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I’ve been trying to come to terms with the premature death recently of a dear friend and mentor with whom I had worked for nearly twenty years. As part of the process, I was re-reading something he had written long ago about a project in which we were involved together. One of his statements still lingers in my mind. ‘Of primary importance to this whole project,’ he said, ‘is that people engaged in the educational process, whether as consumers or providers, get a chance to tell their stories, and that these stories are listened to and taken into account’.

When he wrote about the importance of people being able to tell their stories, I don’t believe my friend was imagining them sitting around and spinning yarns, even though he would have enjoyed that as much as anyone. He meant something bigger, and yet more ordinary. The stories he meant were not tales told for entertainment, but the events and experiences, the ups and the downs, the hopes and fears, that make us who we are. He might even have said that in as far as they are shaped by their antecedents, their experiences, and the future they imagine for themselves, people are their stories. Whenever the question ‘What’s your story?’ is asked, the question ‘Who are you?’ is seldom far away.

Seen from this perspective, the significance of ‘telling my story’ (as my friend meant it) may be that it allows others to see me for who I am. On the other side of the relationship, ‘listening to your story’ means, perhaps, that I am recognizing and attending to you as a person. I think that what my friend wanted for people in schools (or in any community, come to that) was quite simply that they should have opportunities to get to know and understand each other better. This is not the same as inviting everyone to let it all hang out: intimacy, by its nature, belongs in private, not in the public arena of the workplace. But just consider how many difficulties, how many blocks to communication, are caused by people’s misconceptions about each other, and you will see that my friend had a point.

He clearly knew, however, that just exchanging stories wasn’t enough on its own. Judging by those italicised words at the end of the quotation – uncharacteristically emphatic for someone so laid back – he felt that for the process to be really worthwhile, it had to result in change.  Real, lasting learning had to take place, the kind of learning that happens best through human interaction. That we can learn about each other by hearing each other’s stories is self-evident, but at the same time, through the discovery of similarities and differences, and the exploration of the reality that while we are all unique we are also, at some level, deeply alike, we can also learn about ourselves.

By transforming their perceptions about themselves and each other, stories can exert a profound influence on the lives of individuals. They can have an equally powerful effect on organizations – and that, of course, includes schools. In order to do its work, an organization needs its systems; but with the best will in the world, these can sometimes become instruments too blunt to take account of individual differences. It is through the telling of stories that the balance can be redressed. Stories have the power to remind the institution of its humanity, and prevent useful living systems from turning into empty bureaucracy.  

The trouble is that in the crowded life of school, it can be hard for people to find chances to tell their stories. There is always so much else to do. The larger story, the story of SATs and Ofsted and targets and the National Curriculum and all the other pressures, can easily drown out the quieter, less assertive sound of people trying to communicate ordinarily with each other. It is interesting to wonder what would happen if the grip were relaxed, so that people had the time and space to bring more of their ‘stories’ into the education process. Who knows: perhaps enough energy would be released to drive standards through the ceiling.

But there’s another, less pragmatic and far deeper reason for thinking that stories are important. Stories give us a means to venture out on to common ground, reaching beyond ourselves – our ‘selves’ – towards a sense of connection with a greater whole. In that sense, stories transcend space. They can transcend time, too. The yarn in the pub may only take a few minutes in the telling, but if it’s a good story, things won’t end there. It will be told again and again. After all, although my friend’s life may have ended, his story hasn’t, because I’m telling you about him now. 
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