARC	THAT	HAS	A	
BEGINNING,	MIDDLE	AND	
END	

•  THE	NUT	GRAF	with	a	CLEAR	
FOCUS	

•  YOUR	STORY	IS	CLEAR	AND	
FOLLOWS	A	CHRONOLOGY	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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Oprah’s	story	

ü BEGINNING:	“When	I	
was	a	little	girl…”	
	
	

ü MIDDLE:	Watching	
Sidney	Poitier	
	

ü  	END:	Inspiring	a	little	
girl	today	
	
	
	
	

THE	BEST	OPENING	STRUCTURE	

•  LEDE	–	OPENING	SCENE	THAT	GRABS	YOU	
	

•  THEN	OFTEN	A	QUOTE	OR	DETAIL	THAT	
BUILDS	THE	TENSION	
	

•  THEN	IN	3RD	AND	4TH	GRAF	YOUR	NUT	GRAF	
(SUMMARY	PARAGRAPH)	THAT	GIVES	THE	
GUTS	OF	YOUR	STORY	

(c)www.juliansher.com	



Investigative	Interviews	(c)	Julian	Sher	 19-02-27	

For	more,	see	www.juliansher.com	 37	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

DRAMATIC	OPENINGS:	

							Opening	scenes	…	
“They	had	not	planned	on	beheading	her.”	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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Opening	scenes…	
“The	cage	was	not	big”	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

“The	Nut	Graf”:	
The	Summary	Paragraph	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

>>		TELL	ME	WHAT	THE	STORY	IS	ABOUT	
>>		TELL	ME	WHY	I	SHOULD	CARE	
>>			IT’S	THE	FOCUS	OF	YOUR	STORY	
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READ	FULL	STORY:	http://tinyurl.com/y9jqt86w	
	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

But	an	investigation	by	the	CBC	has	
found	that	Bronfman	and	his	Montreal-
based	investment	company,	Claridge	
Inc.,	were	key	players	linked	to	a	$60-
million	US	offshore	trust	in	the	Cayman	
Islands	that	may	have	cost	Canadians	
millions	in	unpaid	taxes.	

THE	NUT	GRAF:	
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PUTTING	IT	ALL	TOGETHER		
INTO	A	DRAMATIC	STRUCTURE:	
	
Ø YOUR	OPENING	
Ø YOUR	NUT	GRAF	
Ø YOUR	FOCUS	
Ø YOUR	CHARACTER’S	JOURNEY	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

THE	STORY	ARC	:	
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		OPENING:	
MEET	YOUR	

CHARACTER	

CONTEXT	

CLIMAX	

DENOUEMENT:	

CONCLUSION	

	FINAL	TWIST	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

NUT	GRAF	

CON
FLI
CT	

		OPENING	

CLIMAX	

DENOUEMENT	

	FINAL	TWIST	

		Ch
ron

olo
gy	
is	a

	ha
rsh

	mi
str
ess

	

Once	you	get	going,	stick	to	chronology	unless	
you	are	bold	enough	to	try	some	flourishes	
(foreshadowing,	flashbacks,	reverse	timeline)	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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	The	
Chronology	
of	a	Journey	

•  Remember	–	Your	Characters	are	
on	a	journey		

ü  If	they	are	dead,	bring	them	back	alive	
ü  If	they	angry,	go	back	to	when	they	were	happy	
ü  If	they	are	beaten,	go	back	to	when	they	had	hope	
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		OPENING	

CONTEXT	

CLIMAX	

DENOUEMENT	

	FINAL	TWIST	
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Remember	how	we	plotted	the	
mother’s	difficult	journey	…	and	the	
troubling	revelation	she	had	to	face	
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		OPENING	

CONTEXT	

CLIMAX	

DENOUEMENT	

	FINAL	TWIST	
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NUT	GRAF	
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Not:	
	
 “Finders of 
the Lost 
Ark” 

TIMING	YOUR	CLIMAX:	It’s	called		
‘RAIDERS	OF	THE	LOST	ARK”	FOR	A	
REASON*…	

*HINT:	They	find	the	Ark	in	the	last	few	minutes…	
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Block	out	each	scene	… and	keep	moving	them	
around	until	the	structure	makes	sense	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

I	use	Sticky	Notes	to	plot	out	my	scenes	
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Investigative	Interviews	(c)	Julian	Sher	 19-02-27	

For	more,	see	www.juliansher.com	 45	

	
		
			
		
	
		
		
		
	

(c)www.juliansher.com	

ü  #1:	CHARACTERS	ARE	KEY:			
																										>	THEY	MUST	GO	ON	A	JOURNEY	

	 					>	THE	”FOUR	Cs”	
	

ü  #2:	FOCUS,	FOCUS,	FOCUS		
	

ü  #3:	TIPS	FOR	BETTER	WRITING:	
	 	-	Focus	
	 	-	Show	Don’t	Tell	

																							-	Make	Clear	Turns	

ü  #4:	START	WRITING	WHILE	YOU	RESEARCH	
	

ü  #5:		STRUCTURE,	STRUCTURE,	STRUCTURE	
	 				-	Opening	
	 					-	The	Nut	Graf	
	 					-	Chronology	and	The	Journey	

	

To Sum up – 
The Art of Investigative  
Story-Telling:	
	
:	

Download	versions	of	this	presentation:	
www.juliansher.com/training	

(c)www.juliansher.com	
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Contact	Julian	Sher			
		
		
		
	

§ 		647-633-6943	
§ sher.julian@gmail.com	
§ 	www.juliansher.com	
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