Searching for Storytellers

By Martin Slagter
Pioneer Staff Writer

REMUS — Professional storyteller Jenifer Strauss is looking
forward to transforming Remus Elementary students’ “flashes of
brilliance” into stories they can share with everyone during her visit
this week.

Strauss, a former elementary school teacher, has been combining
her love for teaching and storytelling for more than 15 years,
traveling to elementary schools to perform, conduct storytelling
workshops and facilitate long-term writing residencies. She said
finding those “flashes of brilliance” — ideas that are transformed
into stories — is one of her missions of every school visit.

Strauss works with Remus Elementary students
to develop their own storytelling voice

Her visit to Remus Elementary began Monday and will conclude
at 6 p.m. on Thursday, when students from grades 3-5 will share what they’ve learned during “An Evening of Stories.”

Molding students into storytellers in four days can be a difficult task, Strauss said, but seeing them develop their writing
and storytelling skills is one of the things she looks forward to.

“I think they feel empowered when they learn that they have important stories to tell,” she said. “The challenge is
getting them to open their eyes and ears and listen to stories that their classmates are telling and discover that they have so
many of their own stories to tell.”

Each day Strauss will teach students a new step in the process of writing a story, which include gathering story ideas,
organizing those ideas, tweaking and editing their story and presenting their story to classmates and parents. Strauss also
uses storytelling as a springboard to support state writing and curriculum goals.

The encouragement Strauss offers students, fifth grade teacher Kathy Cox said, is the most important part of the process
in developing young storytellers.

Strauss began that process on Monday by sharing several stories from her life as examples to show students that their
stories are important.

“She has a wonderful approach of getting the kids engaged,” she said. “I think by telling them her stories, the students
realize the similarities between stories from their lives.”

On Monday, fifth grade student Dalton King began the process of narrowing down his focus for a story he wanted to
tell.

King said some of his ideas included a story about a fishing trip to Tennessee where he and his uncle caught one of the
biggest catfish in the state’s history and how his grandfather handed down a special gold watch to him that he takes care
of.

After plenty of thought, however, King decided to tell the story of his hunting trip to Hastings with his father.

“I shot my first deer with my dad ... we were on both sides of the woods trying to track it down,” he said. “When I took
aim, the ground on the tree stand was slippery, and I fell about 10 feet out of the stand. I still ended up shooting the deer.”

It’s the process of getting students to open up and share the stories of their lives that is the most rewarding, Strauss said.

“I think having them listen to the stories of other students helps build compassion,” she said. “When they realize the
similarities in the stories from other students, they begin to understand where those students are coming from.”

For more information about Strauss, visit her Web site at www.storybetold.com.

Martin Slagter is the Pioneer’s education reporter. He can be reached at (231) 592-8361 or by e-mail at mslagter@
pioneergroup.com.




