
 “It’s important that we share 
our experiences with other 
people. Your story will heal 
you and your story will heal 
somebody else. When you tell 
your story, you free yourself 
and give other people 
permission to acknowledge 
their own story.”

– IYANLA VANZANT

The Power of 
Storytelling
Inspiring others, inspiring change  
 
A guide to sharing your Communities In Schools story



Why Storytelling Is Important for CIS Students and Alumni
The process of storytelling begins with a dialogue between a writer and their audience. As a Communities In Schools® (CIS™)  
student or alumni, the power of sharing your lived experiences belongs to you. Storytelling can be an invaluable tool for 
self-discovery and self-awareness. Your story can help you build confidence, inspire others to support social justice initiatives, 
motivate and encourage people to tell their own truth, and imagine a future full of possibilities.

Storytelling has many benefits to both the writer and the audience. In this guide you’ll explore the impact storytelling has on  
brain function, the importance of understanding your world and owning your story, and how this can be an instrument to impact 
our community and your future aspirations. This guide is designed as a tool to express yourself, be seen, and share your 
story to support students in schools and beyond. 

Science Proves an Empathetic Story Really Can Inspire Others to Act! 
Believe it or not, there is proven science behind the art of storytelling. When 
people empathize with a story, brain science shows that we create the 
potential to connect with other individuals. Neuroscientists have studied 
the brain and its ability to connect, rewire, and create changes in our lives. 
According to Britannica, the definition of neuroplasticity is the ability to 
create new neural connections, which have the ability to modify the way we 
behave and think about certain situations in our lives. There is power and 
growth in stories. Deep engagement with a subject or story causes people 
to want to act on their learning, so what you put on paper is scientifically 
proven to have the power to truly create change and have a positive impact 
in life! Writing is also a form of creative self-expression. So, give yourself 
permission to be as creative as you want. 

Now, what is empathetic storytelling and how do you evoke empathy from 
your audience? Empathy is the ability to connect with others and put yourself 
in their shoes. Empathy can be shared by telling a personal story about a 
challenging situation in our lives that can connect others with our stories. It can 
be an intimidating process to let others see us fully, but the courage to tell 
our truth authentically can be one of the most liberating and fulfilling acts we 
can do for ourselves and our community. 

The best stories share details that help people put themselves in our shoes. They 
visually evoke a time, place, setting, mood, color, sound, texture, and even taste that 
transports people. The more vividly you can communicate a story with others, the more 
power your story will have to engage others towards change. 

So, how do you engage others to take action? Think about stories that you heard or  
read that changed you. Maybe it’s one of literature’s classics, or maybe it was a story 
you heard from a family member or mentor about how they overcame personal 
struggles. Think about what elements of that story still resonate with you today, then 
use those aspects to craft your own narrative that others will remember and be inspired 
by for their lifetime. 

This guide will provide an outlet for you to begin drafting your CIS story. Before you 
get started, here are some additional resources that will help you brainstorm:

• Storytelling and Cultural Traditions www.nationalgeographic.org/article/storytelling-and-cultural-traditions

•  Why the Brain Loves Stories www.brainfacts.org/neuroscience-in-society/the-arts-and-the-brain/2021/why-the-
brain-loves-stories-030421

• The Science Behind the Art of Storytelling www.harvardbusiness.org/the-science-behind-the-art-of-storytelling

• Circles of Stories www.pbs.org/circleofstories/voices/index.html

•  How Stories Connect and Persuade Us www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2020/04/11/815573198/how-stories-
connect-and-persuade-us-unleashing-the-brain-power-of-narrative

•  Give Yourself Permission to Be Creative www.ted.com/talks/ethan_hawke_give_yourself_permission_to_be_creative

 “From my point of view, 
which is that of a 
storyteller, I see your 
life as something artful, 
waiting, just waiting 
and ready for you to 
make it art.” 

– TONI MORRISON

https://www.nationalgeographic.org/article/storytelling-and-cultural-traditions/
https://www.brainfacts.org/neuroscience-in-society/the-arts-and-the-brain/2021/why-the-brain-loves-stories-030421
https://www.harvardbusiness.org/the-science-behind-the-art-of-storytelling/
https://www.pbs.org/circleofstories/voices/index.html
https://contentmarketinginstitute.com/cco-digital/april-2019/storytelling-neuroscience-joe-lazauskas/ 
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2020/04/11/815573198/how-stories-connect-and-persuade-us-unleashing-the-brain-power-of-narrative
https://www.ted.com/talks/ethan_hawke_give_yourself_permission_to_be_creative


Why Nadia Shares Her Story 
I am so happy this 
booklet is in your hands  
because even though 
we haven’t met, I already  
know you’re awesome! 
My name is Nadia 
Hernandez, and I was  
a student just like you.  
Today, I am the Diversity,  
Equity and Inclusion 
(DEI) Coordinator at 
Communities In Schools  

National Office, and it feels like a dream. Everyday,  
I get to share my talents, be innovative, and give back to 
my community. 

My CIS story began in 2008, my junior year in high school. 
Two years earlier, I immigrated to the United States from 
Mexico. I had to learn English, assimilate into a new 
culture, make new friends, and prepare for college – the 
transition was difficult but not impossible because I was 
determined to face and overcome this new challenge.  
We all need support. And when I stumbled upon CIS at my 
high school, I found a caring and supportive community. 

My site coordinator was kind and understanding. She 
listened and encouraged me to overcome barriers at school  
to accomplish my future goals of attending college and 
traveling the world. The relationship we developed was  
important to me. The safe space I found at CIS helped me 
focus, grow, and visualize my future goals.

What I've learned through my journey is the importance  
of connecting with those who believe in you and push you 
to pursue your dreams, regardless of all the challenges 
and barriers. Now, as a CIS employee I get to contribute 
and create structures for our CIS mission to “achieve in 
life.” I am passionate about the work I do because we are 
all interconnected and are in this together!

As Nelson Mandela said, “It is in your hands to create  
a better world for all who live in it.” I share my story to 
inspire you, to give hope, and create change. I share my 
story because as I continue to grow and learn about the 
world and its beauty, I am fascinated by the power that 
words and stories have in people’s lives. I have learned 
so much about the power of storytelling by traveling 
and connecting with people from different walks of life. 
Stories can help to focus the author as deeply as it can 
inspire and motivate the reader. 

As a former student, I know that we all have our own 
unique CIS story to tell. I hope this guide gives you the 
tools and encourages you to share your story, embrace 
you voice, and explore the possibilities of a better future 
for generations to come. 

Telling Your CIS Story
As a student or alumni, you have a powerful story 
to share about your lived experiences and explore 
your future aspirations. Your story can play an 
important role in supporting students and can truly 
change the way we operate as an organization. By  
lifting up more stories from diverse perspectives, our  
reach can grow as our mission resonates and relates  
with more audiences like students, alumni, advocates,  
funders, and more. What you write is up to you. 
Own your story. You can inspire someone else to 
share their truth and continue helping other students  
around the country to accomplish their dreams. 

When you’re ready to share and inspire others, 
there are two ways to share your story with CIS:

1.  Do an interview with a member of the CIS 
National or local Affiliate team who can draft  
your story for your review. Go online  
http://communitiesinschools.org/submitstory 
or scan this QR code, complete a short form,  
and someone will contact you within a few days 
to start your story-writing interview process.

OR

2.  Tell your story in your own words using the tools 
in this booklet. You can craft your narrative in 
your voice. This is your opportunity to express 
yourself creatively, connect with others, and 
break down barriers that might hold you back from  
knowing your full potential. If you select this option,  
you can still receive support from CIS National! 
We are here to support you and elevate your voice!

Your courage and authenticity in sharing your CIS 
story could influence the education system, support 
fundraising efforts to provide services for future 
students, and/or impact social justice policy change. 
Your voice is invaluable to CIS and the world. 

http://communitiesinschools.org/submitstory


Writer’s Worksheet: Tips for Developing Your Storytelling
Now that we have shared how stories have the power to change the world, we want to hear from you! You are the only 
one who can decide what you would like to share with others and this worksheet is a tool to get you started. We hope 
this will inspire your creative process to share your story, your future goals, and the impact CIS has made on you. 

Use this space to explore your world and share what you hope and desire for your future. Ask yourself: What are my 
dreams? What is my passion? How do I want to share my talents with the world? We encourage you to take time to  
process your thoughts alone and with people who you trust. Writing is a fun and intense process of understanding our 
lives, so be kind to yourself and create the story that you want.

Who is my audience?

Identify your audience by thinking about who you hope 
to inspire with your story. It could be other students, your 
family, CIS alumni, community members, or anyone else 
who you want to reach with your story!

What is my goal for sharing?

Are you looking to inspire or inform them? Are you hoping 
they will become an advocate for change themselves? Do 
you wish to share your story for the benefit of your own 
healing and clarity?

What do I want the audience to feel, think, or do?

What is your call to action for your audience? What do you 
hope they will do after hearing your story? Advocate for 
change, raise awareness, or something else?

What parts of my story can evoke empathy?

Sharing specific examples and details can create deep 
engagement with your audience. Just keep in mind that 
there is no detail or example that is more important than 
your comfort and safety. 

How does my story relate to other people’s experiences? 
To larger social issues?

Going back to your call to action, what elements in your 
story do you think your audience will relate to? Your story 
can advocate for thousands of other students and alumni.

How does my story create change? 

How has my story changed me and the people around me?  
Be authentic and specific. Inspire!

Use this worksheet to support you to develop your story
1. Who is my audience?

                                                                                                                                                                                                      

2. What is my goal for sharing?

                                                                                                                                                                                                       

3. What do I want the audience to feel, think, or do?

                                                                                                                                                                                                       

4. What parts of my story can evoke empathy?

                                                                                                                                                                                                      

5. How does my story relate to other people’s experiences? To larger social issues?

                                                                                                                                                                                                      

6. How does my story create change? 

                                                                                                                                                                                                       

“Stories constitute the single most powerful weapon in a leader’s arsenal.” 
– DR. HOWARD GARDNER
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