FOR A & Z

The magical storytellers
»Please, tell me a story!«
Storytelling in digital
times with children
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Winter 2021 in Berlin, Germany – if you have ever
been to Berlin in winter you know how it feels grey, cold, dark, gloomy weather and no sunlight for
months. Winter 2021 was even worse - people were
isolated due to the Covid restrictions. A national
lockdown forced everyone to stay at home – for days,
which became weeks, which became many, many long,
long months.
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Schools were closed, children had to study at home
with their parents or on their own – it was called
»home-schooling« and for most it was a completely
new experience and the majority were not prepared at
all for such a situation. Teachers, educators,
parents were overwhelmed by the experience of
isolation and being cut off so suddenly. Not seeing
their grandparents or friends, not going to school
anymore, some of their parents worked at home,
others lost their employment. Nearly all parents
became co-teachers and educators for their children.
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The world had changed so fast. People had to wear
protective masks, bought loads of toilet paper,
soap, and noodles and we were no longer allowed to
touch each other. We washed our hands continuously
as we sang the birthday song (twice) to ensure that
we were suitably clean. We maintained distance from
others in public spaces - as far as the length of a
pony. It was indeed a new, scary, crazy, isolating,
and isolated daily life that arrived so suddenly
like a big, huge, and dark wave that washed over
all of us.

2.
BACKGROUND –
PARTICIPANTS AND THE INTENTION
This is a national project delivered in a public
school in Berlin-Kreuzberg with 40% of children
having an international background and 22% being
raised by a single parent. We wanted to invite and
connect them all – those of German and non-German
backgrounds. We had a group of 10 children between
8 and 10 years of age. Later in the project they
brought their friends or siblings to join the
virtual get-togethers. At peak times, we had up to
14 children attending the storytelling-gatherings.

During these times, I had the idea to create for
(and with) children a virtual room where they could
meet and connect with their friends and become creators themselves by telling stories. Children would
offer their stories as gifts to others who had to be
isolated too. Storytelling is a powerful and creative
tool to process, to connect.
In January I went to a public school in Berlin and
made the offer to organize and run a new project
»storytelling online for children« The school
accepted, and the adventure began by the end the
same month! It remains an exciting journey full of
joy, and new insights for children and adults.
I have seen the most amazing, courageous, kind,
and creative kids. They were like rays of the sun.
And their stories are growing and growing
and growing …

Our intention: Give children the space and a virtual
room to process their daily experiences, to kindle
their imaginations, to learn how to structure a
story and how it feels to be another character or
participant in a story. This is a place for creating, connecting, exploring, and sharing. We hoped
to give children an opportunity to be a creation and
a creator in this world all at the same time.

Please, dear adult reader, this part of the zine
is made for you, if you would like to run a similar
digital storytelling project with children, you
could use it as an inspiration or even a kind of
framework. Let yourself be surprised by what comes
out of it. You can adapt it in whatever ways feel
right and simply trust in the children, the process,
and the magic of storytelling!
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Tell stories and give them as a gift to those who are
also separated, isolated, or far away and dearly missed.

3.
THE PROCESS –
WHAT HAPPENED AND HOW!
I did not interfere at all in the process and flow of
their stories. They were their own.

We sent out weekly invitations and reminders,
established a virtual Zoom-room and a padlet
(I will describe this later in detail) and the
ZOOM-journeys were ready to take off!

The others listened attentively and during the waiting time they got some free space on the whiteboard
to make drawings on 1/3 of the screen. We saved the
whiteboards as screenshots and some of them were
really beautiful and creative. It turned out also to
be training in media skills - how to use technology
and digital devices, how to conduct research on the
internet and how to connect virtually. During those
meetings, the children could see themselves on the
computer screen and they could see and observe their
own interactions and social behavior. Finally, they
used these skills to negotiate with each other ideas
for their stories.

The meetings were scheduled one day a week, Fridays,
at 3 PM for 60 minutes.
We quickly found out that the children wanted to be
in the Zoom room together, telling stories collectively
– not in little breakout sessions which we also
offered. I could feel this longing to be together
again – to simply connect.
As an prompt, I offered the children a first sentence
to start with and the children – one after the
other – told one sentence of the story and so it
grew slowly and steadily. I was typing their story
on the whiteboard for them – so they could see their
own story growing - like magic it appeared on the
screen. It was me, the adult, typing what the children said, but digitally it seemed as though their
invention just appeared on the screen. As the only
adult in the Zoom-meetings, I stepped back to give
them more space to explore and create themselves –
as you can see in the children’s section – the adult
is an anthropomorphized typewriter! Now and then I
gave little hints or asked questions if the process
was stuck or encouraged them if some were a bit shy
at the beginning. Mostly I got out of the way.

After 60 minutes, often at the most interesting and
exciting moment, I stopped the Zoom session with an
announcement that only 5 minutes remained. We had a
natural cliffhanger for the next session. Everyone
wanted to know how the story would develop and so
the group was growing together. Attendance at subsequent sessions was very high.
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In between meetings, I occasionally sent them little
surprises by post: fortune cookies for children in
little golden boxes, hand-painted animal postcards
with personal messages, and something to smell like
curry, roses, cinnamon, and so on – to stimulate the
human senses and get a fuller experience. The children
loved the surprises.

4.
COMMUNICATION IS KEY

EMAIL - INVITATION

We only used email at the beginning. I sent an email
to them after each session and another one right
before the next session which included the Zoom link
and other information. I used a child-friendly font
– Comic in 14 pt in dark green and a childlike
layout. But our most important tool was the »padlet«
where the children could also contribute, comment,
and see their story grow as I posted the screenshot
of the whiteboard every week in addition to necessary
news about the project or inspirations and impulses.
The information on the padlet was growing through
the contributions of the children. It was not only
a communication tool, but also was used for
documentation and evaluation.
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5.
CONNECTING THE DOTS AND
SHARING WITH OTHERS

6.
THE STORY AS AUDIO FILE AND
STOP MOTION FILM
»Out of the house! Into the infinite adventure!« –
the title of the story of Johanna (a dog) and Leo
(a boy) was told over 8 weeks by the children.
We met only twice in person and the children painted
the pictures for the stop motion film and we recorded
the story as an audio file which can be listened to
on its own.

We invited friends from Taiwan into these sessions
and the children learned 3 Chinese words in 30
minutes – moon, man, and mountain. At the end of
the project, they told us it was one of the
highlights for them. We also received emails
with stories and videos created by young German
learners in India who also came to the final
event – the presentation of the story.

Being part of a
community with
a common goal
Experiencing the magic
and power of storytelling

They also did the stop motion film with the help of
an adult. The editing and music composition was
done by our friend Iman, a composer and editor.
On the final day we had a digital screening of the
film and invited families and friends from all over
the world. Only the virtual popcorn was missing.

Encouraging . Empowering
. Processing feelings and experiences and
turning them into a story

Creating

Meeting new friends

Connection to themselves
and with others
Learning how to
tell a story

Improving social
behavior with
each other

Curiosity Joy
Excitement

Learning and improving new technology
skills in the digital world
Sharing with others across
generations, cultures, and nations

10

11

The film is available on the school’s
website. QR-code to watch the film.
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