 


The Power of Stories
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What is one of the most powerful teaching strategies available to teachers?  The answer?  STORIES.  There is no doubt that stories are very powerful ways of engaging an audience.  I was recently at a conference.  One of the speakers was so boring that listeners were not only looking at their watches to see how much longer they had to endure this tedium, they were shaking them to make sure they were still working!  And then he started to tell a story.  It was like a powerful lighthouse lamp being lit to drive away the darkness. Suddenly, I was listening to his every word, following every detail and wondering how the story would conclude. I am sure that you have all had similar experiences. So what is it about stories that makes them so engaging?  And how can we use them more effectively in our teaching?

I learnt about the extraordinary power of stories almost by accident.  I’d always used a few stories here and there in my teaching.  I had never fully understood their real power, however, until one year when I had a particularly troublesome Year 9 class.  We were discussing ethical issues related to punishment and the effectiveness of capital punishment as a deterrent against murder.  They weren’t particularly interested but I decided it was worth persisting.  In my search for articles to stimulate discussions, I came across a very descriptive and moving story about a young man on death row.  This young man’s story was told by a priest who befriended him.  The priest explained why he began this friendship and how important it became to both of them as the story moved to its fateful conclusion.  So I armed myself with a copy of the story and headed into class with my energetic Year 9’s.  I also took along a series of worksheets just in case the story didn’t have the desired impact.  I had never just stood and read a story to this class before so I wasn’t sure how they would react.  Luckily, I was able to get them quiet enough at the beginning of the lesson to get the story started.  And then the power of the story began to manifest itself as the details unfolded.  As I read the priest’s descriptions of how his relationship with this young man developed, the class sat spellbound.  It was a long story which took nearly 30 minutes to read.  And they didn’t move a muscle.  Every one of them just sat and listened to every word of the priest’s story. As I read the final paragraph, the room was in complete silence.  I finished the story – and still there was silence.  So I framed some concluding remarks about the complexity of issues which involve the turmoil of people’s lives and the need for compassion which comes from understanding.  But in reality, there was little point in my summation.  The story had its own power which had touched the hearts and minds of every student in a unique way.  

I have used this story many times since, and the power of the story is always compelling. It is included with this Newsletter if you would like to use it with your students.  But I am sure you, too, know of stories which have had a powerful impact on you or others.  I encourage you to think about how you use stories to deeply engage your students.  Stories are such an effective way to access the learning that’s already inside and then to make connections to larger themes and patterns. Using stories affirms the value of prior student experiences both emotionally and cognitively and helps students make their own meaning.  Stories help us access emotions.  Because they are so highly engaging, they are the key to where learning is deepest. Stories come from our experiences, our memories, our ideas, our actions, and our feelings.  So it is easy to see the value of stories for the teacher. We should tell stories, create stories, and repeat stories; and we should ask our students to do the same. 

There is no limit to the way stories can be used by teachers.  Ask students to tell a story about a moment when gender, where they live, or ethnicity mattered. Or about a moment when they felt marginal, discounted, affirmed or important. Or to tell a story about their names and where they came from.  These are very effective ways for teachers to develop a much clearer understanding of their students.  Other ways to use stories are to ask students to tell stories of success: for example, tell a story about a time when you were successful doing Maths or Art, a Science experiment, or as a leader.  These stories can be very powerful ways of helping students build and consolidate their fragile self-esteem and regain lost confidence. 

Stories take students deeper into themselves. Stories affirm the value of prior experiences. Stories connect student lives, issues, hopes, and fears. Stories honor and empower student voices, especially different student voices. Stories show the value of diversity and help build learning communities. Stories connect students and teachers together in learning about each other. Stories help students develop new ways of thinking. Stories encode and structure memory for deep learning and making meaning.. For all these reasons telling stories enhances learning.
So this week set aside some time to decide how you might use stories in your classroom.  Remember, stories are one of the most powerful learning strategies available to teachers.  

To be a person is to have a story. More than that, it is to be a story.

Brian Brennan

Taken fron “The Tablet”, August 1992.

Farewell on Death Row

Robert Holton

More than a month after Steven Douglas Hill was put to death by the state of Arkansas for the murder of a state trooper, Fr.George Tribou still could not talk about it without crying.  The 68 year old principal of Little Rock Catholic High School watched as the convicted killer’s life was ended by a lethal injection, bringing to a close an unlikely seven-year old relationship between the two men.

It was the first - and he hopes the last – execution he witnessed, made more difficult for Fr.Tribou because Hill was only 18 years old when he shot and killed the state trooper shortly after having escaped from prison in 1984.  At 25 he was the youngest of 35 condemned men on death row in the Arkansas State Prison system when he was put to death.

At noon on the day of the execution, Fr.Tribou was granted a private meeting in the state mansion with the governor of Arkansas, Bill Clinton, at which he appealed for executive clemency for Hill. Shortly before three o’clock, as he was preparing to leave the school for the state prison where the execution was to take place, the priest saw a television report that Clinton had rejected the clemency appeal.   As he was driven to the Cummins Unit of the state penal system, where Arkansas exacts the ultimate  punishment for crimes, Fr.Tribou said he felt the governor had acted strictly according to his personal conscience in turning  his and many other appeals for clemency.  

What followed was a vigil with Hill in a holding cell just a few feet from the execution chamber, which Fr.Tribou said was “gut-wrenching.”

He was brought into the life and death drama seven years ago, shortly after Hill was arrested for the shotgun murder of the 39-year old trooper.  He was asked by a representative of the public defender’s office to visit Hill, as the boy was only 18 years old and seemed to have no-one in the world who cared about him.  The man told Fr.Tribou that not a single person had come to see Hill since he was arrested.  “He figured that I could be of help as I should be used to working with teenagers in the schools, and naturally, I agreed to visit him”, the priest added.

“Steven asked me to go to the trail with him, and I did.  Then, when he was given the death sentence, before they led him away he said to me, ‘Father, you’re not going to desert me now, are you?’  I assured him I would stick with him, no matter what.”

At first, Fr.Tribou said, “Steve was very sceptical about me because, as I later learned, he had never met a Catholic priest before and didn’t know what to expect.  He put me on  trial for a long while, until one day he confided to me that some other ministers who had talked with him over the years were ‘always trying to shove religion down my throat, and you never did that to me’.

“After a few more visits, he suddenly blurted out, ‘Father, when do you want me t become a Catholic?’  I told him, ‘Steve, I’m here to help you.  I’m not here to try and convert you.  But if you ever want to become a Catholic later on or just want to ask questions about my Church, let me know.  But that is not the main purpose of my visits.’

“To lighten up the situation”, Fr.Tribou said, he then jokingly asked the young prisoner: ‘Hey, Steven, suppose I, as you said, make a Catholic out of you – do you think the Pope is going to send me a holy card and a five dollar bill?”  After Steven laughed, he closed the topic with a reminder to his young charge that “Faith is a gift, Steven.  God may give it to you, or he may not”.

He said Hill later told him he had been baptized “three or four times” into Protest5ant denominations, the rituals usually taking place when evangelical preachers traveled to the small town in Arkansas where he grew up.  Over the seven years, Fr.Tribou and Hill corresponded with letters, and the priest spent about 75 hours visiting the condemned man on death row.  He eventually developed what he characterized as a “father – and – son relationship” with Hill.

But, he said, Steven never again broached the subject of becoming a Catholic and went to his death as a Protestant.

Four hours before the scheduled execution hour, an admittedly ‘very nervous’ Fr.Tribou took up a position in a very narrow corridor outside the holding cell, where he remained wi8th Hill until the appointed hour of death.

“Several times he reached out and grasped my hand through the slot used to slide meal trays into the holding cell where he had been for the last four days”, the priest recalled.  ‘We talked about things we had discussed together over the years and even laughed about some of the funny things we had said to each other during those years.  He read some of his favourite passages from a small Bible that the prison system had given him, and we sang some country songs together.  We also talked about the visit his parents had made to him the day before to say goodbye.”

Then, the priest said, Steven broke the emotional tension by telling him about the “last meal” he had eaten shortly after noon.  “He told me how it struck him as sort of funny that he had ordered a porterhouse steak only to realize he couldn’t eat it with a plastic knife and fork, so he had to pick it up in his hands.  He laughed when he recalled the episode.”

Fr.Tribou was emotional as he relived the day.  “Years ago, when I was first ordained, I served as a chaplain in a hospital, and I had seen people die there.  But this was completely different.  They died of natural causes.  Here there was a precise time for death at the hands of the state, and two guards sat at a table making notations on a form about every tiny thing he did and when he did it.  They wrote down when he lit a cigarette and at exactly what time.  They did the same when he went to the toilet.  Bright lights flooded the cell.  This is the hideous death-watch scene.

“This last half hour had to be the most terrible part of it all.  At one point, during a lull in the conversation, I thought how it would be so much more humane if someone walked around the corner and put a bullet into Steven’s head and ended the agony there and then.  I didn’t dare dwell on how terrified I knew he was about waiting for what was to come.”

With all appeals for clemency rejected and only about 20 minutes before the time for the execution, “three of the biggest prison guards I had ever seen suddenly came into the corridor and stopped in front of Steven’s cell.  They were wearing riot helmets, and they had pulled their plastic visors down.  They were a terrifying sight.  When Steven saw them, he looked at me and said jokingly, ‘Well, Father, it looks as though the goon squad has come to get me’.”

The three guards dwarfed the short pudgy prisoner as they opened the door and entered the cell, ordering him to stand against the far wall with his back toward them as they shackled his legs with a chain and cuffed his hands.

“I turned to one of the prison officials standing next to me in the corridor and said, ’I can’t believe what I’m seeing.  This is uncivilized’.  The prison official politely explained that, ‘Sometimes say they are going to take someone with them when they die, and our men have to be protected’.  He looked embarrassed to have to say what he did, given the massiveness of the guards, and their small, shackled prisoner.

“Several times during our last four hours together, Steven had assured me that there was no need to worry for him, because as he put it, ‘I’m not worried.  I’m going home, Father.  I’m calm.  I can handle it.  Bur promise me you will be in the witness areas.  If I know you are there, Father, I won’t do anything wrong.  I’ll be able to go gracefully’.”  

When he was led out into the narrow corridors, three more huge guards appeared.  They, too, wore riot helmets with their visors down.  “As they escorted him out of the cell toward the door of the death chamber, Steven suddenly leaned toward me and kissed me on the cheek and said ‘goodbye’”, the priest recounted.

“After the execution-chamber door was closed behind Steven and the guards, I was led around the chamber to the witness room.  As I walked into the room, I noticed that there was a large picture window covered with a blind.  Then I noticed that on the seat of each witness chair was a vomit bag similar to those used for airsickness on planes.  I dropped mine on the floor and kicked it under the chair, thinking as I did that if there was anything really symbolic of the barbarity of an execution, these bags summed it up.”

When the curtain was drawn back from the window, Fr.Tribou said, Hill was already lying on the gurney with several tubes attached to syringes dangling near his right arm, which was strapped to a board.  A sheet covered Hill’s body nearly to his chin.  “You could not see the straps that anchored his body firmly to the gurney, but visible was a metal band around his forehead and a strap on his chin.

“The director of the department of corrections came into the room and told us what would be happening and suggested that anyone who wished could still leave the room.  No-one left.”

In the execution chamber, a brief formal writ of execution was read to the prone figure on the gurney, and he was asked if he wished to make a final statement.  “He said something about being sorry and asking forgiveness of those he hurt.  On signal, two attendants began the death process.  

“When the fluid began to course into his veins, first one, then another, Steven’s face turned bluish and then ashen.  Only once did he lunge up against the chest strap when his body arched as if in a spasm.  The, eight minutes after the execution had begun, a stethoscope was put to Steven’s chest, and he was declared dead.”

One other facet of the grisly ritual shocked Fr.Tribou for what it said about man’s callousness to man and eye-for-an-eye vengeance he feels executions represent – the conduct of three of the witnesses during the actual execution.  “When the execution began,  these men left their seats and hurried over closer to the window to get a better look at what was taking place.  These were not the two media witnesses because I saw them later. They had stayed seated. I don’t know who the other three were. I found it disgusting that they would do what they did.”

After the execution, Fr.Tribou telephoned a former student of his who was no win charge of the funeral home to which Hill’s body was taken after the execution.  “I asked him if I could come to the funeral home before the body was buried,” the priest said. ”He said yes, and I went to the funeral home and stayed with Steven for a while. Naturally, like any Catholic priest, I blessed the body of the young man who had become like a son to me.”

Hill, who had told Tribou many times that he had not intended to kill the trooper, had read a final statement in which he apologized for what he had done and emphasized that the real tragedy of it all was that his victim’s children would now have to grow up without a father.

‘he had told me many times over the years that he broke out of the prison where he was serving a five-year sentence for breaking and entering and first-degree criminal mischief because he had been raped by other convicts three times and he could not stand it any more,” Fr.Tribou explained.  “He also told me that he had not intended to kill anyone, and when the police surrounded the house in which he was holed up with another escapee.  ‘I decided to fire at them because I knew they would fire back and kill me, and I wouldn’t have to go back to prison and be raped again’.”

Two days after the execution, Fr.Tribou wrote a letter thanking the nuns in a contemplative Carmelite order who had been praying for Hill for the entire seven years leading to his execution; Hill, too, left behind a note thanking them for their prayers.

He also left behind more than 80 letters he had written to Fr.Tribou.One was addressed to simply “Father” and was sent shortly before Christmas a few years ago. One paragraph in the short missive summed up the relationship of the priest and the young murderer:  “This is going to be one of the best Christmases I have ever had (believe it or not, because this year I have something I have never had before, and that is a best friend, a true best friend, YOU!” 

“That sums it up”, Fr.Tribou said.  “The kid never really had a chance.”







