Annual Report
2021

“The power of imagination”

1

Contents

Foreword

3

Our why, how and what (and where)

4

-

Mission
Vision
Values
Method
On location
Team

Highlights 2021
-

11

Athens
Lesvos
Follow the Sun
Sharing Stories

Future ambitions

15

2

Foreword
The circumstances in which people running from war and violence are living in at the
edges of Europe’s border are gruesome. They live in the streets, makeshift or state
organized camps and there is a continuous feeling of insecurity. Within these
miserable circumstances reside thousands of minors. Many of them have been
traumatized, are living in survival mode and their development is severely
compromised.
Traumatized children experiencing chronic stress don’t have the liberty to be a
carefree child. Being exposed to chronic stress can lead to a range of problems, such
as: the loss of appetite, being unable to sleep and the loss of the ability to play, to
fantasize, to dream and to hope.
Losing the ability to play inhibits their development. Children explore the world
through play and imagination. It helps them to develop skills for the future and
enables them to process and express their emotions. In the circumstances of refugee
or makeshift camps these skills are crucial to provide children with resilience. Playing
is a basic need for children! Therefore restoring or stimulating the ability to play and
use imagination are very much needed.
This is why Changing Stories Foundation creates a time filled with wonder and
happiness with displaced children. This is why we spark imagination and with this the
ability to create dreams and hope. Changing Stories creates carefree moments in
which children can be a child again. And with these moments, the laughter and play
of children brings some relief and happiness also into the adult community.
As long as children’s rights are violated on European territory Changing Stories also
feels obligated to create awareness. Awareness about the horrible circumstances in
which these children on European territory grow up. With interviews, lectures, theater
shows and creative interventions in the public domain Changing Stories inspires and
activates the European community to use their imagination and create impact
together.
In this annual report we give insight in our mission, organization, and our 2021
projects. We also take you along in our big, creative and hopeful dreams about the
next couple of years of our foundation.
Lots of love from the Changing Stories team,
Bertil, Caro, Catherine, Chiara, Desi, Geertje, Joris, Linda, Lotte, Matthias, Merlijn,
Moyca, Pomme and Thara.
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Why, how, what
In 1989 world leaders made a historic commitment to the children of the world by
adopting the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child – an international
agreement on childhood. Almost every country in the world signed this convention;
the Netherlands in 1995.
The rights of children on the run for war are violated on a large number of articles
secured in this convention. Including article 31 which states:
1. States Parties recognize the right of the child to rest and leisure, to engage in play
and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely
in cultural life and the arts.
2. Sates Parties shall respect and promote the right of the child to participate fully in
cultural and artistic life and shall encourage the provision of appropriate and equal
opportunities for cultural, artistic, recreational and leisure activity.
After the Second World War, Europe’s realization was ‘this never again’. By which we
mean the merciless genocide of the Jews and other minorities, and the
powerlessness of millions of European citizens standing by and watching it happen.
These two observations motivate us to act against the great injustice that children on
the run in Europe suffer from. We feel it is our own responsibility as European
citizens to act. Using our strengths and talents we have the ability to make a
difference in the world, to make a difference in Europe. To stand up for the rights of
the most vulnerable, the children who had no choice but ended up in miserable
situations through no fault of their own.
We give children the opportunity to play, to train the power of imagination and with
that we strengthen their ability to imagine an alternative future. Since, without an
inner imagination of an alternative future, there is no hope, no place to go (B. van der
Kolk, 2019).

Our mission
Using the power of imagination to empower refugee children.
Raising awareness about displaced children and their well-being and development.

Our vision
We believe in a world where every kid has the right to play.

Our values
Humanity, positivity, creativity, playfulness, and co-creation.
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Our method
Changing Stories has developed a method based on existing research and
knowledge on trauma and chronic stress. This method is based on the well-known
method of forum theater from the theatre of the Opressed.
Posttraumatic and chronic stress can cause a loss in children’s ability to be creative
and playful. Traumatized children or children under severe stress keep on playing
‘the same film’ over and over in their head. To break this negative spiral of thinking,
recovery of an inner imagination is essential. With recovering of the imagination hope
and the possibility to envision a better future for yourself can be restored.
Below you will find a theoretical frame work of the challenges children on the run
face. Furthermore we will describe further the Changing Stories method and why this
is effective for these children.

Theoretical frame work:
Window of tolerance
The Window of Tolerance is a term used to describe the zone of arousal in which a
person can function most effectively. When the level of stress stays within this
‘window’ a child (or adult) can experience things without having to activate their
defense response. If the level of stress reaches beyond this zone, the experiences
are not tolerable anymore and their defense system is activated. There are a couple
of conditions under which the window of tolerance is narrowed.
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What goes wrong in the body?

Chronic stress
Children growing up in refugee camps experience chronic stress on a daily basis. In
these living conditions the stress system can get overheated. As a result it is hard for
children to make a distinction between a dangerous or a safe situation. Children living
under these circumstances therefore develop a small window of tolerance.

Trauma
A psychotraumatic event is an event that causes physical, emotional, or physiological
harm. Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is an intense physical and emotional
response to thoughts and reminders of the event that last for many weeks or months
after the traumatic event. The symptoms of PTSD fall into three broad types: re-living,
avoidance, and increased arousal. Almost all children forced from their homes have
experienced traumatic events, a lot of these children also develop PTSD.

Attachment
Attachment is an emotional bond with another person. For children a healthy
attachment to the people who raise them is essential. If stable and healthy
attachment figures are not around or if caretakers are not able to provide (physical)
basic needs, this can result in insecure attachment. This enlarges the risk of
developing cognitive, emotional and social developmental disabilities. Children that
have experienced a traumatic event can also develop insecure attachment to care
takers. They can even develop an attachment disorder.

Dissociation
With trauma often comes a loss of the connection with the body. Certain parts of the
brain that regulate feelings and emotions can be turned off; these brain areas form
the base of our consciousness. As a result trauma can cause dissociation, even up to
the point where a traumatized person can have a hard time recognizing themselves
in the mirror.
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What are ways to heal?
Resilience
The ability to recover or keep mental health is called resilience. Resilience depends
on factors like the environment, education, religion, and hope. These factors will help
children to feel safe, keep their sense of self-esteem and reduce stress.

Synchronicity
A recovery of the feeling of synchronicity is very important for children experiencing
PTSD and/or chronic stress. In our daily lives we experience synchronicity by being
part of a community, by the family or communal rituals we take part in. Think about
eating together with your family or playing during lunch recess with your peers. For
children living in refugee shelters this synchronicity often is lost. Singing, dancing,
and playing together will have a healing effect. If they play together, they feel
physically adjusted to each other and part of a bigger whole, part of a community.
They will experience connection and joy.

Forum theatre
Forum theatre is a theatre form of the ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’. In this form of
theatre, the play can be abrupted by the audience. After the abruption the spectator
can take over the role of the actor and in this way sends the play into another
direction. The goal of this form is to make the spectator aware of a problem and give
them the opportunity to contribute to a solution; the spectator literally gets back a
sense of control.
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Changing Stories method
Changing Stories uses the combination of restoring synchronicity with the
participatory effect of theatre by letting children engage in the play. But the method
reaches even further. By not only having a participatory effect but also using co-

creation, the children are in creating the show. As we have seen,
being in control is a powerful source in dealing with trauma. At the same time being
part of a group, creating and making decisions our team creates synchronicity;
children feel part of a team. Both co-creation and emphasis of being part of a creative
community re-enforces their resilience.
Next to theater other games methods are used to create synchronicity. Dancing,
singing and certain theatre games containing simple rhythmic movements. These
create a safe space where the social engagement system has a chance to blossom.
Children feel physically attuned to each other, experience connection and joy and a
sense of community and strength arises.
Furthermore the emphasis lays on opportunities to stimulate the imagination.
Theatrical interventions and the above rhythmic movements are accompanied by
creative theatre games, face painting and blowing bubbles. Using the power of
imagination these happy, magical, and intimate moments are created that transcend
the horrible situation these children are in.

Finally, the Changing Stories method has a 'pop-up' character. Traumatized children
are prone to attach quickly to people who come in their lives and offer them the much
needed things they miss. As a result children can be retraumatized when
entertainers, short term caretakers or others leave their lives again. By using the popup method, no expectations are created and there is no chance of a disturbed or
insecure attachment in the children who participate.
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Changing Stories on location
Changing Stories always visits a location in teams of four professional artists. The
execution of our project consists always of the same components that can be flexibly
adjusted to the context of the situation. Our team is selected and trained to be able to
adjust these components as needed. All parts can be executed in different moments
and with different groups of children. Our team is in a certain area or refugee camp
for 10 to 14 days. Below a short description of the different tools are artist take with
them.
Click for an impression of the project

Painting costumes
The artists of Changing Stories always start the project in white
costumes with black outlines. The artists look like they might
have walked out of a coloring book. Children are encouraged
and stimulated to paint the costumes and literally help bring
color to the gloomy circumstances in which they live.

Making backdrops
The theater part of our project always carries the theme
‘Party’. During a workshop children draw their own
associations on this theme. Their drawings are enlarged on
cardboard or wood and used as props and backdrops for
the performances. The children’s drawings are leading in
the show and the story changes according to their
creations.

Face painting
Traumatized children benefit from being seen by adults and
in contact with them. For this reason, Changing Stories
always uses face painting to get in individual contact with
children. Children relax under the soothing touch of the
brush, and there is a nurturing kind of contact.

9

Blowing bubbles
What is more magical then blowing giant bubbles in a dreary place.
Changing Stories fills buckets full of soapy water to blow the
biggest bubbles these kids have ever seen. And what is more fun
than chasing these bubbles and try to pop them?

Fun & games
Changing Stories uses the healing power of
synchronicity by playing a ton of (theatre) games. An alltime favorite is the echo well, a game in which children
mimic sounds and movements of our artists.

Flag line
To lighten up the weary place of the refugee camps, together
with children a flag line can be made. By drawing and coloring
children make their own inner world visible. The painted flags will
all together be hung around in the camps where the children live.
A happy decoration that will last and create imagination even
when our team has left.

Making masks
Children make their own mask of their super power or hero.
By making masks and wearing them children feel stronger and
more protected. By wearing a mask and pretending to be
someone else a child connects with their body. In this way
children can reconnect with the parts that might be shut off
due to trauma and are therefore not working well.

Show
The final show of Changing Stories is called Happy Birthday! It
is about two neighbors, one having all he desires and one
lacking it all. The story is about inequality, conflict and
resolution. The show is interactive, and children can decide
how it all works out.
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Our team
In 2021 we welcomed three new players in our team of volunteers, and so our team
grew from nine to twelve volunteers. Our team gets together once a month and is
trained in working trauma sensitive.
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Highlights 2021
Projects in Europe
Athens
In Athens we mostly worked with refugee children living on the streets. In the past
couple of years more and more children on the run stranded with or without parents
on the streets of Athens. Because of a lack of capacity and facilities for these children
there is slowly a crisis building in the capital of Greece. There is almost no
perspective on a brighter future for the people and children living there, a lot of them
reside in parks and on the streets. Among them minors that prostitute themselves to
survive.
The situation asks for humanity and some brightness, that’s why Changing Stories
decided that the need for a project was very much needed. In 2021 Changing Stories
visited Athens two times, in Summer and in October.

Summer
In Summer a lot of children reside on the streets. When our team was in Athens a
massive heatwave hit Greece. As a result there were no children on the streets of
Athens during the day, but they started to come out of the shades in the evenings.
Our team therefore focused on working with children in the evenings. From 6 p.m.
until 10 p.m. we worked: making props, painting costumes, performing our show,
playing, blowing bubbles and just goof around and have fun.
During the day we visited Eleonas refugee camp, a government run camp and the
first camp to open on the mainland in 2015. The camp hosts about 2.300 people, but
when we visited in 2021 the camp was overcrowded and hosting about 5.000 people.
Regardless of the heat we gave workshops and performed our show for as many as
200 kids.

In total we reached 700
children in Athens and
Eleonas camp during our
summer project.
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October
In October we revisited the streets of Athens. The atmosphere on the streets was
completely different from the summer. It was a lot colder, and as people were
preparing for winter to come the overall feeling of hopelessness couldn’t be ignored.
We were so happy to be able to offer parents and children some relieve by
performing, blowing bubbles and face painting on the streets.
We also visited Ritsona camp, the largest refugee camp on the Greek mainland.
Here we organized a full day of making backdrops, performing, and blowing bubbles.
We had an amazing time with the kids growing up in this camp. We saw over 60
children per day in this camp.

In total we reached 350 children in
Athens and Ritsona camp during our
project in October.

Lesvos
In the Summer we also went to Lesvos. In
Lesvos we worked with more partner
organizations then ever before. We also
worked with different groups of children every
day. We visited a new camp, worked with
children residing in the city, we visited
different refugee shelters and worked with
local Roma kids.

We saw a total of 450 kids during our
summer project in Lesvos.
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Follow the Sun
In October 2021 we performed the pilot of our Follow The Sun project on Lesvos.
Follow the Sun is an educational theatre project in which children get informed about
their basic legal rights and the asylum procedure they are in. In this way children
learn about theatre, but also about procedures and interviews. This project was a
collaboration with different partner organizations.
With a group of 25 kids we rehearsed a storyline about children in a waiting queue for
their immigration interview. They learned about playing roles, about emotions and
how to act. At the same time these children got more information about their rights
and the rules regarding their asylum procedure. Like always the project was adapted
to the situation and the needs of the kids involved. As a result our theatre project
evolved into a film project. It turned out that the children we worked with weren’t
allowed to go out of the camp daily and we were not allowed to go in. Rehearsing for
a theater piece was therefore impossible. Short rehearsals however and filming on
the same day provided a solution. Besides, the relatively short attention span of kids
and having an instant result (by looking back at yourself on camera) was a
motivational starter and it turned out to be an amazing activity to work with different
kids altogether on the same project.
Click for the Follow the Sun movie

25 children to part in the
Follow the Sun project and
over a hundred children will
be reached in 2022 by
spreading the film.
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Projects in the Netherlands

Lopend Vuur
Lopend Vuur was an awareness raising event of wakes throughout the Netherlands.
Together with our partners of Borderline Offensive and Home for All we organized the
wake in Arnhem and also made a travelling artwork which was used in wakes all
throughout the Netherlands. Visitors of the wakes could participate in this growing
artwork in which they would place displaced children in a happy home and write a
wish for them. In the end of the Lopend Vuur event, the artworks were presented to
governmental leaders in a final wake at the town square in The Hague. Changing
Stories also gave a speech during the wake in The Hague.

There were actions in 70 cities
throughout the Netherlands, with
over 4500 protestors and 9 political
parties that promised to do more
for a more humane migration policy
in Europe.

Exhibition in cultural centre Rozet
In the cultural centre of our hometown Arnhem we held an exhibition of our costumes
during the Fashion Design Festival 2021. We displayed the artworks the children
made on the costumes, told the story behind the drawings in an audio fragment for
people to listen to and showed people the process of re-using the materials and kids’
artworks by making them into products for people to use.

Almost every visitor of
Rozet or the library
walked passed our
exhibition during a
three month period.
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Future ambitions
We are a growing as an organization and looking for ways to enlarge our impact for
children in need. In 2022 we will focus on reorganizing our organization as to enlarge
our impact in the near future. In 2021 we went abroad three months out of the twelve.
By 2025 we are doubling our impact by having a team for 10 to 14 days on the
ground six months out of a year. In the year 2027 we want to execute at least twelve
projects a year.
As of writing this year report the war in Ukraine started in February. This made us
think of the impact we can make and like to have in our own home country. We are
therefore also looking at ways to expand our impact at home in refugee shelters in
the Netherlands. In the coming years we would like to establish a good working
network in which the shelters know how to find us and create and expand our local
impact to playing at lease on 12 different locations a year.
To be more impactful we will need to provide our team of professionals with a more
sustainable income. Our team of professionals contains 12 volunteers. At this
moment they use their vacations days to help children in need. With a growing impact
we will have to provide our team with an income. In the next year we will look into a
way to achieve this in 2027
Next to expanding our projects for refugee children we want to make an impact by
sharing our story with a bigger crowd to raise awareness for children on the run
growing up in Europe. We believe that we can make a difference by providing
knowledge and tools to partner organizations and the general public to help these
children, therefore we want to conduct more research into our method, to help
improve it and make it even more valuable.
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