
 
 
Passing Along the Dare to Care 

 
 

A New Approach to Writing Pedagogy 



If your words had the power to change 
the way people looked at you… 



Introducing the Herstory Method  
 

 

                 a portable and flexible model… 



About Herstory 
ü Founded on Long Island in 1996 by novelist and essayist Erika Duncan 

with the aim of giving voice to women whose stories have been silenced, 
ÅÍÐÏ×ÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÐÁÓÓÉÎÇ ÁÌÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ ȰÄÁÒÅ ÔÏ ÃÁÒÅȱɀ the 
ÃÏÒÎÅÒÓÔÏÎÅ ÏÆ (ÅÒÓÔÏÒÙȭÓ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÈÅÌÐÅÄ 
thousands of women and girlsɀ and more recently male students and 
workshop facilitators ɀ to change their lives through guided memoir 
writing.  

ü Herstory conducts workshops in a variety of formats at community, jail, 
school settings, and provides training for partner organizations to 
implement the technique with adults and young people. 

ü Herstory also presents ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇÓȟ ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎÓ Á ÓÐÅÁËÅÒÓȭ ÂÕÒÅÁÕȟ ÁÎÄ 
collaborates on myriad artistic, educational, and social justice projects.  

ü Publications include 2 teaching manuals and a teaching DVD, 2 full-length 
memoirs, 3 magazines, and 2 anthologies of stories written by women 
whose lives have been changed by the Herstory program. 
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Offering a four-to-twelve week curriculum  

ÅFor summer institutes and  
orientation programs serving 
entering college students.   

ÅFor writing intensive and ESL 
courses in universities, colleges, 
public and alternative schools. 

ÅFor fourth-year programs in high 
schools and colleges, where 
students are charting new 
directions.  

Originally designed for Stony Brook Universityôs Education Opportunity Program 

and successfully piloted with 235 students from 80 different countries over a two-

year period,  and in numerous other school, jail and community settings. 



Offering Community Engagement Projects 
for Service Learning Programs 
 For example, at SUNY Old Westbury 

üAs part of their community engagement requirement, 
immigrant students shape their stories to influence decision-
makers and “dare the community to care.”   

üStudents of criminology, psychology and women’s studies 
have a chance to write side by side with girls caught in the 
school to prison pipeline, in a mentorship model that has 
been adopted by the Nassau Youth Board to break the 
patterns that lead to violence, incarceration, addiction and 
abuse. 



Offering readings and classroom visits  by 
formerly incarcerated and immigrant 
writers for students using our anthologies 
as texts… 
 



The notion of building skill sets around passing 
along the dare to care is deceptively simple;   

            the ramifications are far reaching and profound. 
 
üWhere other approaches to writing have failed to ignite a 

spark or bring mastery.  

üExtending into gains in problem solving in the other academic 
disciplines and social and emotional literacy.  

üPromoting a sense of community within each classroom or 
community engagement setting  

übuilding bridges of understanding across the barriers that keep us 
from hearing one another.    

üConnecting one’s own story with the larger social forces, as an 
instrument of change. 

üDeveloping leadership skills.    

 



Offering Colleges and Universities  
a chance to design service learning collaborations 

with Herstory Writers Workshop 

üIn 2009 12 women from the small impoverished village of 
Sutiaba joined 4 St. Joseph’s college students and their 
professor in starting our first Herstory workshop in Nicaragua. 

ü We created a special section of our bilingual anthology to 
showcase their work.  



Reaching Out to Younger Students 

Through teacher training and mentoring programs  
in collaboration with Long Island Latino Teachers Association and the 

Nassau County Youth Board 



Professional Development 

üDaylong Training Retreats reaching out to 
administrators, faculty, student counselors, 
advisors and interns across the disciplines. 

üFollow up implementation programs and 
professional development exchanges. 

üOngoing assistance for youth agencies and 
schools partnering with Herstory in 
implementing the method.   



Pedagogy and Practice 



The Ramifications of Writing for an 
Imaginary “Stranger/Reader” 

For young people who have 
never felt heard… 

ÅSafety in imagining 
someone who might 
actually hear you and care. 

ÅInvestment in organizing 
one’s story so that another 
can walk in your shoes. 

ÅLevel playing field in the 
nature of the task. 



Oral Imaging Before Anyone Writes 
Learning to engage your 
listeners in painting a scene-- 
a game everyone can play 
 
Á  Not to worry if you don’t have the 
technical writing skills, the trick is to 
paint a scene vivid enough to shock a 
sleepy or angry listener/reader into 
coming on your journey. 

 
Á  How to startle people into attention, 
while deciding what facts you want to 
reveal and what you want to keep 
secret for a while, or maybe forever. 

 
Á  Puzzle solving for what should come 
first and why.   
 
 



Finding a Dramatic “Page One Moment” 

ÅLearning the elements that keep your audience reading and 
make them care about what has happened particularly to you 

ÅTeasing them into coming for the next workshop to find out 
what will happen next 

ïLooking at those moments that changed it all with new eyes, while 
inviting the others to come on your journey of discovery. 

 



Letting your own story  
brew as you listen 

Taking courage from the other 
images and scenes being shaped 



Once the writing begins… 

The pleasure of sharing a secret 

with someone who has begun to truly 
know you through your words 



Knowing that your words 

helped others to embrace your honesty and pain 



Sustaining your story 
a new set of skills 

ÅUnderstanding past choices in a 
way that will free you to make new 
future choices. 

ÅBeginning to see yourself as an 
actor in the story of your life, 
instead of just a passive victim. 

ÅSurprising yourself with lost 
moments of power and beauty. 

ÅLearning new compassion for the 
other players in your drama. 

ÅFinding places for your sorrow and 
rage that others can truly share, as 
together you work toward change 
and healing. 

Connecting the dots as you set out 
how you got from here to there… 
 



 
Finding the Shape of Your Journey 
on the page, but more importantly in life… 

  “Memoir is about the past, which cannot be rewritten.  
But the act of shaping it for a reader who will take 
action to reshape the world that created it, builds 
bridges to futures that come out of wisely looking 
back.   

In helping young people restore the narratives of their 
pasts to wholeness, in their own voices and ways,  
we are ensuring they will reclaim their own futures,  
as engaged leaders and compassionate citizens and 
listeners, one story and once voice at a time.     



“Short of air, water and food, I can't 
think of anything that's more important 
than being able to tell our stories, to be 
heard, and to hear the stories of people 
around us.   In some original cultures, a 
person who is ill is told, ôYou've lost your 
songõ or ôYou've lost your story.õ Your 
project is helping women and girls 
toward health and community.ó 

 From Gloria Steinem to Herstory Writers Workshop 

 



College, University, Public and 
Private School Partners 

Intensely Served 
ü Stony Brook University/ 

Educational Opportunity Program. 

ü SUNY College at Old 
Westbury/Student Engagement 
and Partnership Center 

ü  Long Beach Reach/ Sharing and 
Caring diploma program for 
pregnant and parenting girls 

ü St. John’s University, pilot 
programs in the sociology 
department. 

Touched or Reached* 
ü Patchogue/Medford High School 

ü C.W. Post 

ü Suffolk County Community College 

ü Queensborough Community College. 

ü Farmingdale State College 

ü St. Joseph's College 

ü John Jay College of Criminal Justice 

ü Molloy College 

ü Mulligan Intermediate School 
 

*by readings, classroom visits, shorter workshop 

series,  or professional development retreats: 

 



Recent Funders (a partial list) 
ü The Horace and Amy Hagedorn Fund in New York Community Trust 

ü Long Island Unitarian Universalist Fund in Long Island Community Foundation 

ü Long Island Fund for Women & Girls 

ü New York State Council on the Arts (NYSCA) 

ü Suffolk County Department of Economic Development, Office of Cultural Affairs 

ü Ms. Foundation for Women 

ü .Ŝƴ ϧ WŜǊǊȅΩǎ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ 

ü The Fund for a Just Society 

ü Verizon Foundation 

ü Henry Luce Foundation/special grant 

ü Town of Southampton Arts and Recreation Program 

ü Knapp-Swezey Foundation 

ü The Charles and Stephanie Coleman Foundation 

ü New York State Literary Presenters Technical Assistance Program (LitTAP) 

ü Soroptimist International of Nassau County 



www.herstorywriters.org 
 

 

 

If you are interested in learning more about our staff 
trainings, retreats, and ongoing workshops for young 
people, or our publications and public readings… 

 

Email us at   contactus@herstorywriters.org 

Or call us at   631-676-7395 

   


