ROADSIDE THEATER’S STORY CIRCLE METHODOLOGY

Importance of the Oral Tradition

The living word has a soul of which the written word is properly no more than an image.
Socrates

The oral tradition is one of the most powerful and effective transmitters of culture in the history
of humankind. At the center of most of the world’s cultures and religions is story. At one time
stories lived in the memories and in the ritual tellings of the people. They had both aesthetic and
utilitarian dimensions. They enthralled and taught. Today, in most western European traditions,
education is often concerned more with the accumulation and imparting of written “facts and
figures” than with the search for meaning through story. Roadside Theater focuses on the oral
tradition, not to replace or ignore the written word, but to search for its soul.

Story Circles

A Story Circle is a small group of people sitting in a circle, telling stories or remembrances, led
by a Story Circle facilitator. Each Story Circle is different according to its purpose.

What is a story?
* A story is a personal memory, a dream, a reflection, a moment in time.
* A story usually has a beginning, middle, and end, as well as characters and atmosphere.
* A story is first and foremost not a lecture, an argument, a debate, or an intellectualization,
although these elements may be part of a story.

Story Circles should:

* Be preceded by a formal or informal time to socialize. (For example, after a
performance, a pot luck dinner, or a dessert reception.)

* Consist of from 5 to 15 people sitting in a circle without notepads, pocketbooks, etc., and
in such a manner that each participant has a good view of every other participant.

* Have one trained facilitator who begins, moves along, and ends the circle.

* Have a stated time period in which the Story Circle will take place.

* Have a purpose articulated by the leader and agreed to by the participants.

* Allow for silences, which can be an important way to honor a particular story.

* Be as much about listening as about telling.

Story Circles should not:
* Give importance to one story over another.
* Give importance to one type of story over another.
* Be tape recorded or videotaped without the participants’ permission.
* Primarily serve the agenda of any one participant.



The Story Circle facilitator should:

Know the purpose of the particular circle. (Examples: reinforcement of cultural identity;
examination of issues of race and class; identification of community concerns;
introduction of a community storytelling project; and so on.)

Know, or determine with the group, the theme for the particular circle. The theme must
complement the story circle’s purpose. For example, if the purpose is to explore cultural
identity, a circle theme could be family holiday traditions. If the purpose is to better
understand race and class, the theme of the circle might be a story about a moment when
one realized that one was different.

Introduce him or herself and describe the circle’s purpose and theme and the time the
Story Circle will end.

Describe the rules of the Story Circle and answer participants’ questions about the rules.
Emphasize the idea that listening to the stories of others is as important as telling your
own.

Discourage participants from thinking too much about what they will say when it is their
turn. Spontaneity is important.

Tell the group how long the circle will last so participants can pace the length of their
stories to the time available, taking into consideration the number of participants.

Begin the circle with a story that sets the proper tone for the purpose and theme of the
circle, or state the theme and ask who in the circle would like to tell the first story.

Go around the circle clockwise or counterclockwise, with each person telling or passing
when it is their turn.

Before ending the Story Circle, ask if people who have passed would now like to speak.
End on time.

Reflect on what has happened at the end of the Story Circle by asking for comments from
participants.

When possible, end with a poem or song (perhaps led by a participant) that brings closure
to the spirit of the particular Story Circle.

Leave time for participants to talk informally to each other when the Story Circle is over.

Story Circle Rules

There is only one Story Circle facilitator.
There are no observers — only participants.
o The Story Circle facilitator is also a participant, and must tell his or her story as
well.
Participants speak only when it is their turn.
o The order of telling is either clockwise or counterclockwise.
When it is his or her turn, the participant decides the timing of when to speak and may
decide to pass.
Listening for the soul of the living word is the most important part of the Story Circle!!!
o Participants should not distract themselves by thinking ahead about what story
they will tell when it is their turn.
o Participants should listen to the stories told, and, when it is their turn, tell a story
brought to mind by the previous stories, or pass.
Participants and the facilitator never argue with nor debate another participant’s story.



* Participants and the facilitator never comment upon another participant’s story other than
to say (when it is their turn), “That story reminds me of . . .”

* There is no cross-talk in a Story Circle and all responses to a particular story wait their
turn and are in story form.

When a Story Circle should be stopped by the facilitator:

Sometimes, difficult and painful stories emerge in a Story Circle. The facilitator must exercise
judgment about when to continue a Story Circle and when to stop it. Story Circle facilitators
should not try to serve as therapists, social workers, or doctors — even if these are their
occupations in their professional lives — because participants did not come to the circle to receive
these services.

The facilitator can consider:
* (alling for a break.
* Talking individually with the distressed person.
* Referring the distressed person to the proper professional.
* Rescheduling the Story Circle.

The living word has a soul of which the written word is properly no more than an image.
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Please note: As story circles have become trendy, Roadside Theater has noticed that sometimes
the formalities articulated in this methodology have been abridged. We suggest that you begin
by following this method and amend it only after carefully considering your experience in the
circle.
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