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When the Story Is Ended… Storytelling for Community-Building 

Charles Temple, Ph.D. 

 A hundred years ago, Alexander Carmichael attended a celiedh on an Outer Hebrides 

island. Villagers of all ages crammed into a small cottage, and were spellbound by a tale spun out 

by a seasoned teller:  

The tale is full of incident, action and pathos. It is told simply yet graphically, and at times 

dramatically—compelling the undivided attention of the listener… Truth overcomes craft, 

skill conquers strength, and bravery is rewarded… When the story is ended it is discussed 

and commented upon, and the different characters praised or blamed according to their 

merits and the views of the critics
1
 [Emphasis added]. 

 That last sentence is our focus here. These days when storytelling so strongly emphasizes 

performance, it is easy to forget that in all the years before our time, storytelling was a more 

participatory event: members of the audience were invited to create their own interpretations of 

what they heard and compare their views with those of diverse others. They not only listened to 

stories; they made meaning together. That’s a good way to form trust among diverse people and 

build communities. I’ve learned to use those after-the-story discussions powerfully and fruitfully in 

the past 20 years working as a storytelling teacher in democratization and literacy projects in 

dozens of countries around the world. In this article I will share some techniques my team has 

used for creating discussions that follow good stories. 

 
1 Quoted in Briggs, 1970). 
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Stories That Invite Thinking and Sharing 

Some stories pose their own questions.  “The Cow Tail Switch,” from West Africa, and “The 

Theft of a Smell,” from Peru, are good examples. You can ask for predictions about how the 

stories will end, or you can use a fancier strategy such as Corners (see below) that gives people 

group support as they think of reasons to support their answers. 

Some stories contain moral dilemmas that invite exploration. The stories may not come right out 

and ask a question, but the questions aren’t hard to find. “The Seal Skin,” from Scotland, and 

“The Happy Man’s Shirt,” from Italy (the Russian version from Tolstoy is “The King and the 

Shirt”) are stories that can invite listeners to voice their own questions. But there are strategies that 

can deepen the discussion and lead to debate about issues raised by the story. Some of those 

strategies are Academic Controversy and the Value Line.  

Some stories seem straightforward, but can still yield up engaging issues with a little work. “Jack 

and the Beanstalk,” from England; “Hansel and Gretel,” from Germany; “The Boy Who Lived 

with the Bears,” from the Seneca Indians of Upstate New York; “The Girl in the Drum,” from 

Tanzania; and “A Gift of Laurel Blooms,” from the Appalachian Mountains of Kentucky can all 

inspire interesting thoughts. But sometimes to get at the heart of things you need to twist them 

around, or climb inside the skins of the characters and see what they are going through.  Strategies 

like retelling them by casting people in different Dramatic Roles, or using The Audience Directs 

strategy can all lead to rich thoughts.  
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What Strategies? 

Corners.   

Use Corners
2

 after people have heard a story, to invite them to choose and defend different 

positions on an issue raised in that story.  For Corners you need a story that poses a question with 

three or four defensible responses.  (If the story doesn’t have that many, get another story, or 

another discussion strategy).  

After choosing the question and teasing out some likely responses, explain to the 

participants that they are going to think about a question, stake out a position on it, and be ready to 

support their position.  

Once you put the question and several possible answers to the group, have the participants 

rank order the answers from the most to least preferred. (Alternatively, you can have the 

participants count off by number, and assign them to corners. This strategy is recommended if you 

think the groups will not divide themselves evenly).  

Next, have all of the participants who preferred the first response go to one corner, all 

those in favor of the second go to another corner, and so on.  One corner can be for those who are 

undecided.   

Now have the people in each corner share their views with each other. What are their 

reasons for taking the position they have chosen?  

Invite representatives from the corners, one at a time, to state that group’s position and the 

reasons the group has for supporting their view.  Then welcome people from all groups to say what 

they think.  Encourage them to politely (!) question and debate each other’s ideas. 

 
2 Crawford, et. al, 2005. 
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Explain now that some people may have had their minds changed by what they heard.  If 

so, they should feel free to change groups by walking to the group they now agree with.  (You can 

model this by walking dramatically from one group to another as you hear strong arguments!). 

Finally, once the discussion has ended and everyone has moved to their final group, ask 

each group to summarize its position and the reasons that support it.   

Debrief by asking the participants what they learned from the exercise.  

 

Academic Controversy. 

Academic Controversy
3

 helps people practice the art of thinking critically—taking a position 

and producing reasons to support their arguments. It can also can help them practice debating 

politely using arguments and reasons. 

 Assign people to groups of four and give them a binary question to discuss--one with a 

“yes” or “no,” “this” or “that” answer, so people can take either of two sides to it.  

 People should begin by discussing the question in their groups of four, just so they reach a 

common understanding of what the question means and why it matters.  

 Then you have people count off within their group, 1, 2, 3, and 4 (if there are five people 

in any group, then there will be two with the number 1). Tell those with numbers 1 and 2 that they 

should prepare to argue for the point of view that says “Yes, we should.” Tell numbers 3 and 4 that 

they should prepare to argue the point of view, “No, we shouldn’t” – or however the issue divides.  

 Now direct both pairs within each group to go off by themselves, taking paper and pens 

with them, and spend a few minutes listing reasons to support their position.  

 
3 Kagan, 1998. 



5 
 

 Next, have each of the people with a “Yes” answer should find a new partner with a “Yes” 

answer, sit with that new partner, exchange reasons for their answers, and write down any they did 

not already have on their lists. Those with a “No” answer should do the same. 

 Now have people return to their original partners and pool the reasons they learned from 

their new partners, together with the reasons they already had. Then they should think carefully 

about all of the reasons listed, think of the ones that best support their position, and prepare to 

debate the other pair within their group of four. To begin the debate, they should come up with a 

statement of their position, and two or three good reasons for it.  

 After a few more minutes, tell the pairs to join the other pairs in their group and begin the 

debate. One side states its position with the reasons for it, and the other does the same. Then they 

debate each other’s arguments.  

 Let the debate go on for a bit—then tell everyone that they are now free to drop their 

assigned positions and express whatever opinions they personally believe. (Usually a collective sigh 

of relief goes up at this point!). Invite groups to come up with a consensus position: that is, a 

position with which everyone agrees, and also reasons to support it.  

 Finally, you can call on a member of each group to give a statement of the group’s 

conclusions from their debate.  

 

Value Line.   

The Value Line
4

 is well suited for questions that have more than two good answers.  

 
4 Crawford, et. al, op. cit. 
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Pose a question to people on which answers may vary along a continuum. For example, 

after telling “Jack and the Beanstalk,” you might ask, “Do you think we should consider Jack a 

hero?” 

Give people a few minutes to consider the question alone and formulate answers, then 

stand on one side of the room and announce that you represent one pole, or extreme position, on 

the argument. You might say, “Yes, Jack was an outstanding hero. He defeated his enemy and got 

what he wanted.” Invite a person to stand at the other end of the room to represent the opposite 

pole of the argument. The person might say, “No, I don’t think Jack is a hero. We should never 

try to be like Jack. We would be terrible people if we behaved as he did.” 

Invite everyone else to line up between the two of you in places along the imaginary line 

between the two poles of the argument. Each stands at a point in the line that reflects his or her 

position on the question. Remind people to compare their views with those of people immediately 

around them to make sure they are all standing in the right spots. After hearing others’ answers, 

some people might elect to move one way or another along the value line. 

Identify three or four clusters of people who seem to represent different views on the 

question. Invite them to prepare a statement of their position and to share it with the whole group. 

Ask them to try to persuade others to move to their position. Afterwards, discuss as a group what 

they learned from the exercise. What ideas and values came to light? (And did they note how we 

use geographical terms when we talk about “positions,” “left” and “right” and “polarized” 

arguments?). 
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Following Dramatic Roles.   

As French drama critic Etienne Souriau
5

 pointed out many years ago, way we tend to 

understand characters in stories by the roles they play in the plot. That may be because, whether 

we are watching a sporting event or reading fiction, it is normal for us to cheer the hero, boo the 

rival, and make a warm place in our hearts for the trusty helper. Authors and storytellers wittingly 

or unwittingly use these propensities to shape the audience’s reactions to characters: assigning one 

the role of protagonist or main character, another the role of helper, and another the role of rival 

or enemy.   

 The roles may be represented by their Zodiac symbols: 

 The Hero is the character whose desire and need drives the story forward. 

☼  The Goal is the hero’s main need or object of desire.  

The Rival is the person or force that stands between the hero and her or his goal.  

 The Helper is a person or force in a story that helps the hero achieve his or her goal.  

You can use dramatic roles in several ways to think about stories. One way is to nominate 

candidates for each of the roles and discuss your choices. These discussions can become lively, 

because not all role assignments are clear. Is the helper in “Jack and the Beanstalk” the mysterious 

old man or the Giant’s wife? If the helper is the Giant’s wife (and the Giant is the rival), why 

should she help the person who is striving against her husband? Is Jack’s goal to obey his mother, 

to satisfy his curiosity, to get wealth, or to prove himself? Or is it all of these things? Discussing 

these issues takes people below the surface of a story. 

 Another way of using dramatic roles is to take different perspectives on a story. Choose a 

character who seems to be playing one role, and think how the story would be told if that character 

 
5 Souriau, 1955. 

http://www.planetpals.com/peace/moon1_th.jpg
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were playing a different role. For example, in “Jack and the Beanstalk,” suppose the Giant’s wife 

were the hero; that is, suppose we saw things from her perspective. What is her goal? Who is her 

rival? Why did she help Jack? (And—hey-- whatever happened to her, and why didn’t we wonder 

before?!) Is the Giant’s wife like some women we know in our own communities? Exploring such 

questions can make even seemingly transparent stories explode with new meaning. 

 

 “The Audience Directs.
6

”  

  This is a dramatic activity that can yield fascinating insights. Begin by telling the story well. 

Immerse your audience in it with all of your skill as a storyteller.  

Next, choose a critical moment to dramatize—preferably a turning point or points when the 

most is at stake. In “Jack and the Beanstalk,” such a scene might be when Jack first approaches the 

Giant’s castle, knocks on the door, and is greeted by the Giant’s wife. In “The Girl in the Drum,” 

it may be the moment when the misbehaving girl is rescued from the drum, in front of her parents, 

her well-behaved sisters, and their neighbors. 

Recruit members of the audience to take each of the key roles. Explain to the audience that 

we must fully understand what is at stake for each character at this moment—what must be going 

through his mind—so she or he can act out the scene appropriately. Then have the characters stand 

in front of the group. Regarding Jack, you might ask, for example, what must be on his mind as he 

approaches the huge door? How large is the door in proportion to Jack? What makes him pound 

his fist on the door? What is at stake for him? What are his choices? What will he do if he doesn’t 

knock on the door? Why does he decide to do it?  Do the same for the Giant’s wife. How does 

the knocking sound to her—thunderous or puny? What does she think when she sees the small but 

 
6 From Dorothy Heathcote’s work, reported in Wagner, 1999.  
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plucky boy below her at her feet? What thoughts go through her mind, knowing what she knows 

about her husband? What are her feelings as she looks down at Jack? Ask the actors to focus their 

minds on a few of these considerations as they prepare to act out the scene. 

Dramatize the scene, using minimal props or none at all to help characters think their way 

into their roles. Ask the audience to watch carefully and see what the actors make them think of. 

After the drama is over, invite reflection. Ask the audience what they saw. Ask the actors 

what they thought about as they acted. What tensions did they feel, and what motives drove them? 

This activity, like the others mentioned in this article, can yield rich insights that go far 

beyond the story alone, and allow the audience to understand and appreciate other people’s 

reasoning. Such activity goes a long way toward building communities.  

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

Whether they be entertainers, teachers, religious workers, or counselors, storytellers who 

follow a good story with discussions such as these reward their audiences with opportunities to 

participate in the story and midwife surprisingly rich insights. They invite people from different 

backgrounds to hear and understand each other.  The skills of reasoning and the habit of open-

mindedness and mutual understanding that come from good discussions can carry over into our 

lives, too: into our families, our lives in the workplace, our relations with our neighbors, and our 

choices as citizens and as voters. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

Charlie Temple teaches storytelling, international education, literacy methods, and children’s 

literature at Hobart & William Smith Colleges in Geneva, New York USA, and works overseas for 

the Open Society Institute, USAID, CODE-Canada, and the World Bank. He is a member of the 

Tejas Storytelling Association, and serves on the board of directors of SHE for the National 

Storytelling Network. 
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Sources of Stories 

“The Cow Tail Switch” is found in Harold Courlander and George Herzog, The Cow Tail Switch 

and Other Stories. New York: Square Fish, 2008. It is available on line at 

http://westafrikanoralliterature.weebly.com/the-cow-tail-switch.html. 

http://westafrikanoralliterature.weebly.com/the-cow-tail-switch.html
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“The Boy Who Lived with the Bears” is from Joseph Bruchac, The Boy Who Lived with the 

Bears: And Other Iroquois Stories. Parabola, 2003. It is available on line at 

https://www.firstpeople.us/FP-Html-Legends/TheBoyWhoLivedWithBears-Iroquois.html. 

“The Seal Skin” is available from several sources, including Jane Yolen’s Favorite Folk Tales from 

Around the World (Pantheon, 1988), and Duncan Williamson’s Tales of the Seal People 

(Interlink Publishing Group, 1998).  

“The Girl in the Drum” was published in Tanzania by the International Book Bank in 2012. An 

electronic version is available from Temple@hws.edu. 

“The Theft of a Smell” is available online at 

http://www.marilynkinsella.org/Fabulous%20Folktales/theft_of_smell.htm. 

“A Gift of Laurel Blooms” is from Marie Campbell’s Tales of the Cloud Walking Country. 

University of Georgia Press, 2000. 

“The Happy Man’s Shirt” is an Italian variation of Leo Tolstoy’s fable “The King and the Shirt.” 

On line at https://fairietale.livejournal.com/11044.html 
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