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In the CDS model, we work with people to limit their written scripts to a 250 word count. This is a challenge 

for many students. How can a story be told in such a small package? One way to think of the digital story is four 

paragraphs. Each paragraph accomplishes a specific goal in shaping the story. 

 

Let’s take a look at a piece of writing, a story from the first Digital Storytelling Workshop in 1993, by Monte 

Hollis, called Tanya as an example. (See http://www.vimeo.com/28872693). 

 

I never had a lot of friends, not really. The truth is I didn’t even know 

what one was. Growing up I was shy, and confused friendship with 

popularity. 

 

Last year I met Tanya, and we became the kind of friends that most 

friends are, acquaintances. She knew she had AIDS and would die 

soon, but facing death gave her more strength to live. She had no 

place to leave her girls, and wanted to find them a good home. Tanya 

also wanted to start an organization to help parents like herself die in 

peace, knowing their children were loved and cared for. She also 

needed a real friend. Tanya got a lot of attention the minute she told 

her story. As if the world had been waiting for her. I stood by and 

watched in amazement. 

 

A few months later she couldn’t do much on her own, and despite all 

her efforts, she felt she had only accomplished one thing, she found a 

real friend and it was me, and I couldn’t let her dreams die with her. 

 

The other night Tanya told me to lay my head down next to hers. 

"Monte Fae, all we got is where we are going." 

I couldn’t believe she knew my middle name. 

 

This short script tells a story, and a powerful one, and it is often used to introduce the digital story form in our 

StoryCenter workshops. Looked at through the model of the four C’s, you can see each paragraph is 

accomplishing a specific task. 

 

Connection 

Good stories grab an audience right from the beginning. In Monte’s story, instead of starting with ‘Last year I 

met Tanya’, she poses a dilemma. The dilemma is presented in an open and honest way, I never had friends, not 

really, she says. Then she met Tanya. Both the directness of her honesty, and the fact she leaves the idea 



hanging, unresolved, leads us into her story. We want to know if she will resolve the dilemma, and how Tanya is 

involved. A strong beginning, one that takes us into a moment of decision, a moment of need or lack of clarity, 

suggests to us that we are going to be taken to an insight by the teller, about their experience. This is critical 

for teller to create this connection, right from the start. This same story could have started with Monte 

recounting the night when she was Tanya. She could have told something about an earlier part of the 

conversation, which might have led her to reminisce about her childhood, and her lack of friends. Using a part of 

a scene in your story, some part of the story that suggests a person is about to go through a change, an 

important change, is a common device. It sets up a flashback that is resolved when we return to the scene to see 

how the conversation turns out, and why it was so important to be told. 

 

Context 

Having started with a scene, we need to know more, to have the action or background of the story help us to 

make sense of not only when and where the scene might be taking place, what the stakes are in the story, and 

how they lead us toward a moment of truth. Monte reveals the heroic tale of Tanya, and her role within it. We 

know Tanya is facing death, and the importance of the narrative is clear. In our little stories, working with 

images and music as well as our words, we do not need a great deal of context. In five sentences, we know a 

great deal about why this story is being told, and how to understand the change that is coming. 

 

Change 

Highly dramatic stories, like this one, move us toward moments where the payoff scene comes amid a crisis, in 

this case, the sense of Tanya’s impending death. But stories do not have to show us those kinds of moments to 

make us appreciate the change that is happening in the story to the author, or the characters involved. In telling 

us the way the story came to an end, how the issue of our first paragraph is going to be addressed if not 

resolved, we see the character go through a change. At the beginning, they were naïve about the issue, at the 

end they have understanding. Monte takes us into a recent conversation that demonstrates the depth of their 

friendship, she now understands the meaning of friendship. 

 

Closure 

In many stories, the change is so evident that simply closing out the scene will give the audience a clear sense of 

the message or insight intended. But some stories need that one or two extra lines that put the capper on the 

story. “I couldn’t believe she knew my middle name,” both sharpens the insight of her transformation, and gives 

us that sense of confident finality that we expect in a story. This does not mean a summation or explanation, but 

simply something that tells us this is all I have to say on the subject. This can be expressed sometimes by just the 

way the last line is read, punctuated the last word with clear emphasis. It can be said as we evolve through 

stories, from fairy tales to classic romances or tragedies, to more conceptual or modern versions of stories, we 

enjoy having to figure out the ending, or even to have the story end ambiguously. In our little stories, if we are 

confident our audiences are ready for ambiguity, then we can experiment. But keep in mind, there is a reason 

people expect a final kiss, justice to prevail, or the hero to succeed, because the storyteller gave us that 

expectation at the beginning ... when they made the first connection to our minds and hearts. 

 


