Facilitating Story Sharing with Groups
The Hearth

“We’re all storytellers. We all live in a network of stories. There isn’t a stronger
connection between people than storytelling.” --Jimmy Neil Smith

Principles of Personal Story Sharing

1. Sharing stories with one another restores and nourishes our humanity.

2. Personal storytelling is an experiment in equality. Everyone has a story. Everyone
deserves to be heard.

3. The more we listen to the stories of one another, the more we discover our
relatedness.

4. Shared truth is not found in abstract, big ideas. It is found in sharing our
experience with one another.

5. The more we know each other’s stories, the harder to hate, label, dismiss, harm.

6. Sharing stories invites us to feel and lift up our common values.

7. Insharing our stories we name the injustices, oppressive forces, and destructive
systems that separate us from one another so that we can heal them.

8. Sharing stories in community is celebratory, inviting those gathered to delight in
the unique gifts and life experience of one another.

FACILITATOR

As story facilitators we act with hospitality, remembering that every person wants to feel
welcomed, seen and heard. Every person we meet wants to know they will be safe and
respected. We are inviting people to speak honestly and listen empathically, and so we cultivate
a sense of trust and delight in those who have gathered.

SETTING

What is the best setting for people to connect? Pay attention to the senses (light, sound,
temperature, comfort). Can people move furniture to face one another? How can the setting
facilitate relationship?

OPENING

e |Introduce yourself.
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Explain the purpose of the gathering, what people will be doing, and why you are
inviting the group to share stories.

Tell a story or give a short example that sets a tone, helps group get a feel for you, and
illustrates the purpose/hope of this time. This story might also help center or “drop
people into their hearts.”

If appropriate, lead a short centering exercise (silence, a breathe or physical movement
exercise) to help the group center.

EXERCISE

Introduce story exercise. “In a minute here we’re going to break into groups of three or
four and share stories/experiences from our own lives...we’re going to each share
about a place that was special to us when we were younger...”

Give clear instructions about how groups are to function. “One person will share their
response to a story prompt. They’ll get two to three minutes to share, and | want the
other two or three people in the group to just listen. Don’t ask questions. Don’t
comment. Just listen and when the group member finishes sharing their story just say,
‘Thank you.” Then let the next person share with the same rules until everyone has had
aturn”

Group size. If you are short on time, have smaller groups to make the sharing go faster.
Try and have groups no smaller than three.

Time. You can monitor the time for each sharing (typically 2-3 minutes per person) from
up in front of the room or designate a timer in each group, or just trust groups to
monitor themselves.

Questions. Think about the best story prompts to use with the group. How can the
stories shared get to the basic experiences that the group needs to explore for their
work? Make sure questions are accessible to everyone. Don’t ask for stories about pets
when you know some people have never had a pet. Give people lots of choices in
responding to a prompt. If you ask people, “Share about one of your first crushes when
you were an adolescent. If that’s too personal, share a celebrity crush or an experience
of friendship when you were young.”

Freedom. Remind people they are in charge of their own sharing. They can share as
little or as much as they want. They can also pass if they feel uncomfortable with a
prompt.

What stories do we seek to elicit? What questions, methods, themes, people would
help draw forth those stories?

DEBRIEF
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e Trust people and their experience (don’t try and change, block, dismiss someone’s
experience in the group)

e Think about how you want to debrief the exercise. Typically, | ask (in this order):

o “What was it like to remember and share your experience?”
o “What was it like to listen to others share their experience?”
o “Anything else you noticed in the group....anyone have difficulty?”

e Mirror back what people share. Seek to “tune in” to their experience, “So it sounds like
for you the sharing was quite emotional....yes, that happens when we go back and
remember sometimes. Thank you.”

e Give room for difficult or contrary experiences (“Did anyone have a really different
experience than what we’ve heard?”

e Give room for the introverts to share, “How about some of the people who haven’t
shared yet. What was your experience?” (Make sure you wait in the silence and give
plenty of time for people to work up the courage to share.)

e Have an attitude of welcome and acceptance particularly when people have difficulty
with the exercise. “l wasn’t able to think of anything to share.” “Yes, sometimes the
prompt isn’t right for us or nothing comes to mind...that happens to all of us. Hopefully
the next prompt will work.”

® Ask the whole group: “So what do you here in our sharing? Any noticings? Any common
themes?”

CLOSE

® Find an appropriate way to close the time together. Read a poem. Tell a closing story.
Have group each share a word (out loud ) that names something they want to remember
(or a gratitude) from the sharing.
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