Research Tool:
The Intentional Story-Telling Measure

The Intentional Story-Telling Measure (ISM) assesses how girls transfer the skills of solving
problems and being an agent of change – that is, someone who works to create positive change –
from the program context to other situations. The ISM allows us to get a snapshot of how girls
think about solving problems and coping with issues that come up in their social networks, in
their communities or their culture, and in the institutions that affect them.
In doing the ISM, girls are asked to respond to stories at two different times, six months apart.
By comparing Time 1 and Time 2 responses across all girls in the programs, we can see how
their responses change to determine what kinds of problem solving, coping, and change-making
skills the girls develop as a group.
The ISM was developed through learnings from the Collaborative’s capacity building site visits.
The Research Team heard many powerful stories about how girls’ lives had been changed
because they had learned to seek out resources or developed skills to deal differently with the
complicated situations of their lives. In addition, the ISM was developed in response to requests
from program staff to have a tool that could measure how girls and young women were changing
as a result of being in the program. It was important that whatever tool was developed not
alienate or treat the girls as problems.
The ISM can demonstrate how well the program is doing in helping girls learn to be change
agents. It can be used in several ways, including the following:
•

As a pre- and post-test: at the beginning and ending of program cycles to assess changes
in girls’ knowledge over time; this would mean that the ISM is given more than once;

•

As a form of self-assessment done with girls as a way of seeing what skills they are
learning and what they are comfortable with; again, this would mean that the ISM is
given more than once; and

•

To do a comparison between girls in the program with girls of the same age who are not
in the program (or are in another program); this would involve one administration of the
ISM.

One strength of the ISM is that, like the VACO, it can be used to provide statistical evidence that
the program helps girls learn to think of themselves as change agents and to know how to
respond in difficult situations where action needs to be taken. Precautions must be taken in
collecting ISM data to make sure that the statistical analyses are valid. This means that:
•

The same girls need to complete the ISM at different points in time. Ideally, girls who
just enter a program would complete the ISM and then take it again in a year.

•

The ISM needs to be given to girls in the same way each time – individually, starting
with a group brainstorming, role playing, or in whatever way works.

Using the ISM
Following is a basic step-by-step guide to administering the ISM.

•

The ISM is best given at the very beginning and very end of a program cycle. Set aside
about 30-45 minutes for the girls to fill out their responses to the stories. If you feel that
the girls need more time (and it is most likely that they will), divide the ISM into two
sessions so that the girls respond to the first three stories in the first session and the
second three stories in the second session. These sessions should be very close together
in time – two consecutive days or within the same week. Girls will need to be in a
relatively quiet place where each has a comfortable place to write.

•

To assess the girls in a program, ten girls, minimum, should take the ISM. The same
girls will have to take it both times. If there is concern that some girls may leave the
program during the six months, then start with more than 10 girls. It would be best to
begin with a new group of girls in a new program cycle.

•

Staff administers the ISM to the girls. Each staff member should, in her own words, say
something like this to girls as an introduction: “I’m really interested in finding out what
you know about handling tough situations. Here are six stories about girls who are in
some difficult situations. What I want you to do is (1) read each story, (2) come up with
as many ideas for dealing with the situation as you can, (3) write all your ideas in the first
space (and you can use the back of the paper if you need to), (4) write which way of
dealing with the situation is the most ideal in the second space, and (5) say what you
would realistically do in the last space. Be creative! Think about all the things that you

know that the girls in the story might do. There aren’t any right or wrong answers.”
Please don’t tell or imply to girls that it is a test – if they ask, let them know that it is a
tool developed as a way for you to know more about how they think about dealing with
hard situations so that you know what they need to learn more about. Let them know that
you are very interested in finding ways to tell what they are learning and that this seemed
like a good way.
If you are concerned about literacy, read each story aloud together. You can also pair the

•

girls and allow them to brainstorm together. But each girl needs to record her own
responses on her ISM form. (Please note that responses can also be tape recorded and
transferred to the ISM form or dictated to a staff member who can write them down.)

•

Collect the ISM when all girls are done.

•

Write each girl’s age, race/ethnicity, start date with the program, and grade in school at
the top of the cover sheet next to her name.

Creative Strategies for Administration
The ISM can be integrated into program life by using it as a recruitment tool. Here is how this
could work:
•

Girls might present half the stories as role-plays at a recruiting session and have the
girls respond to the stories on paper.

•

After the role-plays, the girls from the program can discuss how the program has helped
them to know how to respond in these situations.

•

The data could be collected from the recruitment session and used as “baseline” data
for girls who end up joining or to compare these girls’ responses with girls of the same
age who have attended the program.

The ISM can be challenging in its demand for so much writing. For young teens, this might
make it difficult for them to express fully what they think and know. Here are some options:
•

Using the full ISM in one sitting: If you feel the need to administer the ISM all at once
because of time constraints, continuity, or other demands, then it might make it less

taxing for the girls to engage with group brainstorming to generate responses.
•

Doing the ISM in two parts: Part A would be stories 1, 2 and 4; and Part B stories 3, 5
and 6. The ISM should then be given in two sessions, with girls completing Part A in
one session and Part B in the other so that each girl will have completed all of the stories
within a week. All six stories need to be completed each time.

•

Using a short form of the ISM: If it is impossible to use all six stories, then use Part B
each time because the stories capture different information. Or, select one family story
(story 1 or 5), one peer story (story 2 or 3), and one community story (story 4 or 6). The
set of three stories should be used consistently.

•

Alternating stories for pre- and post-testing: Do not use different stories to try to assess
change over time. The different stories are not equivalent. Even though girls may not
like to work with the same stories over time, the stories have to stay the same.

Developing ways to make sure that girls can express themselves fully is very important. There
are a number of possibilities:
•

Individual administration: Each story can be read aloud or role-played to engage the
girls and get them to think.

•

Group or paired brainstorming: For each story, girls are asked to brainstorm. This can
be done in a group, with the brainstormed responses recorded on a flip chart or
chalkboard so that girls do not need to write them down. Or girls can brainstorm in pairs
and write up one set of responses.

ü One caution about brainstorming is that it can lead girls to egg each other on to give silly
or provocative responses. It is important that girls individually determine their own ideal
and real responses for each story.
Tailoring or revising scenarios to better suit your program can enhance the relevance of the ISM.
Be aware of the following in developing your own stories:
•

Keep in mind that the ISM has six stories divided into three domains: family, peer and
community. Your stories should do the same.

•

The different areas of girls’ lives where the program should show an effect should be
represented.

•

The stories should contain a conflict that could have multiple solutions.

Guidelines for Coding the ISM Data
The ISM data was coded to determine the following:
•

the number of brainstormed solutions

•

the number of brainstormed solutions that involved conflict, threats or violence

•

the number of brainstormed solutions that were non-responsive to the conflict in the story

•

the number of brainstormed solutions that were responsive

•

the presence of conflict in the ideal and real responses

•

the presence of empathy in the ideal and real responses

•

whether the ideal and real responses show willingness to be a change agent

•

whether the ideal and real responses show a sense of responsibility for the resolution

•

for both the ideal and real responses, whether there is reliance or dependence on
authorities, and which authorities were called on

•

whether peers were involved in the solutions

•

the congruence between ideal and real responses

The codesheet and coding guidelines are attached for use or as an example.
The ISM data can be coded more simply. They can also be used to assess different elements
from those mentioned above. You can develop a way of coding the ISM based on what your
program does by doing the following:
•

Decide the most important ways that girls’ responses might change after having been in
the program. If there are particular qualities or skills that a program hopes to be
imparting to girls, these could be the basis for coding the data.

•

The rationale and definitions for whatever is coded for will need to be written down. For
example, if the presence of conflict is important to assess, then this might be defined as
“physical violence, threats or name calling.” This will need to be made clear so that the
coding can be done consistently.

•

The data need to be checked to make sure that it is coded consistently. One way to do
this is to have one person do all of the coding. From a research perspective, this is not
the best way to go. The better route is to have two people code the same data (10 to 20
percent of the data) and then calculate the percentage of same scorings. A score of 85
percent or more is considered fairly reliable.

•

Coding needs to be completed before statistical analyses can be done.

Thoughts on Preliminary Statistical Analysis
The ISM can generate a large amount of data but the data can be analyzed fairly simply. Basic
data analysis might involve exploring the different types of responses that girls gave, the
numbers of options that they come up with, the different resources that they refer to, and the
differences between the best responses and the one they would realistically choose. A more indepth analysis of the data will most likely require a statistics program and the help of someone
with a background in statistics. To help shape the statistical analysis, you want to ask the
questions such as the following to determine what the most important changes might be in the
data:
•

Would you expect to see less conflict-based solutions for girls who have been in the
program longer?

•

Would you predict that girls would show a greater sense of responsibility for following
through with the solution?

After the data is coded, statistical analyses can be conducted to determine change both between
the ideal and real responses and over time.

Intentional Storytelling Measure
Name: _________________________
Age: _________ Grade: ___________
Ethnicity: _________Date:_________
Length of Time in Program: _________
On the next pages, there are 6 stories about girls in
some difficult situations.
1. Read each story.
2. BRAINSTORM! Think of as many ideas you have
that would be good ways of handling the situation.
3. Write all your ideas in the first space under the
story.
4. Put the one idea that you think would be the most
ideal way to deal with the situation in the second space.
5. In the third space, put the idea that, realistically,
you could do if this happened to you. And then write
why you would do this.

1. Mimi goes to a program after school where girls get together. One of the
women who works there tells everyone that there is a special trip that the
whole group is going on. Everyone needs to get their parents’ permission and
will need $30 for the trip. All of the girls are really excited – there will be a
sleepover and a lot of fun. Mimi knows that her parents won’t want her to
go. They will say that they don’t have enough money.
A. BRAINSTORM! What could Mimi do? (Give as many suggestions as you
can think of -- use the back if you need to.)

B. What’s the ideal thing to do?

C. If you were Mimi, what would you realistically do? Why?

2. There is a group of girls who live in the same neighborhood. Everyone
isn’t the same age but everyone has been close since they were really little.
One of the girls, Tina, turns up at school with a black eye. She says she
walked into a door. Later, after everyone asked her more about it, she admits
that her boyfriend hit her and that this wasn’t the first time. Tina claims that
it’s no big deal – he was drunk and she was mouthing off to him. She knows
that he doesn’t like it when she acts this way but sometimes she just can’t
help it, she says what she thinks. Tina laughs about it. Three weeks later,
Tina comes to school with a swollen lip and she has three stitches in it. When
her friends ask her what’s going on, Tina gets mad and tells them to mind
their own business.
A. BRAINSTORM! What could Tina’s friends do? (Give as many
suggestions as you can think of -- use the back if you need to.)

B. What’s the ideal thing to do?

C. If you were Tina’s friend, what would you realistically do? Why?

3. A bunch of friends are hanging out in a park after school. Not much is
happening. One of the group, a girl named Suzanne, is in a really bad mood.
She keeps cursing and complaining about how bored she is. A girl who these
friends don’t know very well walks by -- she’s wearing a really short skirt and
a tight top. Suzanne starts to say mean things about the girl. The girl looks
really embarrassed and scared. Suzanne laughs really loud. She turns to the
group and says, “Come on – let’s get her – let’s jump her!”
A. BRAINSTORM! What could Suzanne’s friends do? (Give as many
suggestions as you can think of -- use the back if you need to.)

B. What’s the ideal thing to do?

C. If you were Suzanne’s friend in this situation, what would you realistically
do? Why?

4. Every day walking home from school, two girls go past an empty lot that is
filled with junk. It’s all fenced up. Sometimes people drink there, sleeping or
throwing bottles around. One day as the two girls are passing the lot, one
says, “That’s such a waste. There isn’t one playground or park in this
neighborhood but that lot sits empty and filled with trash.” The two girls
look at each other. One of the girls says what they were both thinking,
“Wouldn’t it be great if we could change this?”
A. BRAINSTORM! What could these girls do? (Give as many suggestions as
you can think of -- use the back if you need to.)

B. What’s the ideal thing to do?

C. If you were in this situation, what would you realistically do? Why?

5. Lani is part of a group of girls who are putting on a play about violence in
girls’ lives. They want to take the play to different schools, churches and
other community groups to let people know what happens in girls’ lives and
what girls can do about it. The girls wanted to make the play very realistic so
they only put situations in the play that have really happened. Lani has an
important role in the play – she is a girl who slaps a male teacher for trying to
kiss her and then the teacher hits her back. When the girls performed the
play for the first time, for friends and family, Lani’s mother had a very bad
reaction. Afterwards, her mother said to her, “That’s not the way we do
things in our community. It’s embarrassing for our people to see you act like
that.”
A. BRAINSTORM! What could Lani do? (Give as many suggestions as you
can think of -- use the back if you need to.)

B. What’s the ideal thing to do?

C. If you were Lani in this situation, what would you realistically do? Why?

6. A group of friends go to a meeting of the school board which decides what
kinds of things can be taught in the school. The girls want the school board to
say that it is okay to have a new program in the schools about sexual
harassment. After they make their presentation, the man who is the head of
the school board says, “Thank you, beautiful girls, for providing us with such
a treat. We’ll think about what you said. But, just a word of advice,
sometimes when you are looking for a boyfriend, things can get a little out of
hand. It’s not just the boys’ fault.”
A. BRAINSTORM! What could these girls do? (Give as many suggestions as
you can think of -- use the back if you need to.)

B. What’s the ideal thing to do?

C. If you were in this situation, what would you realistically do? Why?

THE INTENTIONAL STORYTELLING MEASURE
P. Catlin Fullwood, Elizabeth Debold, Ed.D., Dana Davis
 2000 Ms. Foundation for Women
Acknowledgments:
We are grateful to Shelley Gaines, Director of the Girls Resiliency Program, Branch, WV
and Diane Brown, Director of the STAR Program at Research for Action, Philadelphia,
PA for comments on several drafts of the measures and for their leadership as Co-Chairs
of the Learning & Inquiry Workgroup for the Ms. Foundation for Women’s Healthy
Girls/ Healthy Women Collaborative Fund. Beth Richie of the University of Illinois at
Chicago, Deborah Tolman of the Wellesley Center for Research on Women, Lyn Roberts
of Hunter College, and Rhoda Linton of the Union Institute all gave valuable comments
that clarified the instrument significantly. Additional thanks to Margaret Brennan,
former Director of the AIDS & Adolescents Network of New York and to representatives
of White Buffalo Calf Woman Society in Mission, SD, Mi Casa Resource Center for
Women in Denver, CO and the HOPE program of Asians and Pacific Islanders for
Reproductive Health in Long Beach, CA for participation in reviewing a version of this
measure as part of the Learning & Inquiry Workgroup. Crucial feedback on the measure
came from Amara Perez of Sisters in Action for Power, Portland, OR, Lateefah Simon of
the Center for Young Women’s Development, San Francisco, CA, Grace Kong of the
Asian Pacific Environmental Network, and Maria Castro of Mi Casa. We also owe a
great deal of thanks to Cydney Pullman, Director of the Labor Institute’s Girls Project,
New York City, and Kim McGillicuddy, of Youth Force, Bronx, NY, for bringing
together groups of girls and young women from their programs to pilot test this
instrument. Their responses were invaluable in giving us an on-the-ground understanding
of what it would be like for organizations to use this instrument as an assessment tool.
Finally, thanks to the staff of the Ms. Foundation for Women and to the staff and
participants of the organizations funded by Ms. Foundation Healthy Girls/ Healthy
Women Collaborative Fund for their enthusiasm, practicality and interest in changing the
lives of girls and young women.

