Storytelling and panel sessions about LGBT issues
What is storytelling?
Storytelling is the conveying of events in words, images and sounds often by improvisation or embellishment. Stories or narratives have been shared in every culture as a means of entertainment, education, cultural preservation and in order to instill moral values (Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Storytelling). 

In many parts of the world, storytelling is the basic way of transferring social knowledge between generations. It is the oldest way of education. Words can have great power. By creating an image of an imagined identity or future, people can feel empowered and motivated. An example is how big companies use storytelling as a way to motivate their employees and customers to rally behind a certain mission. But the different ‘discourses’ about sexuality and morality, by both conservative groups and by progressive groups like LGBT movements, are examples of the power of stories. A famous LGBT example is the discourse on gay and lesbian identities, which was introduced in the late 19the century and nowadays dominates the feelings and emancipation movement of most Western gays and lesbians. These discourses are of course ‘large’ narratives, but they always have a translation to personal lives and experiences.
LGBT organizations are using several ways of storytelling to empower their own constituency (members) or to combat heterosexism and phobias. LGBT association members exchange stories about their feelings, their social situation, and discrimination and about survival. This helps to know you are not alone; to build a social and possibly supportive network and it strengthens your self esteem. This is empowerment. Storytelling can also be used to change the opinion of heterosexuals about LGBT people. A basic problem is that many heterosexuals perceive LGBT people to be different and a (potential or real) threat to their social norms. This perception creates negative emotions, attitudes and behaviour, which are often codified in excluding and discriminatory laws and rituals. By telling real life stories (testimonials) and creating an authentic dialogue on sincere feelings, respect, citizenship and human rights, people can be moved to be more understanding and tolerant. They may even be inspired to be allies on common goals, like human rights.
How can storytelling be used to combat homophobia and heteronorms?
All LGBT people and even people who are same sex attracted but don’t call themselves gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender (and all its varieties) have life stories about how they feel and how they deal with social exclusion, discrimination. 

Several researches on panel sessions with university students have shown how just telling these stories and honestly answering questions can change the attitude of heterosexual students, at least on the short term. In a range of European countries and in French-speaking Canada, panel sessions about LGBT issues for secondary school students (aged 14-17 years) have a long tradition and it has become clear how telling you stories in specific ways can enhance the effect on students. There are a number of good practices on this, but there has been no research as yet on what are the factors that increase the effect most. At the same time, it is clear that most (volunteer) educators are not professionals. There is a risk they do not assess well enough what kind of stories are relevant or acceptable to specific groups, which can lead to provocation, conflict and counterproductive effects. Also, private experiences need to be put in a broader context. Not all volunteer panellists are all that tolerant to other ways of being LGBT then their own. This means there is a need for reflection and space for improvement.
In the Global South, schools are usually not accessible for LGBT organizations and even talking in public about sexual diversity is often taboo or forbidden. Still, storytelling is used in several ways to empower people and to challenge discrimination. The Rainbow Project in Namibia organizes annual storytelling festivals for local LGBT people. Gay transvestites, butch lesbians and she-males, people with HIV and heterosexual identified having same sex tell their stories as intermissions between dancing and food. Hijras in India tell their life stories to their peers in a traditional ways to create their own history and to teach ways of survival. In South Africa and Indonesia, LGBT people have been trained to interview other LGBT people about their lives and to analyse and report these. ARC-International organized an international lobby at the UN to support the Brazilian Resolution (which proposed to recognize that LGBT people were also entitled to human rights) by inviting representatives from across the world to talk personally to their UN representatives and convince them with personal narratives to support the resolution.
GALE proposes to collaborate internationally to see how we can enhance the educational effect of telling personal stories or testimonials. Although we know that just being authentic, honest and self-assured can have a major effect on our fellow LGBT people and heterosexuals, we still do know very little on how we can enhance this effect and how we can limit the risks. From the training of interviewers of LGBT people, we know that it is not easy to analyze stories and to put day to day experiences into a context of heterosexism and human rights. Many people think their lives are unremarkable, it is ‘normal’, because it is like it is. This is often even the case when they experience severe social exclusion. When discrimination is common and survival depends on being able to cope with (potential) exclusion every day, it may be psychologically helpful to suppress or deny such daily negative experiences. 
This means that in developing storytelling methods and projects, we need to think about how we can relate our day to day stories to social exclusion, lack of citizenship and to human rights. Only by putting our real stories in a meaningful context, they will become effective educational and advocacy tools.

GALE advises to use academic theory on the norm of heterosexuality, on health promotion, on the effect of education and the Yogyakarta Principles (which state the relevance of universal human rights to LGBT people) to add meaning and educational effect to personal stories.
Basic aspects of human rights are for example:

· Are you treated equal in regards to you sexual orientation or gender identity (SOGI)?

· Is your life threatened based on your SOGI?

· Are you safe as an LGBT?

· Do you have the right to privacy as an LGBT?

· Can you be arrested for being LGBT or having same sex behaviour?

· Are you protected against exploitation?

· Will you be fired of bullied in work because of your SOGI?

· Can you can social security as an LGBT, and your partner?

· Can you earn an income when people know you are LGBT?

· Can you and you partner get housing?

· Are you bullied in school or in training, is there a curriculum that recognizes SOGI issues?

· Is your health threatened because of your SOGI?

· Can you freely express your opinion as LGBT person?

· Can you peacefully come together in a LGBT association or organize a LGBT Pride?

· Can you exercise your religion?

· Can you and your partner travel freely and enjoy the same rights as heterosexual couples?

· Can you get asylum when you feel from persecution based on SOGI?

· Can you found a proper and recognized LGBT family?

· Can you participate in cultural events as an LGBT person?

· Are you allowed to promote LGBT human rights?
· Does the law apply to you when you call for justice based on your SOGI?

· Will you have a fair trial if you are in court?

· Will you be treated like others when in prison?

· Will you be degraded or tortured because of your SOGI?

See the Yogyakarta principles (http://yogyakartaprinciples.org)
What methods can be used?

We already gave some examples of methods of storytelling. Roughly, we distinguish between three ways of storytelling, depending on the goals: empowering stories, dialogue stories and advocacy stories.
Empowering stories

Empowering stories are told by LGBT people to LGBT people with the aim to learn ways of survival and to cope with exclusion and discrimination.  Examples are one to one coaching, websites, books and videos with testimonials, thematic group sessions, storytelling festivals. 
Dialogue stories

Dialogue stories are told by LGBT people to mainstream (mainly heterosexual) audiences. The aim of such stories is to combat homophobia and heterosexism and to motivate heterosexual people to be allies in the struggle for human rights for all including LGBT people. Testimonials done for mainstream audiences are most effective when they are done in the context of a dialogue with the audience. A minimum session can consist of one or more stories and questions and answers. A more advanced way is to also incorporate the stories of the heterosexual audience and listen to each other for more understanding. The most superb way of dialoguing is to engage in a debate of equals about personal experiences and values, related to how we jointly want to see our society, liberty, respect, citizenship, sexual norms and human rights. Examples of this way of storytelling are several ways of intercultural and inter-religious dialogue and the already mentioned panel sessions.
Advocacy stories

Advocacy stories are stories told to politicians and judges with the goal to change discriminatory laws. The fundamental aspect of these stories is that they have to directly relate to legal unequal treatment of an individual. The stories or cases have to be selected carefully in order to assess whether they can function as legal test cases or can generate media attention which may sway public opinion. An example is the already mentioned campaign to support the Brazilian Resolution by ARC-International. In the future, GALE would like to help set up national educational committees to support proper implementation of the Right to Education and Training (http://www.lgbt-education.info/en/articles/references/article?id=90). One task for such groups would be to collect legal test cases and stories which can be used in the media.
How can I collaborate with GALE on this?

As can be seen, storytelling encompasses a broad range of concepts and methods. GALE, as a network for education, is mostly interested in “mainstreaming”. By this, we mean we want to enable regular institutions and heterosexuals to give adequate attention to human rights and to combat stigma of LGBT people. (See also the article on gender mainstreaming on Wikipedia; http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender_mainstreaming.  Although this article refers to gender only, much of this definition can be generalized to LGBT issues and thus “LGBT” or “SOGI” [Sexual Orientation & Gender Identity] mainstreaming.)  As a consequence, our primary focus is dialogue storytelling. 
However, regular institutions are often not yet ready to receive advice and training to mainstream LGBT issues. And often LGBT grass roots organizations do not have access and/or are not professional enough to offer such services. So, in practice we have to go back to the basis and explore what could be first steps to improve the capacity of LGBT grass roots organizations and the access to mainstream institutions. Storytelling projects can be such a first step. 
Focus of GALE

Because of this, GALE is interested in collaboration in empowering storytelling projects which explicitly function as a stepping stone to mainstreaming strategies. For example, interviewing LGBT people for a book or website can be a first step provided the respondents are asked if they may want to tell their story to other LGBT people, and later maybe also to heterosexual groups. Or that the published stories are used as dialogue or advocacy resources. GALE is not interested in supporting one to one counselling. Although this is very useful, it does not fit in the GALE mission to educate and to mainstream.
Transnational Collaboration

GALE is an international network of educators who want to collaborate to identify, enhance and share educational expertise. This means we see an added value in doing this on the international scale. The advantage of this is that by collaborating with us, you can identify more methods and good practices than you could on your own in your own country or context. It also means that GALE may be able to provide expertise on how to raise the quality of your work, because in other parts of the world people have already more experience and maybe even did effect research. Or, because GALE is an operational partner of UNESCO, we may be able to give you access to general institutions which you could not reach on your own. On the other hand, GALE wants to stimulate sharing of expertise, so we do not want to collaborate with partners who intend to copyright or limit the access to their work.
On a more practical level, we have initiated a virtual storytelling group. If you work on storytelling, testimonials or panel sessions, we would like you to join GALE as a member (http://www.lgbt-education.info/en/join/application) and add you to this storytelling collaboration group. As the GALE Alliance has only individual members, you can only register as an individual. The group has a mailing list and has some confidential pages for group members where we share internal discussions and drafts. The key task of this group is to help develop an international storytelling toolkit. This is a collection of guides and articles on how to do storytelling in the most effective way. In 2010, we started with the development of the Storytelling Toolkit 1.0. This version will be published in the end of 2010. It will be in Word format, so every GALE member can edit the tools to their own needs. We ask the GALE members to describe their experiences and share their new versions, so together we can take the tools to a next and higher level of quality. GALE intends to support a continuous effort to enhance the quality of these tools.
Project Collaboration
Think global, act local. GALE knows it is necessary to work on the local level. This is why the GALE Foundation is always looking for local partner organizations. Together, the GALE Foundation and the potential Partner Organization look for funds to carry out projects. In the project budget, local implementation costs and international collaboration costs are budgeted. 
In 2010, GALE has acquired funds for six local storytelling projects. 

The local implementation includes:

1. Carrying out a local storytelling project

2. Describing the methodology in order to share it with other GALE members

3. Developing a visible product which shows the impact made by the local partner and the added value of the GALE collaboration 
The international collaboration includes:

1. Funding of six projects

2. Integrating the methodologies in the international toolkit (1.0)

3. Discussing the toolkit and experiences in a global summer school (in Marseille, 17-25 July)

4. Starting a network of storytellers and panel session volunteers

5. Making links to internationally relevant mainstream programmes, like the intercultural dialogue of UNESCO

6. Collaboration for the creation of new projects and find funding for these

When your organization is interested in the GALE storytelling strategy and in becoming a storytelling partner organization, please contact us at info@lgbt-education.info.
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