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The power of stories

Eve Bearne, explores how oral storytelling can significantly improve children’s reading,
speaking, listening, and writing, as well as their understanding of social diversity

Eve Bearne
Education
consultant

Concerns expressed in headlines about
children ‘failing to reach government targets’ or
‘underachieving boys; suggest the need to identify
successful classroom approaches to support and
develop reading, writing, speaking and listening.
Secure literacy and the ability to communicate
effectively are essential to children’ ability to
handle the demands of learning - and of life.

The UKLA report, Teaching Reading, published
at the end of 2010, argues that the government’s
idea of focusing on phonics rather than a

comprehensive, integrated and flexible approach
| is not supported by evidence of what actually
| works in the classroom. Children differ in the ways
that they learn to read; anyone who has watched
young children as they visit the shops, leaf through
catalogues and picture books, or play on computers
can see the differences. No single way of teaching
reading is going to develop the capacities of every
child to the full. An approach where recognising
words and letters is balanced by attention to
comprehension has been shown to offer more
long-lasting engagement with texts and success in
reading. In other words, the most effective way of
developing engaged and committed readers is one
where meaning — what the story says - matters.
Stories told in the oral tradition, with gestures
and expressions, have been shared in every
culture over thousands of years as a means of
entertainment, education, cultural preservation and
to instil moral values. With the advent of writing to
represent language and portable media to convey it,
stories have been recorded, transcribed and shared
over wide regions of the world. In western literate
societies, written and televised media have largely
supplanted this method of communication, but
oral storytelling remains the dominant medium
of learning - and pleasurable entertainment - in
many countries. Even in cultures where print
and screen-based texts are more familiar, stories
themselves are still fundamental as we share what
has happened to us during the day, keep up-to-date
with our favourite soap opera, or follow the news.

The Story Spinner project
How, then, can the pleasures of storytelling be
brought more centrally into classrooms, where
the priority is to develop literacy? During a nine-
month project in Birmingham, developed by
Marilyn Mottram (senior adviser for curriculum
and pedagogy, Birmingham local authority),

teachers used a storytelling DVD series to support
literacy development. This resource presented
traditional stories, folktales and fairytales from
around the world, some of which were already
familiar to children. Each was told by a storyteller
direct to camera without gimmicks, distractions, or
sound effects. '

The teachers who took part in the Story Spinner
project were encouraged to involve the children
in exploring the stories through role-play. This
involved developing confidence to speak by
re-telling parts of the story, extending their
vocabulary by using language to imagine and
recreate the roles and experiences of the characters,
developing an understanding of the elements of
stories, making accompanying music, and re-
interpreting the stories by changing the outcomes.

Many of the children involved were second
generation bilingual and multilingual speakers
and developing writers. Their teachers had been
working to promote speaking and listening across
the curriculum for many years and had found
that children need to hear a large amount of
English before they are asked to write anything.

In particular, they had found that the language of
story was sometimes difficult for these children,
because many of them did not hear story language
in English in their own homes.

During this traditional storytelling project, the
children were given opportunities to re-tell stories
in pairs and small groups through remembered
phrases — as well as many of the actions and
gestures used by the storyteller. In addition they
developed the storytelling art of repeating words
and expressions in their re-tellings, becoming more
aware of how to hold a listener/reader’s attention.

After the children had become familiar with

oral stories, teachers noted raised achievements
in their writing, including improved sequencing
of events, greater attention to characterisation,
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[image: image2.jpg]a more assured story voice, and improved use of
punctuation. Unexpectedly, the project also had an
influence on children’s fluency and understanding
in reading, because it allowed teachers to teach
children naturally about:

® Understanding, describing and retrieving
information, events and ideas from texts.

@ Using quotations.

@ Inference and deduction.

@ The structure of texts.

® Use of language.

@ Identifying and commenting on authors’
purposes and viewpoints and the effect of texts
on the reader/audience.

® Relating texts to their social, cultural and
historical contexts.

Improvements in literacy

The evidence from the teachers’ observations and
reflections strongly indicates not only the value

of storytelling, but also the particular value of
revisiting each story in order to focus on the use of
voice, gesture and language. Repeating stories has
important benefits for children who are learning
English as an additional language, because they can
re-listen to the expected structures and cadences of
spoken English narrative.

The teachers reported on children’s increased
confidence in oral storytelling, as shown by the
use of varied intonation, different voices, gesture,
actions, body movement and facial expression -
particularly the use of the eyes to express emotions
and characters’ feelings. Children who were known
to be reticent volunteered to be videoed or to tell
their stories to the whole class.

Bringing storytelling into the classroom has
resulted in story language and phrasing becoming
commonplace in the storytelling and writing of
all the children involved in the project, even the
youngest. In the older children’s writing, there is

also strong evidence to suggest that the emotional
impact of the stories has given them the confidence
to explore their own identities through stories,
drama and poetry.

Successful classroom approaches which improve
children’s spoken, written and reading skills are
structured, varied, creative and integrated. As the
UKLA report points out: ‘If we want England’s
children to get better at reading and to do more
of it, we have to give them a diet that is attractive,
nutritious and satisfying. Restricting them to
an unbalanced diet, the thin gruel of a phonics-
dominated approach, is a recipe for lowering
standards and turning children against the
written word.

‘Where reading is in daily competition with the
allure of digital gaming on hand-held consoles and
mobile telephones, as well as computer screens,
we have to work doubly hard to demonstrate
its rewards. We cannot expect children to defer
gratification until they have mastered
the techniques’

The best way to help children progress with
reading — and with literacy generally - is to start
with a range of different approaches, and it is vitally
important that these have meaning to help foster
their enjoyment of the spoken and written word.

About the project

The Story Spinner project was planned as a joint
initiative between the School Effectiveness Division
(Curriculum Innovation) and Birmingham

Library Services. The project ran throughout the
National Year of Reading and the findings were
published in 2009. It was evaluated by Eve Bearne,
University of Cambridge Faculty of Education, and
Marilyn Mottram, school effectiveness advisor,
Birmingham LA. The full report can be found at
www.thestoryspinner.co.uk/reviews-and-research/
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