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THE FIREFLY PROJECT
Words at Play

by Linda A. Carson
Based on the work of early years practitioner Vivian Paley, the Firefly project provides an opportunity for the very young in our schools to communicate with each other through writing, drama and art. The project helps build a community of learners who listen to each other and learn to express themselves freely. During the course of the project, the classroom teachers are given the opportunity to learn how to facilitate the project for themselves.
Beyond the literary and art based skills this program provides, it provides each child with a safe, supportive place to show the other students who they are: it gives each child a voice in the class and a space to have that voice heard. The art of writing stories and acting them out, allows each child to listen to one another and empathize with each other’s worlds. As Vivian Paley writes, 
“Children start off wanting more than anything else to know what another child is thinking about. That’s the basic agreement between storytellers, actors, and audience. The ability to communicate an idea is the most profoundly human act of all. The simple need to communicate is the basis of community and of education itself. Tell me your story and I’ll tell you mine; we’ll put all our stories on a pretend stage and then we’ll know who we are.”  (Acting Out: Drama as Social Action, Oct/Nov, 2002) 

Presentation House Theatre administrates the Firefly program and, with help from ArtStarts, professional actors and visual artists facilitate it. One of the goals of the program is to help teachers become familiar and comfortable with using the arts as teaching tools in their classrooms. This is a step-by-step guide to the storytelling process that the Firefly project uses. 
INTRODUCING THE PROCESS

The students are introduced to the storyteller (facilitator) and discover that she/he is going to collect an original story from each of them. A discussion, geared to the age of the students is launched about original stories and how to make them. What are their ingredients? What are some examples of different characters, settings and plots? What is the difference between fiction and non-fiction? The students learn that they are welcome to tell either a true story or a made-up story. The storyteller then marks out a stage area either with masking tape or a large carpet and explains that the class will help act out all the stories. The students are invited to the Story Stage for a demonstration of how this will work. 
[image: image1.jpg]00 ©® ©

® 0 g 000

e o0 ©




The storyteller chooses a story from her collection to use in the demonstration, or makes up a new story about characters in certain settings. The story is told once for everyone to listen to and then told a second time for the students to act out. The person who writes the story gets to choose what character they will play, but all the other characters will be chosen from whoever is next as we go around the stage. The students follow the storyteller’s voice and act out what she says. For example, “Once upon a time there were three little fish.” The three students next in line would get onto the story stage and start acting like fish. The storyteller will help them with small suggestions like, “I wonder what the fish are eating?” before going on with the story. 

Once the storyteller has led the group through the first story, a second completely different story is told so the students understand that their stories don’t have to be all the same. The storyteller will remind the students that they can either tell a made-up story or a true story. They then practice acting out the second story, a true story. 

NOTE:

· When choosing people to get up and act out the story, always work your way round the group, choosing the next available person. This is a fair way of choosing who should play which part. It means that there will not be situations where a child says they don’t want to play the princess because they’d rather play the dragon. If they know the rule is that the next available person plays the next character they will accept it and get on with the exercise.

· Due to the democratic way students are chosen to come up and play characters, sometimes boys will be chosen to play female roles and vice versa. This is to be encouraged. You may get some resistance to this for the first couple of sessions but, if you persevere and do not give in, you will eventually find that boys will happily get up and play the part. And/or, the storyteller can often subtly make the parts non-gendered in the second telling of the story.

· If someone doesn’t want to get up, that’s okay. They may pass. Some of the quieter children will want to observe for a while before giving it a try themselves. If you get a refusal because of the gender issue then remind the child that they will have to wait until everyone else has had a go before it comes back round to them again. If they still refuse just say that it’s okay and move on to the next person without making a fuss.
· When a child gets up to play a character in a story do not demonstrate what you want them to do. E.g., “Do the train like this. See? Choo, choo!” This technique encourages the children to express themselves the way they want to. If a child is acting out the train and has their own way of making it move, that should be encouraged. Sometimes you will get a child who just doesn’t know what a certain thing is, e.g. a wild boar. If you think a child doesn’t know what it is you could let them know by saying what it is similar to. Also, if the child is struggling to come up with a way of acting out their character you can invite the rest of the group to give ideas. If the actor then wants to take on board one of the suggestions from the audience they can. 
STORY STAGE SESSIONS

The facilitator will give five or six group story-stage session for each class. The sessions begin with a general drama warm-up to help the students practice their acting and working together as a group. They will then take a place around the story stage to listen and act out from four to five stories per session.
RECORDING THE STORIES
Once the students have been introduced to the idea of telling stories and acting them out, it is time to gather the individual stories. The storyteller may ask the students who is ready to tell a story and take their names down on a list. Then, the students continue with their regular classroom activities as the storyteller pulls individual students to work with one-on-one at the “story station”. 

Working one-on-one, the storyteller asks the student if they’d like to tell a real story or made-up story. They then review the concepts of “character” and “setting” as the student brainstorms to decide what character and setting they would like to use. The concepts of a plot’s beginning, middle and end are reviewed and It is explained that the story may be as short as they like but no longer than one page. It is important to limit the story to one page or it will take too long to act it out. The facilitator writes the story down in a standard notebook of on a computer as it is being told to them. Finally, the student is invited to “begin”. 

When the student tells their story, the storyteller repeats what they say as they write it down. A natural rhythm will develop as the scribe becomes experienced in the technique. By allowing the student to see and hear this process they will link the sounds they hear and say with the shapes made on the page. Once the story is finished, the storyteller reads it back to the student, to make sure it is what they had said and asks if they have missed anything. The storyteller highlights all the characters in the story, and asks which one the student would like to play. 

AN EXAMPLE OF A 4 YEAR OLD’S STORY 


ILLUSTRATING AND PRINTING OUT THE STORIES

Once all the stories have been collected, the students will have an art class to learn about drawing and illustration and then a second class to illustrate their stories. The stories and illustrations are then made into a book. Depending upon the age of the students, the storyteller (or teacher) may choose to keep the child’s grammar the way it was spoken, or correct it for the published book. Once all the stories have been acted out in the regular class sessions there is a book launch for invited guests where the students each receive a copy of their own Firefly book full of the stories from their class.
FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

1. A girl in my class says she wants to tell a story and then she doesn’t say anything!

Some children will naturally prefer to hold back and wait until they feel comfortable with the project before they will volunteer a story. Children who listen to other people’s stories are as valuable a part of the project as those who always put their hand up first. They are benefiting from it and will eventually tell a story. If a child has signed up to tell a story and then just sits there saying nothing, ask the child, “Do you want to tell a story?” If they are unsure you can remind them, “You don’t have to if you don’t want to. Maybe you could tell one another day?” Usually that is enough to take the pressure off. With some younger students, it helps to get them to draw a character and then tell the character’s story.
2. I can’t keep up when I write down the story. How do I slow the children down?

Sometimes you will get a child who talks very quickly and wants to just blurt their story out as fast as they can. If you are faced with this you should stop the child completely and explain to them that you have to try and keep up with them so it would be helpful if they let you write down what they have said before they say the next part. Usually the child will agree to slow down after this explanation. If you are still struggling, try to repeat the story back to them in a way that makes it clear you don’t want to hear any more from them until you have finished writing. 

3. The stories that I get told are always really, really long!

If you do not set proper boundaries for how long the stories can be the children will just keep going and going. Therefore, every time a child is about to tell a story it is important to remind them that their story can be as short as they like or as long as one page. 

4. I keep getting told stories with characters that die or are violent. Should I censor them?

At least half the stories you will be told will have some kind of violence or death in them. It is completely natural for children of a primary age to include these things in their stories. Unless a clear disclosure is made by a child it is important not to censor parts of stories that include violence or death. Quite often a character that dies will later come back to life. The leader must find a way to act out any violence in a controlled manner. Slow motion is always a good format to use. The children will find it fun and, at any moment, the leader can freeze the action. During these moments it can be really interesting to ask everyone to freeze and ask a specific character how they feel about what is happening to them. The children will usually respond by answering as their characters and after the session has ended you can then have a group discussion about it, e.g. “Do we think it is okay to hit people?”

Amy’s story





Once upon a time there was a dog called Bad and he was very bad. He barks all the time and chases his tail. One day Bad runs away and no one can find him again. And then a big horsey came and there was a bad horse too. The bad horsey sticks its tongue out at the big horsey. And then Jo came and said ‘Bad horsey! Don’t do that again!’ and Jo left the bad horsey in the stable. Jo took the big horsey for a walk. They had lots of fun. It was night time and Jo takes the big horsey back to the stable and they all go to sleep.








The Firefly Project

Presentation House Theatre
For more information, contact Doris Pfister Murphy

604.990.3473


