CHAPTER 1

Storytelling Is...

The telling of a tale links you with everyone who has 10ld it before. There are
= Y -

no new tales, only rew tellers in their own way, and 11 vou listen closely vou

can hear the voice of evervone who cver told the tale.

William Brooke

storles, we do give a gift. Storytelling creates for our listeners a sense

of mystery, of wonder, of reverence for life. Perhaps most important,
storytelling creates a relationship. When I ask my students about their expe-
riences with storytelling, they often remember the closeness, the sharing, but
may not remember the actual stories! One student remarked: “I don’t
remember what stories my father told me. I only remember that storytelling
created a special bond between us. It wasn’t what he told. It was the won-
derful knowledge that he found me important encugh to rake rime to tell sto-
ries to me.” I asked my then seven-year-old daughter, Jamie, “What would
the world be like if there were no stories?” She replied, “Dull, boring, and
nothing to say.”

Some storytellers work a quiet, special magic; some, a raucous magic.
They are at once the weavers of fantasy, the keepers of genealogies, the keep-
ers of history, wits, wisdom-sayers, spinners of ideas. Storytelling is an art, a
science, a way of life. To define storytelling or storyteller is to try to make con-
crete that which is abstract. Suffice it to say that storytelling is among the old-
est forms of communication. It exists in every culture. Storytelling is the com-
monality of all human beings, in all places, in all dmes. It is used to educate,
to inspire, to record historical events, to entertain, to transmit cultural mores.

L EWIS CARROLL once called stories “love gifts.” Indeed, when we tell

Storytellers are ...

Who are the storytellers? Well, in a general sense, we all are. As my daughter
Jamie says, “Everything you tell is a story.” If that is true (and I believe 1t is),
storytelling becomes a vehicle for discovering who we are, for making sense of
our world, for enhancing our learning/teaching, and for plain old fun!

In his book Human Communication as Narration: Toward a Philosophy of
Reason,Value, and Action, Fisher (1989) suggests that human beings are inherent-
ly storytellers. Humans experience and understand life as a “series of ongoing
narratives, as conflicts, characters, beginnings, middles, and ends” (p. 24). Thus
all forms of communicaton can be seen fundamentally as stories—symbolic
interpretations of aspects of the world occurring in time and shaped by history,
culture, and character. McAdams (1993) suggests: “We are all tellers of tales. We
each seek to provide our scattered and often confusing experiences with a sense
of coherence by arranging the episodes of our lives into stories” (p. 11).
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Although mn a general sense all humans are storyviellers, some humans
have chosen to use story for specific purposes: for teaching, as oral history,
for entertainment, for healing, and for sacred rites. Throughout history, spe-
cial individuals have acted as keepers and tellers of stories. The ollahms and
shanachies of Ireland, the griots of Africa, the Navajo shaman, the trouba-
dours of medieval France—these were the storvtellers of old who held hon-
ored places 1n their particular societies. Though none of us may achieve the
artistry of these masters whose lives were devoted to storytelling, it 1s their
farmily that I invite vou to join. | encourage vou to step into the ancient shoes
of the teacher-tellers. to become the “givers and interpreters of myth.”
Whether you teach first graders or tenth graders, [ encourage you to become
a teacher-teller and, in turn, to encourage vour students to become teacher-
tellers. Why? Because, it seems to me, story is at the very heart of teaching
and learning.

Stories are ...

Livo and Rietz (1986) explain that © ‘Story’ is a universal mirror that shows
us the ‘truth’ about ourselves—who and why we are. When we look into this
mirror, we see daily routine and mundane circumstances transformed into
something profound. ‘Story’ takes the ordinary and binds it into all of human
existence, revealing the significance of the trivial” (p. 4).

Schoafsma (1989) suggests that stories may be seen as selves, provision-
al representations of our struggle to define ourselves and the world. Burt in
the process of shaping those selves, stories also may become one means of
shaping relationships with others in the community. In the words of Bruner
(1986), a story provides a “map of possible roles and possible worlds in
which acton, thought, and self-definition are possible (or desirable)” (p. 66).
Students, through their stories, explore personal “roles” and ‘‘possible
worlds.” Sit in a preschool classroom, or listen to the play of elementary-
school children or the conversations of adolescents. Words you will hear are,
“Let’s pretend that...” and “What if .. .” Words like these signal a “trying on”
of roles, an exploration of whether they are viable or workable.

The power of story

Storytelling is a powerful teaching/learning tool. In her book The Boy Who Would
Be a Helicopter, Vivian Paley (1990) tells why story is so important to teaching:

A day without storytelling is, for me, a disconnected day. The children at
least have their play, but I cannot remember what is real to the children
without their stories to anchor fantasy and purpose. (p. 4)

By listening to our students, we as teachers can learn what is real to them,
and thus know what questions to ask and comments to make to enhance
their learning.

For example, when Jamie was six, we had a conversation about how
sweets could turn teeth yellow. I was trying to impress upon her the impor-
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eatlng a lot of sweets, and (b) brushing her teeth. Later that
d the following three stories:

=BALLED MONSTER WITH A YELLOW SMILE

-eveballed menster with a yellow smiie eats sweets. 1t's eight feet tall.
, ten sweets a day. lts favorite sweets are @ff sweets. That’s why he hasa

2

ﬂi'mi MYRAMJU[CF MONSTER
s ﬁﬁyram;ulce Monster eats three houses a day because 1t has three heads.

ite game is eating houses. It is thirteen feet tall. It drinks lakes. It likes
vs in the houses it eats.

THE ExD

'Fim Four-HEADED PiE THROWER

" The four-headed pie thrower throws pies. It eats ice cream. It drinks melted
-kﬁ.c.ream- It throws pies at other monsters. Its favorite word is the end.

- THE END

% the common thread Lhroughout all three stories—eating! As Paley (1990)
: m in a story a child savs, “This is how I interpret and translate right now
 sol g that is on my mind.” Obviously, eating was on this child’s mind. She
/as, through story, making sense for herself of our earlier conversation.
Students should be encouraged to use stories to “make sense,” to enhance
eir learning. Wells (1986) writes:

Constructing stories in the mind—or storying, as it has been called—is
one of the most fundamental means of making meaning; as such, it is an
activity that pervades all aspects of learning. When storying becomes overt
and is given expression in words, the resulting stories are one of the most
effective ways of making one’s own interpretation of events and ideas
available to others. Through the exchange of stories, therefore, teachers
and students can share their understandings of a topic and bring their
mental models of the world into closer alignment. In this sense, stories and
_storying are relevant in all areas of the curriculum. (p. 194)

vafsma (1989) concurs:

We who teach often dismiss stories as a primitive form, a form for children,
‘something students need to move “beyond” for the learning they will have
to do in schools. However, stories, grounded as they are in students’ lives
-and concerns, are one important means students have for making sense of
mWﬂﬂdS, an important tool for learning. {p. 89)

the following story written by an eight-vear-old, in which she “makes
of one aspect of narural life:
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How THE OCEAN GOT 113 Foam

Once a cloud fell in the ocean.

When the cloud put iwself back together,
he couldn’t get all iself

s0 some was lefi.

So that’s how

the ocean got its foam.

As students share their concerns, desires, fears, accomphlishments, and
dreams through their stornies, they become members of what Bruner calls a
“culture creaung community” (p. 132). According to Bruner, “It is not just
that the child must make his knowledge his own, but that he must make it his
own in a community of those who share his sense of belonging to a culture”
{p. 120}.

Much schooling today is what James Paul Gee (1986) refers to as essay-
text literacy: “Essay-text literacy. .. 1s connected with the forms of conscious-
ness and the interests of the powerful in our society” (p. 742). Essay-text liter-
acy 1s efficient, neatly packaged knowledge. It allows little room for knowledge
gained from personal experience. For true learning, narrauve knowledge is
essenual. Narrative knowledge is experiential and cultural knowing. It is the
best means available for students to organize their experiences and make
meaning for themselves.

Students are not the only ones who should tell stories in the classroom.
Obviously, both you and your students will become the teacher-tellers when
storytelling is used as a teaching strategy. What grade level or what subject mar-
ter you teach really matters little. Elements of storytelling can be used at all lev-
els and in all subjects. A few examples follow; you will recognize many of these
as methods you already employ. Storytelling can be used:

+ to introduce a unit (explaining to students how you reacted to the assassi-
nation of John E Kennedy could be an effective way ro introduce a high
school history unit, for example).

+ to help explain a concept (a story about a young child’s reaction to the first
day of school could be used to clarify child development concepts in a
family relatons class).

» 1o set the stage for a science experiment (a story about how scientsts first
decided to do the experiment would be good here).

The possibilities are endless. I remember a high school teacher who, prier
to our dissecung a frog, told our sophomore biology class the story of the
wide-mouthed frog. (This 1s a story usually told to younger children. It
involves a wide-mouthed frog who travels through the woods asking forest
creatures what they feed their babies. The frog finally meets a snake, who
replies “wide-mouth frogs.”) He explained to us that, although we were
using frogs for scientific purposes, we should always remember that frogs
are special creatures!

Thus, storytelling can be used across the curriculum and 1s a powerful
reaching tool for several reasons.
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Storytelling allows the teacher to provide
instruction mdirectly

[t is easv o embed teaching lessons, informauon, and mental processes in
story form. It 15 one thing to instruct students in character-building by telling
them that “virtue wins over evil” and quite another to relate the storv of
“Cinderella.” The story is far richer psychologically in providing a concrete
and understandable lesson on the rewards of virtue. The complex, often mul-
ulayered, tapestrics of stories provide students with much food tor thought.

Storyteller Svd Lieberman suggests that it is the story in hzstory that pro-
vides the nail on which to hang facts. Students remember historical facts when
they are ted to a story. Livo and Rietz (1986) report that a high school in
Boulder, Colerado, experimented with a study of presentation of historical
material. Storvtellers present material in dramatic context to the students, and
group discussion follows. Students are encouraged to read further. In contrast,
another group of students 1s involved in traditional research/report techniques.
The study at this stage indicates that the material presented by the storytellers
has much more interest and personal impact than that gained via the tradi-
tional method.

Storytelling prompts questions and conversations

Storytelling is both a way to prompt questions and conversation. For teachers,
questions are the single most influennal teaching practice because questions
determuine which mental processes students engage in, which points of a topic
students can explore, and which modes of thought students learn (Cooper,
1995). In addition, research suggests that conversation—students discussing,
arguing, orally creating ideas—enhances learning (Cooper, 1995}.

As Richard Iewis (1979) suggests:

One of the ways I look at educaton is that it is an attempt to elicit
response—that to educate means, in effect, to allow the individual to rever-
berate enough experiences and ideas within himself that he needs to
respond. The need to respond is the beginning of framing and forming
knowledge so that it becomes understandable for one’s self. So going back
to the story, it seems to me the story is a kind of melodic line that has a
built-in need for response. So when the story brings out questions, it has
started a melody which has to be continued by the hearer in some way,
erther through the response of a question or some other reflection of what
the stery may have meant for him. {p. 69)

Learming becomes fun when stortes are used

When quesuoned about their favorite teacher, many people relate effectve
storytelling as the quality they remember most, not the ability to organize
materal or profound knowledge of the subject. One high school student put
1t this way: “When Mrs. Nicholson told us stories about why she wanted to
become a science teacher—what things fascinated her and why—we began
to love science, too. I don’t know why, exactdy. But, somehow, I wanted to




6 CHAPTER i

discover things, too, to see them as she saw them. Learning became a fun
challenge.”

In her invesugaton of the storyiellng acuvity of teachers, Holladay (1987)
concludes that teachers who use story are more effective than those who do not.
Posiuve relationships between students and teacher are enhanced through sto-
rytelling. In addinon, students are better able to relate the content of the course
to their personal lives when the teacher uses stories to explain course content.

Let me give vou some specific examples. Suppose you are teaching histo-
ry. Regardless of the grade level you teach, you mighrt use oral histories as a
way to help students understand how history “works” in their own hves. I have
observed teachers who ask students to collect oral histories of their family
members, particularly grandparents and great-grandparents. After collecting
these oral histories, students create and tell their own genealogies, beginning
with their great-great grandparents and following through to their parents.

I am the great-great grandson of an iinerant farmer—a man who loved the
feel of dirt in his hands and the sun on his face—and a woman who kept
the farm’s books and household and raised five children. [ am the great-
grandson of a man who loved learning and taught in a one-room school-
house and a woman who was the first librarian in a small Kansas rown. [
am the son of. ..

The storyteller presents some brief information about each ancestor. The
students could even include informanon about brothers, sisters, cousins, and
SO on.

Another successful teaching tool is to have students research famous his-
torical characters and present genealogies for them. The popularity of the
1990 docurmentary The Cruvil War, presented on public television, should indi-
cate to us all how history can be brought to life through personal stories.

If you are a math teacher, you might have students make up and tell one
another story problems. Ask them to share a personal story in which a math
error caused them problems. If you teach science, create a unit on “Scientific
Myths™ or “How Physics Came to Be.” If using the scientfic myths sugges-
tion, you might tell stories from Rudyard Kipling’s Fust So Stories about how
certain animals got their major characteristics, then move to more recent
myths of science that have been dispelled.

In sum, through research and through personal experience we learn more
every day about the central role that storytelling plays in empowering teacher
and students to synthesize and verbalize personal experiences, communicate
feelings, and construct meaning—processes vital to effecuve learning.

Conclusion

I have always loved [. B. Singer’s reminder in Naftal the Storyteller and His
Horse, Sus:*

* Excerpt from Naftali the Storyteller and Fis Horse, Sus by Isaac Bashevis Singer, translated by Joseph
Singer. Copyright © 1973, 1976 by Isaac Bashevis Singer. Reprinted by permission of Farrar, Straus
& Giroux, Inc.
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0 longer there.
g more than a story.
books weren’t written, man would live like beasts—

morrow today will be a story.
human life, is one long story.

ressed at the end of the Chinese folktale “White Wave™:

- old man died, the shell was lost.
the shrine, t0o, disappeared. All that remained was the story.
is how it is with all of us.
we die, all that remains is the story.

~ Often, as I struggle to think of stories to use in my own teaching, I remem-
this ‘and wonder, “What happened in my experience (what I’ve done or

d) that I can use to help my students make sense of this content?” Without
4 % m I find a story that works! I also say this to children when I want them to
e tell a story. I say it, and then [ ask, “So, what’s a story you can tell about today,
.~ before it slips away?”

SUGGESTED READINGS

Hardyment, Christina. 1989. Heidi’s Alp: One Family’s Search for Storybook
Europe. New York: Atlantic Monthly Press.

This s the story of the journey the author and her four daughters took across
Europe. They set out to trace the roois of stories that have captured the imaginations
of generations of children.

Paley, Vivian. 1990. The Boy Who Would Be a Helicopter. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.
This book is the diary of a year in the evolving drama of a preschool classroom and
- the role story plays.
* Pellowski, Ann. 1990. The World of Storytelling. New York: H. W. Wilson.
An excellent text for those interested in the history of storvielling. The first seven
chapters are devoted 1o the history of storytelling in numerous cultures.
Stotter, Ruth. 1995. Abour Story. Stinson Beach, CA: Stotter Press.

Written by the director of the interdisciplinary storyteling program art
Dominican College, this text offers rich essays abour the functions and traditions
of storytelling.
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Meet the storyteller...
Caitlin Collins

Canlin s a lrvely, charming seven-year-old.

It wous vasy to interview Rives’ daughter Caitlin
becuitse she and I like each other very much
and also, Cattlin 1s a ralker!

QQ: Whart are some of your favorite stories?

A: Oh. that’s a very hard question. I like so
many. [ like true stories, but I also like fantasy. :
I reaily like my dad’s stories about when he was S
young, especially the ones about when he got Photo by Dezen Mucrray
into trouble. His father was very strict about man-

ners, and my dad’s manners weren’t always the best.

QQ: What kind of stories do you like to tell?

A: 1like to tell stories I’ve read in a book.

Q: Why?

A: Because I can picture everything in my mind and tell it, but I don't tell it
with the same words the author did. I can tell a story after hearing it only
once. My teacher read us a story recently called “How Snoeshoe Hair Saved
the Sun.” I could picture the story in my mind, and then I told it.

Q: Why did you like that story?

A: Tt was kind of silly, and I like silly stories. But most of all, I liked it because
it reminded me of something I am trying to work on my own life—not brag-
ging. I'm really working on that and so the story reminded me not to brag.

Another thing I should tell you is that when I hear a story I really like, I
type it into my computer. Sometimes I even leave a space to draw a picture.
Anyway, then when I’'m bored, I go to the computer and open my file and
read my favorite stories over again. So, I have a book of my own of my
favorite stories. I like that.

Q: So, a good story is something you can go back to?

A: Yes. There are some stories you just never grow tired of.

Q: Would you rather have someone read vou a story or tell you a story?

A: Well, that sort of depends on whether the person is a good storyteller.
My teacher mostly reads stories to us, but she wants to become a better sto-
ryteller. Now she’s trying to learn to tell stories. So not long ago, she told us
a story about staying with her mother and weeding in the garden, and acci-
dentally stepping on a hill of fire ants. Luckily, there was a hose nearby so
she could spray the ants off of herself, but still they stung. Those bites hurt

10

FEETREEEERIREEERIEINERNRNEN,



MEET THE STORYTELLER....

for a whole week. After she told us the story, we all
That helps her learn to tell a good story, and it helps
rs. Now we’re working on a story she told us about
tched when she was at her mother’s house.

cﬁing.‘to be a better storyteller?

that is?
g better at telling stories by telling more stories.
to tell stories?

ich. I wrote a story called “Kirsty and the Leprechaun,”
 mother for St. Parrick’s Day. It's nice to give stories as gifts.
other story, “Jenny and the Dog.”

make that one up or did you hear it somewhere?

ired by one of the Boxcar Children books. ] really like those
the children never complain and I love the adventure and
e books. Sometimes, and this happens with books other than
Children books, when my mother says, “OK, Caitlin, it’s time
the lights and go to sleep,” I'm tempted to sneak the light on

leaves my room and finish the part I'm on. Of course, I never do,
tempted!

Do you ever tell your brother Ethan stories?

Yes; you know he can’t read. But sometimes he tells the story in a book
2. He makes it up from the picrures. I used to do that too, and I think

it’s a good thing. It encourages Ethan to look at books and stories. So,
upportive. I never say, “That’s not what it says,” because that would
him not like books and stories.

Maybe I should tel! you a story. You know I said I like stories that are

e and I like fantasy t0o? Well, this is a story that my dad and I made up

ether and you’ll see that some is true and some is fantasy. It’s abour a

morning when my mom was at aerobics class, so my dad was in

. It’s pretty wild when my dad is in charge, if vou know what I mean.

here’s the story.

(Caitlin told-me a story about her father’s attempts to change Ethan’s diapers

as Caitlin blew bubbles out the window. Ethan ends up in a bubble and the chase
on. Through a series of events, they all end up at Baskin Robbins, where Ethan

has bubble gum ice cream, blows a bubble and starts to float away again, but 15

saved by Caitlin. The story lasted ten minutes, complete with movement and voice

changes. Caitlin filled my family room as she animated the story.)

~ It’s fun to tell that story again and again. You know, I don’t know if this

ppens to others, but it does to me. When I first start telling a story, like 1

for you just now, I feel nervous. But once you get started, you don’t feel
vous anymore. You just want to tell the story.

9
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Meet the storvteller. ..
Jamie Hoel

Famie 15 12 yewss old. In addition: 1o telling
stories (she and fer mother often do story-
telling performuanices together:, her hobbies
are ice skating, plaving the violi. reading,

and biking, and she loves 1o rrave!.

Q: Why do you like stories?

A Well. if there were no stories. there

would be nothing to say or do because

everyihing you say 1s a story.

Q: Why do you like writing stories?

A: Mostly because I like stories. and if you couldn’t write stories,
you couldn’t write anything.

QQ: Where do vou get your stories?

A: From my imagination. Sometimes I write about personal experiences.

QQ: After you write a story, what do you do with it?

A: Usually, I type it on my computer. All of my stories are there so I can
continue to work on them.

QQ: When you tell a story, what kind of story do you like to tell?

A: Tlike telling spooky stories because people love them. You also have fun

telling them. You can imitate the monster or speak like the ghost.

Q: What'’s the difference between reading The Wizard of Oz and seeing
the movie?

T1IEES1I1ERERNEENE

A: Well, the movie you get to see with your eyes. When you read a book,
you have to make up the pictures in your mind. You have to show the pic-
tures to you, because there’s no TV or movie screen.

Q: Which is better?

A: T like reading because then you can “see” it over and over and make up
new pictures every time. If you watch the movie, you see the same pictures
over and over, and that gets boring.

Q: If you want 10 be a good storyteller, what should you do?

A: Tell stories a lot. Tell stories vou think are good stories. If you really want
to be a good storyieller, you should use different voices when you need to.
For example, if a person in the story is mean, you should use a mean voice
and make a mean face—stuff Iike that.




~ This Is Why I Tell It:
" The Value of Telling Stories

A Zuni once asked an anthropologisz, who was carefully writing down a story,
“When I tell thesc stories, do you see 11, or do you just write i down?”
Denns Tedlock

learners alike in the learning process, I'll focus on twelve reasons story-
telling is valuable. Some of these reasons are a result of listening to sto-
ries; some are the result of telling them.

:a B ECAUSE [ am interested in how storytelling empowers teachers and

R Enhances imagination and visualization

Storyteller Jay O’Callahan defines storytelling as the “theater of the mind.”
The storyteller provides the skeleton; the listener adds the “flesh” of scenery,
character, and so on. As such, the listener has to visualize what the character
and settng look like. Consider the following opening to the story of Wilfrid
Gordon McDonald Parmridge by Mem Fox (1985):

There once was a small boy called Wilfrid Gordon McDonald Partridge
and what’s more he wasn’t very old either.

The listener must imagine how Gordon looks, how old he is, his hair color,
color of his eyes, his height. In addiuon, the listener has to imagine the
characters Gordon knows: Mrs. Jordan who played the organ, Mr. Hosking
who told scary stories, Mr. Tippit who was crazy about cricket, Mrs.
Mitchell who walked with a wooden stick, Mr. Drysdale who had a voice
like a giant, and Miss Nancy Alison Delacourt Cooper to whom Wilfrid
told all his secrets.
The ability to visualize, to create images in the mind, is at the very
heart of storytelling, not just for the listener, but also for the teller. To cre-
ate the visualization and images in the listener’s mind, the storyteller must
have a clear visual image in her own mind. For example, if the storyteller is
trying to create a visual image of Wilfrid Gordon, she will need to recall all
- the little boys she’s known, create a composite, and see that image in her

mind’s eye before she can create the image for her audience. The same is
true for any character and for any audience. I recenty told this same story
or 2 group of adults at a storytelling workshop. Afterward, a man of about
ame up and said, “That story touched me more than you can imagine.
mother suffers from Alzheimer’s disease, and Miss Nancy reminded me
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Develops appreciation of the beauty
and rhythm of language

My students are constantly amazed at how quickly children ““chime in” when a
story has a refrain. As children chant a refrain—"King Bidgood’s in the bathtub
and he won’t get out, oh, who knows what to do? Who knows what to de?” or,
“Tikk: Tikki Tembo-no sa rembo chari-beri richi-pip pert pembo,” or “It’s
Heckedy Peg. She’s lost her leg. They let her in,” or “I do not like them, Sam-I-
am. I do not like green eggs and ham”—swith the storyteller. thev begin to under-
stand the beaury of their own language as well as its power [o create an image
and an emotion.

Think about the range of language students encounter it a story—unfa-
miliar words, archaic expressions, puns, words, and phrases used 1n unigue
ways. While at a storvtelling festival recently I heard again Rudyard Kipling’s
“The Elephant’s Child” and again was enthralled with the language. Who can
fall to appreciate descriptions such as “the nose no bigger than a bulgy boot,”
“satiable curiosity,” the “banks of the great grey-green greasy Limpopo River,
all set about the fever trees...” Aidan Chalmers (1973) suggests the full range
of language usage that storytelling makes possitic:

As children histen to stories, verse, prose of all kinds, they unconsciously
become familiar with the rhythms and structure, the cadences and conven-
tions of the various forms of written language. They are learning how print
“sounds,” how to “hear” it in their inner ear. Only through listening to
words 1n print being spoken does anyone discover their colour, their life,
their movement and drama. (p. 181)

As students get older, this “full range of language” can continue to be
enhanced. During one of my children’s literature classes, a young college foot-
ball player decided he wanted to tell the story “The Litde Engine That Could.”
When I asked him why, he told me this story:

I come from a very small high school in a remote part of Nebraska. We
never won many football games. Our team was getung pretty discouraged.
We all wanted to quit. The coach came in one day before a game and told
us the story “The Little Engine That Could.” We played pretty good that
day! Before every game after that, we ran onto the field yelling in unison, “I
think I can! I think I can!” Isnt that the greatest story?! It changed my life!
Ever since then, those words “I think I can” have helped me through a lot!

Note that this student learned no new words. But he did learn the power
of language!

Increases vocabulary

Students may not know the meaning of all words they hear, but they will
understand them from the context. Storyteller Betty Weeks provides the fol-
lowing example. In her version of “The Three Bears,” she uses the phrase

1A
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“arrested by a constable and put in a house of correcuon.” She reports having
the following conversation:

Child: Mrs. Weeks, what’s a constable?
Mrs. Weeks: What do you think?

Child: A policeman. What’s that “house of correction?”
Mrs. Weeks:  What do you think?

Child: A jaii. ’

Refines speaking skills

In its document, Essential Speaking and Listening Skills for Elementary School
Students, the Speech Communication Association (1993) lists seventeen oral
‘communication competencies. Similarly, the document Speaking and Listening
Competencies for High School Graduates (1993) lists fifteen oral communication

competencies. Among these thirty-two competencies to be developed for
grades K-12 are:

» Speak clearly and expressively through appropriate aruculation, pronun-
" ciation, volume, rate, and intonation.

«- Qrganize messages so others can understand them.

. Use and understand spoken language appropriate to the context {e.g.,
topic, purpose, audience).

= Use nonverbal cues that emphasize meaning.

 Clarify and support ideas with necessary details.

* Recognize when another does not understand the message.

The most valuable learning occurs when a real purpose is involved.
Storytelling can help students refine their speaking skills because a real purpose—
telling a story—is involved. For example, when telling a story, students should
use gestures and body movement, organize the story in a sequence easily
understandable to the listeners, speak clearly—all for the purpose of making
the story enjoyable for the listener. As Livo and Rietz (1986) indicate, vari-
ables such as intonadon, pause, gesture, and body language are to the story-
teller what hammer and nails are to the carpenter (p. 345). When children and
adolescents retell a story they've heard, they practice their speaking skills.

Teachers should encourage retellings. Betty Weeks, a kindergarten teacher,
provides one technique to promote retelling:

I always tell stories at the end of the day because 1 want children to leave
school with the story in their heads. Often they retell the story to their

Pparents on the way home or to their brothers and sisters. So it really does
enhance oral language.

1proves listening skills

Speech Communication Association suggests the following listening com-
cies to be developed, which storytelling can enhance:
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+ Listen effectively to spoken messages (hear the speaker, understand
meaning, follow sequence of ideas, draw inferences).

» Recognize and interpret nonverbal cues others give.

- Provide effective and appropriate feedback.

« Crircally evaluate a spoken message.

When a child listens to a story, she not only hears the words but also
understands meanings and draws inferences and interprets the storyteller’s
nonverbal messages. While she listens, she provides feedback—a smile, chim-
ing in on a refrain, and so on. She also can be encouraged to evaluate critical-
Iv the story she hears. Does it make sense in terms of her life experiences? Did
she hke the story? Why or why not?

Allows students to interact with adults
on a personal level

The power of the relationship that can be created is often surprising to edu-
cation students. When they venture into classrooms to tell stories, they are, at
first, somewhat uncomfortable with the closeness that occurs. Young children
tend to crowd close to the storyteller, often wanting to sit on her lap or touch
her. They shout, “Tell us another! Tell us another!” or, “Come back tomor-
row!” Often they ask questions about the storyteller’s life: “Are you married?
Where do you live? How old are you?”

This relationship building can occur when the teacher tells a story about
himself. It may be the first inkling students have that this teacher is a real per-
son, one who grocery shops, goes to the movies, has fears and frustrations.
This sort of knowledge is what builds a relationship. I sit in the classroom of
teacher-teller Betty Weeks. I watch the kindergarten children sitting at her feet
(almost on them!). Their eyes tell it all. They cannot wait for her to begin. This
is a teacher they will remember always. This story time is special. No matter
what else has happened during the day, they leave with a story.

Enhances writing skills

Essentials of English (National Council of Teachers of English, 1982} is a doc-
ument that states as its purpose: “to identify the ways in which the study of
English contributes to the knowledge, understanding, and skills of those who
will make up the society of the future.”

In the section focusing on writing skills, the following objectives are outlined:

» Learn to write clearly and honestly.

» Recognize that writing is a way to learn and develop personally, as well as
a way to communicate with others.

* Learn ways to generate ideas for writing, to select and arrange them, to
find appropriate modes for expressing them, and to evaluate and revise
what they have written.

+ Learn to adapt expression to various audiences.

EEREREEREIRNINIEIEINITIY.



THIS ISWHY ITELL IT 15

3 Storytelling can help enhance wrinng skills. By hearing and telling stories,
~ students learn to write their own steries. and by doing so they master the
” ‘objectives above. Let me give you an example of how this can work. Several
,.tiljseara ago [ was teaching a course entitled, “Presentational Forms of
 Children’s Literature.” One group of students was interested in writing sto-
 ries to perform. They contacted a junior high school and got permission to
~ interview eighth-graders. They asked the cighth-graders to tell them about
their hobbies, their concerns, their fears, things they like to do, and their most
embarrassing moments. In essence, they asked the eighth-graders, “Tell us
your story of what it’s like to be an eighth-grader.” My students then wrote
stories utilizing the informaton they gathered, and then they performed them
for the eighth-graders. The ttle of the performance was, “A Day in the Life
~ of an Eighth-Grader.” After the performance, my students discussed with the

- eighth-graders how well they had captured the essence of an eighth-grader’s
day. This experience gave my students a chance to utilize storytelling to
enhance their writing skills.

~ Develops reading skills and sparks
an interest in reading

In my storytelling classes | am amazed at how much literature students read
to find “just the right story” to tell. As they read, they search for the story’s
meaning and analyze and evaluate the literature. In addition, they find plea-
‘sure in reading. Thus, storytelling enhances reading skills.
At the conclusion of the performances in schools, I like to share a secret
with the children. “Would you like to know where I get my stories?” I ask in
my best conspiratorial voice. “I’s a secret, but I'li well you if you promise not
to blab it around.” By now, [ am speaking in a whisper; the children are lean-
- ing forward to hear. “I get my stories” (eyes move left and right to make sure
nobody is spying on us) “...I get my stories from...” (pause; I look them in
the eyes and mouth the next words without making a sound “...the library.
Shhh! Don’t tell anybody! It can be our secret. Just remember: Everything
I told today—and a whole lot more—can be found right here in your school
~ H-b-r-a-r-y.”
~ I'have learned it is a good idea to warn librarians and media specialists
Mvrel do this. They report stampedes: Where are the Norse legends? Can
- you help me find the 398 section? Do we have Jumanji? Where can I find the
g s&bn'es by Edgar Allan Poe? Do we have African folktales? After a storytelling
- performance, the library becomes a very busy place.
i Teachers for junior high and high school students report similar experi-

to her eighth graders the Newbery Award-winning book The True
stons of Charlotte Doyle. After a lively discussion of what growing up

means and what growing up male means in our society, students asked
€ad more books in which those issues are considered.
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Enhances critical and creative
thinking skills

Stories that have riddles or problems to solve are particularly helpful in enhanc-
ing creative/critical thinking skills. Betty Weeks likes to illustrate this idea with her
telling of the Welsh tale, “Morgan and His Pot of Brains.” Poor Morgan, you see,
was just not very bright. As the villagers would say, “Intelligence was not a bur-
den he had been asked to bear.”” More than anything, he wanted the pot of brains
from the litde man so he would know how to make his way in the world. In this
rather grisly story, Morgan must do the bidding of the litde man who stands
grinning over the simmering pot of bramns. Each tme Morgan returns with the
heart of the thing he loves most dearly in all the world, the little man confronts
him with a nddle: “What shines and is yellow but is not gold?” Morgan doesn’t
know. “What is old, old, old, yet 1s new every month?” Morgan doesn’t know.
“What runs all day without moving?” Morgan hasn’t a clue.

The riddles are never answered 1in the story. When it 1s finished, the chil-
dren’s hands shoot up. It has been a story rich with suspense and strong feel-
ing, but often the children are sull curious about the riddles. While children are
feeling, they are also thinking. Perhaps like Morgan, they long to have encugh
sense to make their way in the world. Hours later a child may shout, “The
moon, Mrs. Weeks. It’s the moon.”

A powerful story I often tell to high school and college students is “Many
Moons,” by James Thurber. I like to tell this story because lively discussions
ensue about the relationships among the characters, the real nature of each
character, who fools whom, and so forth. Thus, students are asked to think
crcally. In additon, I encourage them to think creauvely 1n a follow-up activ-
ity. I ask students to create stories that are of the “what’s it made of” or “how
did the stars get into the sky” variety.

Nourishes students’ intuitive side

Storytelling involves much more than regurgitaung or creating content. It
involves a feeling: How does the storyteller feel about the characters? The
story's theme? His audience? Not often can we, as teachers, involve our stu-
dents’ whole brains, their thinking and feeling, at the same ume. In storytelling
we can. For example, when I tell the story “The Gift of the Magi,” I am not
just telling a story about a wife who sells her hair to buy a watch chain for her
husband, who has sold his watch to buy combs for her long, beaurtiful hair.
That’s not a great story. The great story occurs when I feel the wife’s great love
that enables her to make the sacrifice (I, too, have always coveted long, beau-
tiful hair, so I can relate to the sacrifice in a personal way) and the feeling she
has when she discovers her husband’s love is great enough thar he has sold his
most valued possession to buy her a gift. When I keep these feelings close to
my heart as I tell, I am a benter storyteller.

In addition, much of our schooling focuses on our logical side. Our feelings
are often negated when they are expressed. But storytelling says, “Hey, it’s okay
to feel. Feelings are valid. Feelings are what make us human; they are a part of
what we are.” Storytelling allows us to express our feelings. We can laugh or cry.

FENNENERNEEENNNNENEN
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s students see literature
‘mirror of human experience

¢ reflects human motives, frailties, values, and contlicts. In his book The
Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of Fairyiales, Bruno Bettelheim
@ggests that folktales are recipes for exarmining the human condition.
that fairytales enable children to learn about human progress and
:pbssible solutions to human problems. Children learn that suuggling
t difficulties is unavoidable, but if they confront the unexpected or unjust
dships directly, they can emerge victorious. As Maguire (1985) suggests:

Storytelling gives children more scope for working out their dreamiike
perceptions of life, for symbolically confronting its myriad opportunities
‘and difficulties. It equips them with tools—images and words—that they
_ can use to test their intuition and powers of judgement; and it safely and
- gently introduces topics that can later be discussed openly outside of the
privileged world of storytelling. (p. 20)

Every story is told to say something about what life means. Stories help us
e sense of our experiences and understand the experiences of others. How
iderful it is when we connect through story, when we can say, “That
inds me of the tme I...” or, “I’ve had that same feeling...”

‘Helps students understand their own
- and others’ cultural heritage

‘One of the best ways to understand our own culture is by hearing stories. I give
 the students in my children’s iterature class an assignment that helps them under-
ﬂand this. I explain to them that folklore is the lore of the folk, so all people have
;.  folkiore. I then ask them to divide into small groups and tell one another the folk-

lore of their university. One story is about the ghost in University Hall. Another
story explains why the sorority houses are on one end of campus and the frater-
- nity houses on the other. I then ask them to explain why those stories got started
and passed down, what they say about what it means to be a Northwestern
University student. I also ask them to think about the lore of their family and how
- the stories they are told about various members of their family help to give them

~ their identty. For example, what do the stories of my Grandfather Cooper tell me
‘a‘nbalt who I am, about what it means to be a part of the Cooper clan?
ot Storytelling is also a way of helping students understand a culwure differ-
ent from their own. As Ann Nolan Clark (1969) writes:

Children need to know of other nationalities and races so that, inheriting an
adult world, they find a free and joyous interchange of acceptance and
respect among all peoples.... There is a need for awareness that each group
of people has its own special tradigons and customs. There is a need for
acceptance of these differences. There is tragic need for loving communion
between children and children, children and adults, adults and adults—
between group and group. (p. 89)
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As storyteller Syd Lieberman suggests, *“If vou want to study another cul-
ture, what better way than to hear it through stories.”” [ was a visitor to Ireland
several years ago. Beforehand, I decided to see if 1 really could understand a
culture by reading its stories, so I read Irish folktales, jots of Irish folktales. The
more I read, the more I began to understand. When [ got to Ireland. I felt a
sense of “at homeness.”

When I was a visiting scholar at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, [
used storvtelling as the major teaching strategy in my oral communication
classroom. As a result of my using personal experience and folktales to teach
intercultural communication, students not only learned communicanon prin-
ciples but also applied these principles to different cultures. That is, the sto-
ries helped students understand communication in cultures different from
their own. (Cooper, 1994)

Conclusion

In the book The Talking Bird and the Story Pouch, Amy Lawson (1987) tells the
story of a reluctant storyteller, a young man whose father handed down the
Story Pouch and the Talking Bird, the necessities of a storyteller. The boy does
not really wish to be a storyteller, and so he does not gather stories, nor does he
tell them. His mother warns him that unless he dees so, he will lose the Talking
Bird, the charm that helps him find stories to put in his story pouch. Not untl
the storyteller sets off on a journey and tells his stories to those he meets does he
begin to see the value in the occupation handed down to him by his father. In
this chapter I've outlined many of those values. Like the young man, you’ll rec-
ognize those values as you tell your own stories and hear the stories of others.

SUGGESTED READINGS

Brett, Doris. 1988. Annie’s Stories. New York: Workman.
Based on her expertence with her own daughter, the author provides stories 1o help
children cope with real-life sttuations and explains how parenis can adapt the sto-
ries to their indivndual circumstance.

Coles, Robert. 1980. “Children’s stories: The link to a past.” Children’s Literature
3: 141-146.
Cole writes about childven’ “natural” developmntent of an interest in story and its
role in their hives. '

Wallace-Brodeur, R. 1989. Storzes from the Big Chair. New York: Macmillan.
This book contains seven stories, one for each day of the week. They are told by a

litle girl named Molly, who is tred of her little sisier, Susan. The stories she tells
help her better understand herself and Susan.

Nartional Storytelling Association. 1996. Nartional Storveelling Directory.
Jonesborough, TIN: Nauonal Storytelling Press.

This directory lists storyiellers, organizations, events, periodicals, educational oppor-
tunities, broadcast programming, and production companies dealing with story-
telling. It also includes several articles. A super resource!
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e stbryteller ..

10jima

is a full-time school library media
Braeside School in Highland Park,

e storyteller who specializes in

e, you're a full-time librarian?

-:ﬂfi.actually called school library media

library media specialist. At Braeside School in Highland Park.
o have you been doing that?

years. Before that I taught school in Chicago on the south side

Can you tell us how storytelling is a part of your Instructonal
ter?

torytelling to share the gift of story, to lead children to books, and
rt and extend the curriculum. And there are a [ot of ways you can
ytelling in. [ bring it in whenever I can because I love to do it so
because the kids love it so much. For instance, in kindergarten
grade, we do it with creative drama where I tell a story and the kids
In second grade, they do a very big unirt on folktales and fairytales.
se we're flexibly scheduled we can schedule according to need. So
six or eight weeks of a particular unit, the classes come in every

a combination of reading and telling. We might tell folktales from all

t continents when we’re working on continents in geography. And 1

Iminating activity is that we create a picture book where I tell a story
ve divide it into scenes. Each child gets a scene and then has to
that part of the story, so it’s not the burden of rewriting the whole
it on paper and they illustrate it and then every child gets a copy
picture book. '

amazing to me is that they’ll be able to tell me the story back. I'll
because we have to get twenty-four, or however many kids
nes in there. So I'm doing things like “Wiley and the Hairy

2 wonderful story. And I’ll tell that story once and say,

's the first thing you remember?” And by golly, they know the
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Q: Wow!

A: And I mean, they've heard stories since kindergarten. And they’ve heard
a lot of stories. But it still amazes me that they can hear a story of that com-
plexity and give it right back to me. In third grade, we do a “Jack Tale”
unit—I tell all my Jack Tales (like Jack in the Beanstalk—there are tots of sto-
ries about Jack) then. And again, we draw pictures—a favorite part, remem-
bered tmages.

We retell stories. A lot of umes, I'll put the kids in a circle and have them
retell a story round robin.

Another culminaung actvity 1s to do a video. It’s just like the picture
book, but mnstead of putung it into book form, the kids draw big 12-by-
18-inch pictures and then I videotape the pictures while they read their
parts. In fifth grade, we do a very big Natve American unit and each child
has to learn and tell a Nauve American legend. So at that point, I’m taking
them in small groups and helping them learn how to tell stories. In fourth
and fifth grade, I meet with the kids over a period of four to five weeks and |
tell stories and they rewrite them, so it becomes a writing activity. I think it’s
very good for recall and sequencing and vocabulary. We urge them to add
detail to the story, and we talk about what can be changed and what can’t be
changed. They can’t change the plot or the ending, only the details, so
they’re very creative in how they do that.

Q: Tell me about working to help your fifth-graders be storytellers. How do

you do that?

A: The first thing I do is tell a very short story. They’ve heard stories all
through their years. But I say, “This time, when you listen to me tell a story;
I want you to pay attention to how I’'m doing it, okay? Watch what I’'m doing
with my hands and my voice and my eyes.” And then afterwards, I'll say,
“Now, what did you notice?” “Well, you looked at all of us right in the eye.”
“You didn’t look at one person. You looked at everybody.” Or, “Your voice
went up and down.” Or, “You used your hands,” or whatever. And we talk
about the components of storytelling. They all choose a story to learn.

Q: Is that process important? The process of choosing a story?

A: Oh, absolutely, because I think you’re most successful with a story that
you personally connect with and like a lot. I mean, that’s half of it right
there. And I think they have ownership and a sense of power that they can
choose the story. We have a very large collection of Native American Jegends
that they choose from.

Q: So one of the other things you're teaching is research. They’re going
through collections finding a story...

A: Right. And what makes a good story.

Q: Do they have to read several stories before they find one that works?

A: Absolutely. Yes. And then we do a story map, which is a chart that
divides the story into protagonist, antagonist, inital action, problems...

FEEREEEEEEEEERENUNNNR,
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them constanty look at the structure of their story as an aid to learn-
. '.ﬂgg,Wc say, “You're not memorizing this story. And be conscious of why you
~ chose this story. What did you like about it?” Then, the next ume we get
mggther, they get up and tell their stories. We all give posiuve comments as
wéﬂ as ideas to help them make this a better story. We continue to meet and
- every time we meet, they’re retething their stories and you can see they're ger-
~ ting more and more polished, they know it betier and better. At the end, they
~ tell the story in class. They create, through the research in the library, a muse-
~ um in their room. We've divided it up into regions—here’s the Northwest

- region, the Plains region, the Southwest. They’ve created basically a museum

exhibit of their region. They’ve created arufacts and charts and pictures and
as part of it, they tell the story.

ﬂ: Oh, that’s great.

- A: Its a very involved, long unit.

: Do they dread the storytelling?

Oh no! I thunk they might be a little nervous at the beginning because
y haven’t done this before, but [ think they enjoy it. They look on story-
telling as a really enjoyable thing. I think they like being storytellers

Is there understanding that comes from learning the stories of
er culture?

I think it gives you a different facet of the culture. And it’s a very impor-
nt facet—one that often is missed when people are concerned only with
formation. I think if you’re going to do any kind of cultural setting, you
ing in the stories of the people to better understand the culture

~ Q: Can we shift gears for a second? You know that I came to storytelling
om the world of theater. You came from a different place. Is that right?

Yes, yes. I came from the library, which is really different from theater,
cause theater focuses on performance, and we don’t come to storytelling

m performance at all. We think of it in terms of bringing literature to chil-
and enticing them to read books with the sounds of the words. When I got
0 this, I wasn’t thinking at all about being a performance artist or anything
that. And at the school, I'm more concerned with the educational end of it

- Can you describe your style?

I'have a very straightforward, fairly quiet style. I'm not adding the flash
ibstance has to come from the stories. I don’t have a musical instru-

with me. ’'m not a stand-up comic. I'm not an actor. 'm drawn to sto-
at are strong in plot, that have meaning.

¢ you learned not to apologize for your style?

_Es mntimidating when you see people perform who are very funny or

y theatrical. But I have been told that my style allows the story to
gh really clearly.
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QQ: Do you want to comment at all about being an Asian American
storyteller?

A: I'm Japanese American and my parents did not lay a whole lot on me ver-
bally. When I became a storyteller, to my great surprise, | ran up against this
Japanese thing that we shouldn’t stand out in the crowd. Because Japanese
psychology 1s group psychology. Everybody blends into the group. And all of
a sudden I was finding myself up in front of the room with a large group of
people all looking at me. And this Japanese-ness just came out in me that I
didn’t know existed and I had to get over it. And in gemng over it, I discov-
ered that 1 liked being a storyteller and people’s attention being on me
because 1t was happening in a very posiave way. So [ look at storytelling as
helping me grow past my cultural imitatons. But I think part of growing old
and maturing is that you have to grow beyond where you came from. There
aren’t very many Asian storytellers so I get called on more and more to do the
Asian stories. When [ started storytelling, I was not looking for Asian stories, I
was just looking for a good story. It’s hard enough to find a story. I mean you
can read thirty or forty stories untl you find one you want to spend the time
1o learn to tell. But as I’ve been asked to tell Asian stories, I've had to spend
some time looking for them. I like it. I’s made me disciplined.

QQ: In this era of “back to basics,” “test scores,” and “high technology,” why
do you think storytelling is so important?

A: Storytelling does what all good art does. It lifts us to the best of what
being human is. It brings us all together. Storytelling connects us with the
part of curselves that responds to truth and beauty. I love my work, but sto-
rytelling 1s my bliss.






