Josh Schachter

Tucson, Arizona

joshsch@cox.net,

www.joshphotos.com


Community-Based Storytelling Tips

Though this list is far from comprehensive, here are just a few things I have found useful to consider when planning, implementing and evaluating a community-based storytelling project:

Planning:

· Listen to the community; listen with all your senses.

· Humor, humility and laughter can go a long way in building relationships with a community.

· Work hard to identify your assumptions and do your best to address them during the planning process.

· Plan, implement and evaluate collaboratively with the community to help ensure community ownership and the long-term sustainability of the project.

· Having or building a trusted relationship early on with someone in the community who can navigate and communicate across multiple “worlds” can make or break the success of the project, particularly with cross-cultural projects.

· Explore how the project might support and dovetail with existing community efforts being undertaken by local individuals and organizations.

· Be aware of the existing constraints and pressures on community members and work with them to integrate the project into their efforts. For example, if working with teachers, consider how the project can be support the curricular goals of the teacher, rather than adding additional responsibilities onto their plate.

· Consider what challenges may exist to community participation, such as transportation, childcare, work and school schedules, etc.

· Be aware and sensitive to the traditions and cultural practices of the community and how they may intersect with the project and the content of the stories.

· Consider the community’s current and past relationship to media, visual documentation and technology.

· If your project involves a significant technology piece, research beforehand what technological resources exist in the community and determine what the project requires and what the IT people (if they exist) are open to doing for the project.

· When selecting equipment/technology for the project, consider the sustainability of the project and what will actually be most accessible and affordable to the community over the long-term.

Implementation:

· Try your best to trust the process. 

· Honor the community’s knowledge. As much as possible let the community define the direction of the project’s content. As the facilitator, you may see pressing stories that need to be told, but the community may not be ready to tell those stories yet.

· Look for local resources/people/assets in the community before bringing additional people and resources from the outside. For example, you might co-facilitate with a local photographer/storyteller or contract a local food vendor to cook for a storytelling celebration.

· When community members are being asked to participate, consider how to create a safe space for storytelling, who is telling the stories, what voices are being represented in the community, and who has yet to be heard. When thinking about representation of voices, consider the local politics and socio-cultural context.

· In general, I let form (photography vs. digital storytelling vs. oral history, etc.) follow function (e.g. the goals of the project). When deciding on the form I often consider the goals of the project, budget, intended audiences for the stories, distribution plan, and the organizational and technological capacity of the community.

· Be flexible! Be open to adapting your facilitation and/or teaching style to the socio-cultural context of the community.

· If one of your goals is to take action based on the community stories, keep in mind that it requires a great deal of planning and time to translate social concerns expressed in stories into concrete community action projects and social change (while not creating unrealistic expectations).
· When developing a plan for sharing and distributing stories, develop a clear agreement with the storytellers and community as to how and where the stories can be shared.

· If one of your goals is to share the stories with new audiences, consider what creative strategies you might need to employ to reach people outside your “choir.”

· Celebrate the stories in the community! Local music and food are natural conveners.

Evaluation: 

· Work closely with the community to define what success will look like and how you will know when you get there.

· Consider how to ensure that the measures of success are rooted in the goals of the community and are meaningful to the community.

· Celebrate small successes and be open to new directions and unexpected successes

· Create opportunities for reflection and evaluation throughout the process.

· Be open to the fact that throughout the process the community may see and interpret success differently than you as facilitator.

