
Videoconference partnering with 
American Indian Communities

Lucinda George learned 
the Therapeutic Storytelling 
technique through a Stories-
Work videoconference work-
shop in 2003, while she was 
Director of the Oregon Indi-

an Country Coalition in Madras, Oregon. She has 
since shared what she learned with mental health 
providers from nine Oregon tribes, who she says 
are also using the technique, along with the three 
groups she trained in Washington since moving 
there last summer. 

For George, finding a way to curb domestic vio-
lence among Native Americans is critical. But equal-
ly important is finding a way to do so in a culturally 
appropriate way.

George, a member of the Nez Perce tribe, is a 
clinical supervisor for the Colville Confederated 
Tribes in Washington State. With degrees in social 
work, she has worked intimately with domestic 
abuse and sexual assault issues for many years. 

“We’ve been running out of ideas on what to do 
about these issues.’’

So George was excited to learn about Stories-
Work, which uses folk tales to give domestic abuse 
victims a non-threatening starting point in group 
discussions. “The purpose of these stories is to get 

Empowering abuse survivors through storytelling

StoriesWork

 It wasn’t always like this...
Traditional Native values hold women and children as 
sacred. Violence against family members is not in keeping 
with traditional Native values—Adapted from Tribal Do-
mestic Violence Code published by Cangleska-Sacred Circle, SD 

These are surprising words following Look 
Around! (above)Native American scholars help 
explain this contradiction.

According to historian and anthropologist 
D’Arcy McNickle, before the European conquest, 
70 percent of Indian peoples were pacifist, egali-
tarian, woman-centered and worshipping female 
gods. Paula Gunn Allen, professor of American 
Indian Literature, points to four critical influenc-
es introduced by European-Americans:

• Missionaries advocating male-gendered 
creators instead of female gods. 

• U.S. programs focusing on male officials
• Male-based economic structures on reservations.
• European-inspired nuclear families with male 

heads of households.
Lucinda George adds that for generations, the  

Indian boarding schools were run by church and 
military groups, which taught patriarchal values to 
American Indian children. Additionally, a much 
larger percentage of American Indian men enlist 
in the armed services than any other ethnic group, 
bringing a non-egalitarian, male-dominating spirit 
back to their families.

The public often fails to recognize the two million Native Americans in our midst or notice 
their sometimes shocking living conditions. 40 to 80 percent of Indian women and 12 percent 

of Indian men are abused by their partners. Youth suicide is three times the national average. Indian women are twice 
as likely to be raped. Poverty, illness, and alcoholism are commonplace. See what’s happening – Look Around!

LOOK AROUND!
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people talking. Stories spark conversation and en-
courage people to reach their own conclusions.”
The true Native American tradition

Oral stories are part of the fabric of American 
Indian life. How appealing for George, then, that 
StoriesWork laced its program with American 
Indian-based folk tales. “The stories really relate 
to what Native Americans feel,” George says. “They 
express our values and religious beliefs, and they’re 
really good stories.” And stories draw listeners in, 
much more than statistics or non-fiction scenarios. 

“People are more willing to listen to stories,” says 
George. “They’re engaged by them.’’
Bringing back the old ways

For StoriesWork founder Lenora Ucko, Native 
American folk stories add an eye-opening dimen-
sion to the StoriesWork approach. “So many of 
these stories are from a time before European-
American conquest, when respect for strong 
Indian women was the norm,” she observes. In 
contrast, traditional European folklore tends to 
limit women to roles that are clearly subservient to 
the men in their lives. George and her colleagues 
can use stories from both cultures to give Native 
American counselors and the abused women they 
serve a better perspective on their present situa-
tions. “This can help Native American women see 
that their culture wasn’t always marked by domes-
tic violence,” Ucko says.

George sees dangerous stereotyping that leads 
both Native Americans and European-Americans 
to believe that Indian culture accepts domestic 
violence. The European emphasis on male domi-
nance “mixed up Indian thinking,” says George. 
Americans of European descent put their own twist 
on Indian customs. For example, the tradition of 
a woman walking behind a man was viewed as evi-
dence of subjugation; in reality, it was really a cus-
tom designed to protect women from wild animals. 

Lucinda George hopes next to find ways to use 
these stories in therapy to help perpetrators – 
men in counseling for abusing their partners. See-
ing how strong and brave their women are in the 
ancient folk tales might provide the impetus for 
men to curb their abusive ways, returning to tradi-
tional Indian reverence and respect for women. 

Comparing old and new
This culture conflict is clear in American Indian 

folk stories. Older stories are characterized by re-
spect and esteem for women, while more recent 
stories reveal a clash between egalitarian and patri-
archal values. Compare the following two tales.

The Owl Gets Married  (An old Cherokee story)
A widow wanted a good husband for her only 

daughter. When a man came by who said he was a 
good hunter, the mother urged her daughter to marry 
him. The daughter did. But the man was not a good 
hunter and provided them with no meat. At her 
mother’s suggestion, the daughter went to see what her 
husband did all day. She discovered that he was really 
an owl and could fish but not hunt. The daughter sent 
her husband away because he was an owl and could 
not hunt. He grieved in the woods and lost all his flesh 
except on his head.
The Bearded Woman (Recent Northwest Coast story)

A man wanted his three daughters to marry his bas-
tard sons so the boys would control the family wealth. 
The oldest daughter refused and committed suicide. 
The second ran away, but ultimately returned sickly, 
abused and with a child. The youngest daughter stayed 
home and developed the appearance of a man, with  a 
deep voice, strong muscles and a beard on her face. 

Without wives or property, the three sons left  home 
– two to the army and one to the church. The furious 
father threatened to beat his bearded daughter, but she, 
being very strong, repulsed him. When criticized about 
her beard, the young woman pointed out that the beard 
kept her safe. She was not abused, raped or, forcibly 
married. When she died, her nephew buried her with 
her beard, which had been a treasure to her on earth 
and should go with her to heaven.
In the first story, strong women play dominant 

roles. In the second, we glimpse one reason for 
today’s high suicide rate. We note the lure of the 
military and the church for men who lack control 
over or pride in their lives. And we see the conflict 
between equality and domination. It is a sad and 
distressing picture. Perhaps folk stories can encour-
age a return to gender equality and family peace.  
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In American Indian Country  
“This videoconference was very interesting. I’ve never 

done this before. I would like more.”   
Phyllis Harrington, counselor, Paiute Service

In August 2003, Sally Peterson of StoriesWork 
and I consulted with Lucinda George and Debra 
Kalama of the Oregon Indian Country Coalition 
over the Internet. The four of us “saw” each other 
for the first time; we waved, smiled and said, “hel-
lo.” Thereafter in a spirited interactive discussion, 
we forgot there were 3,000 miles separating us. We 
planned and a few weeks later held an all-day video-
conference training workshop.

StoriesWork had already conducted a day-long 
videoconference with representatives of the Coos 
Bay Confederated Tribes and other local Oregon 
organizations. Thanks to the Internet, we enjoyed 
uninterrupted discussion, interactive questions 
and answers, and a feeling of being together, de-
spite the distance and the screens separating us. 
Participants said: 

 • Terrific videoconference! 
•  I enjoyed the videoconference training
• Thought provoking and fun.
We offer Therapeutic Storytelling consultations 

and workshops to American Indian groups and 
individuals anywhere in the country who are inter-
ested in StoriesWork techniques and training. Con-
tact us for more information.

Lenora Ucko
 Executive Director, StoriesWork

info@storieswork.org • 919-321-8969

Videoconferences extend StoriesWork beyond borders 

Around the World
A teenage girl in Asia wrote:

Too many women
In too many countries
Speak the same language
Of silence.

StoriesWork joins organizations throughout the 
world to break the silence that surrounds violence 
against women. We work to bring light, under-
standing and open discussion to women and their 
advocates in every country and culture.

 In March, 2002, Lenora Ucko spoke at a side 
event of the United Nations 46th session of the 
Commission on the Status of Women, sponsored 
by the NGO Committee on the Family. Her talk, 
Family Stories: Folk Tales of Strong Women, focused 
on removing the mystery that obscures the abu-
sive conditions under which women live, and on 
recognizing women’s rights as human rights. Del-
egates from all over the world were intrigued with 
the idea of using folk tales to encourage women to 
talk about gender and family in a non-threatening, 
non-intrusive atmosphere.

Because folk tales are a cornerstone of all the 
world’s societies, Therapeutic Storytelling is es-
pecially appealing among indigenous people, 
where oral traditions are prized and literacy may 
be problematic.

With modern technology, outreach across the 
globe is feasible and efficient. Don’t let miles and 
borders come between your efforts and this valu-
able tool for healing and learning.

In 2003, there were 99,551 American Indians living in North Carolina—eight tribes and four 
Indian organizations. The largest group is the Lumbee Tribe, with a population of 46,896. 

Contact us for videoconference information about individually tailored services and fees. 



In the News

We thank Capitol Broadcasting Company for their 
recent and generous contribution for The Seeing I.

Upcoming Events

March 10, 2005 
Durham Volunteer Recognition Luncheon
We honor our bookkeeper, Laura Price. Our da-
tabase coordinator, Tonya Krout, is serving on the 
Center’s panel of judges to select Durham’s “Vol-
unteer of the Year.”

March 22, 2005 
StoriesWork Workshop
Focus on Adolescent and Young Adult Domes-
tic and Sexual Violence. (See announcement on 
our Web site:  www.storieswork.org) 

March 28-April 6, 2005. 
Womenôs History Month and 
Take Back the Night Week
James Madison University, Harrisonburg, VA
Lenora Ucko and Lance Kozlowski will speak 
at two events: 

Reception for StoriesWork Poster Exhibition
Therapeutic Storytelling Demonstration 
    and Discussion

April 29-May 1, 2005
Soroptimists Southeast Regional Conference, 
Richmond, VA
Margie Rose and Lenora Ucko will  jointly pres-
ent “Therapeutic Storytelling: Regional and 
Global Implications.”

May 24, 2005
Tennessee Coalition Against Domestic and 
Sexual Violence Annual Conference, 
Nashville, TN
Lenora Ucko will deliver the Keynote Lecture, 
“Let Me Tell You a Story” and lead a workshop on 
Therapeutic Storytelling.

From the Mailbag:Hello, I do have questions to add for the Florinda story.
  How did the mother know the child would need such powerful protection?  Why is being turned into a man considered a miracle?

  Why is beauty the only quality required for a new queen? 
Carol Phelps, Parent EducatorNC  Cooperative Extension ServiceThanks Carol. We appreciate your questions very much.

To our Readers: What answers can you think of to Carol’s questions? Send them along and we 
will continue the dialog!  To review Florinda, look at www.storieswork.org Home Page – click 
on the Newsletter button.  Any questions or comments on this issue? Email us at  info@storieswork.org

If you need help
1-800-799-SAFE – National hotline   
  (TDD for Hearing Impaired  1-800-787-3224)
1-877-733-7623 – Sacred Circle  
  (for help locating a shelter in Indian Country)



We have adapted Therapeutic Storytelling 
techniques to a videoconference format for 
training anywhere in the country and across 
the world. We reach our distant audiences 
through the generous cooperation of the 
New Media Section of the Duke University 
John Hope Franklin Center.
Our video training involves:

• Wholly interactive sessions: we see and talk 
to each other as if in the same room.

• Programs conducted in English or Spanish.
• Bilingual trainees learn to work in their 

native languages.
• Technical collaboration ensures a smooth 

video event.
• Scheduling accommodates the time and 

requirements of the receiving location.
Basic videoconference services: 

• Four-hour planning consultation.
• Seven-hour intensive workshop to train 

service providers.
• PowerPoint presentation.
• Email/phone follow-up for support and 

feedback.
• Evaluation of program effectiveness.
• Customized programs.

What 
participants 
say about 
videoconference 
training

• (The videoconference training) was a terrific 
experience. Thank you very much for your land-
mark work.

• I would like to express my gratitude for your 
online stories workshop.  It has been of assistance 
to me in my work with Tribal Women here in 
Coos Bay, Oregon. 

• Everyone who works with abused women should 
be taught Therapeutic Storytelling.

• The technique works like magic. The most 
effective tool I have ever received.

• It is amazing to see abused women start to 
think for themselves.

• This was by far one of the best ‘hands on’ 
workshops I’ve attended.

For information about videoconference 
arrangements, dates and fees, contact us at 
info@storieswork.org • 919-321-8969
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Board of Directors News

New Board Chair: Margie Rose
As of February 15, board member and Raleigh 
attorney Margie Rose has taken over the posi-
tion of Chair of the Board of Directors. We are 
delighted to have Margie’s expertise, enthusiasm 
and imaginative leadership. Our thanks to Leno-
ra Ucko for having steered StoriesWork as Board 
Chair since its inception in May, 2000. Lenora 
continues as executive director. 
Welcome Kay Phillips! 
A warm welcome to our new board member, Kay 
Phillips, President of the Adolescent Pregnancy 
Prevention Coalition of North Carolina. We look 
forward to benefiting from her vast experience, 
good judgment and strong interest in our work.



American Indian Teens 
Dreams and Realities—Each year, the 
Dreammakers program of the North Caro-
lina School of Science and Math recruits 
Native American students to pursue their 
career dreams while maintaining strong 
ties to their tribal cultures. Currently, sev-
en Native American students are enrolled 
at the school.

Graduating senior Jon Cummings, a Lum-
bee from Pembroke, NC, hopes to become a doctor 
one day. In his hometown, he describes a culture 
in which boys think of their girlfriends as trophies. 
Stories circulated of girls trying to break up with 
boys, only to be beaten or threatened. “Boys were 
often jealous,” says Cummings. Though he’s not 
aware of anyone at the School of Science and Math 
threatening to beat up a date, power struggles do 
exist. Girls get frustrated with boys who “don’t give 
them space. It’s subtler,“ Cummings says.

Sonja Mitchell, also a senior and a mem-
ber of the Coharrie tribe, grew up in 
Clinton, a small town with a large Native 
American population. Sonja’s goal is get-
ting into a good college and following 
interests in psychology and sociology. 

Though she knew little of physical vio-
lence in her hometown, emotional violence 
was an issue. “Guys expect a lot. There is jeal-

ousy. He views you as his property,” she says. “Some 
of these girls feel really lucky to have guys. They’ll put 
up with anything.”

Mitchell was not aware of statistics showing 
pervasive abuse among Native Americans. She 
sees the issue as the isolation of small-town life 
and the poverty that often accompanies it. “The 
girls just don’t see the alternatives,” she says. 

“There aren’t a lot of opportunities and people 
tend to marry young.”

StoriesWork
PO Box 51693
Durham, NC 27717

Helping 
Indigenous 
Peoples 
through 
videoconferences

We thank the Elizabeth Wade Grant Endowment Fund of the Triangle Community Foundation, The Mary 
Duke Biddle Foundation and Capitol Broadcasting Company for their generous support of this newsletter.


