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The Story Spinner project was planned as a joint initiative between the School Effectiveness Division (Curriculum Innovation) and Birmingham Library Services. The aim of the project was to:

· Provide opportunities for professional and curriculum development through innovative literacy practices and pedagogies linked to the new Literacy Framework.

· Strengthen and enhance opportunities to work with children, young people and families to promote pleasure and enthusiasm for reading, listening to, telling and writing stories.

· Raise pupils’ attainment as readers, writers and oral language users across the curriculum.

The project used The Story Spinner set of DVDs to launch the work with teachers. These are a compilation of carefully chosen stories drawn from around the world, suitable for Reception to Year 6/7. The DVDs offer a model for both teachers and children of how to tell stories in ways that will engage the audience’s emotions and invigorate their imaginations. 
Overview of the project 

The project ran throughout the National Year of Reading. In Phase One the emphasis was on listening to and telling stories in schools and on evaluating outcomes through writing.  Phase Two looked at the effects on reading and specifically set out to involve parents and family members. 

Key findings 

The Story Spinner DVDs had a significant impact on the success of the project: 

1. The achievements of all children involved indicate that The Story Spinner DVDs have contributed significantly to raising standards in speaking and listening, including children with English as an Additional Language.  

2. Noticeable gains have been seen in writing. The structure as well as the imaginative content of the children’s told and written narratives improved noticeably over the course of one term. These gains were sustained and enhanced over time.

3. The DVDs have helped to raise attainment in reading, as children could watch stories on the DVDs then transfer their understanding to stories in books.    

4. The DVDs provided support for more flexible and creative planning and teaching, fitting well with the revised Literacy Framework and offering a variety of assessment opportunities in reading, speaking and listening and writing.  

5. Teachers’ classroom practice developed significantly as a result of the project. There is good evidence of the potential of The Story Spinner DVDs for supporting professional and curriculum development within schools. 

6. As The Story Spinner DVDs offer a repeatable storytelling resource, the ability to review the stories allows the teacher to focus on specific aspects of told and written narrative. 

7. The DVDs not only provide support for telling and writing but for discussing issues that are close to the children’s own emotional experience. The immediacy of the storytelling engages children’s hearts as well as imaginations and opens up the opportunity for them to talk about personal concerns.   

Findings from Phase One

Phase One of The Story Spinner project focused specifically on writing and talk outcomes. The evaluation indicated sound gains in children’s attitudes, motivation and attainment in speaking and listening and in writing.

Speaking and listening

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. 

There were specific and noticeable gains for children who speak English as an Additional Language. The Story Spinner DVDs had important benefits for children learning English as they allow them to listen as many times as they like to the expected structures and cadences of spoken English narrative.

Writing

In terms of raised achievements in writing, they specified: 

· Improved sequencing of events.  

· Greater attention to characterisation.  

· A more assured story voice. 

· Improved use of punctuation.  

 Classroom practice
Teachers’ classroom practice also developed significantly as a result of the project and the teachers involved specifically noted improvements in their planning and in the ways they modelled both spoken and written storytelling for the children. There was also greater emphasis on variation of voice, expression and gesture as ways of establishing contact with the audience. Explicit discussion of these features led to improved ‘voice’ and audience awareness in the writing.

Summary  

The evidence from the teachers’ observations and reflections, case study accounts and examples of before and after writing detailed in the Interim Evaluation strongly indicate not only the value of storytelling in general, but the particular value of The Story Spinner DVDs.  For teachers and children, the storyteller on the DVDs acts as a model and all the teachers gained assurance as storytellers themselves. 

Findings from Phase Two 

In this Phase of the project the teachers developed ways of extending and embedding the work of Phase One: developing storytelling across the curriculum and involving more teachers, parents and communities and extending children’s experience of oral storytelling. 

Long term developments in speaking and listening

As the teachers reflected on their work over both phases, they provided evidence of sustained gains in speaking and listening:   

· The benefits of real audiences for storytelling continued to provide children with a genuine purpose and understanding of the need to use their voices flexibly for effect: enunciating clearly; using intonation for expression of different moods; varying volume and pace to create character and engage listeners in a narrative.


· The experience of listening to the DVDs and each other encouraged confident use of ‘learnt words and phrases’ in other situations.


· Practice in telling stories extended children’s vocabulary and confidence, particularly for those children who have English as an Additional Language and for those children who have less experience of extended spoken language.  

· Listening to stories and telling their own has enhanced empathy with characters during role-play sessions and developed children’s ability to describe characters’ emotions and actions. 


· There has been spill-over to poetry sessions where children’s experience of listening attentively to stories has increased their ability to listen and respond to poetry.

Cross-curricular links

In Phase One the teachers developed storytelling mostly in literacy sessions. Phase Two gave them the opportunity to make links to other curriculum areas. Some examples from the teachers were:

· As a starting point to history units (for example: seaside, journeys).

· To support history and geography topics by using stories from other cultures. 

· To explore PSHE issues, such as relationships and emotions. 

Changes to classroom practice  

Phase One of the project identified that teachers’ classroom practice developed significantly as a result of the project. In Phase Two several teachers noted that The Story Spinner project has supported and enhanced approaches to all teaching in their schools.  Most notably, there has been a shift towards all lessons being oracy based as the means of supporting language development.  Many of the teachers reported that they now use the Story Spinner DVDs whenever possible for Literacy Units of work.   One teacher commented: ‘Reading, hearing and retelling stories is now an integral part of the school day. Any spare minute is filled with a story’.  

Effects on reading

Perhaps unexpectedly, The Story Spinner project has had an influence on children’s fluency and understanding in reading. Teachers commented that the DVDs have had a very positive effect, making it possible to teach children naturally about:

· understanding, describing and retrieving information, events and ideas from texts and use quotations (AF2) 

· inference and deduction (AF3)

· identifying and commenting on the structure of texts (AF4)

· explaining and commenting on use of language (AF5)

· identifying and commenting on authors’ purposes and viewpoints and the effect of texts on the reader/audience (AF6)

· relating texts to their social, cultural and historical contexts (AF7).

In addition, watching the DVDs has made it possible to discuss characterisation, how the character feels and what the character thinks, and to ask if it is the same as what the character says. The ability to comment on these aspects of texts from watching the DVDs can then be transferred to printed texts. 

Involving parents/carers and families 

The teachers developed different ways to involve parents, depending on the school context and existing links with families, including: 

· Inviting parents in to see the children telling stories in assembly.  

· Parents coming in to school for ten minutes at the start of the day to watch stories from the DVDs with the children at the start of a new unit of work.     

· Involving parents, grandparents and other family members in storytelling, including stories from their childhood, stories about their past etc. 

· Recording stories.  

Summary 

From the above it is clear that many of the gains from Phase One were extended and consolidated in Phase Two but there were also other significant findings. Where the improvements in the children’s writing were sustained and extended, the effects on speaking and listening and on reading became key features. 

Teachers have taken the work both more deeply into their regular practice in the classroom but also more widely as they apply their understanding of the value of storytelling in a range of curriculum areas other than literacy. 

Evidence and implications 

The evidence from the teachers’ observations and reflections, the case study accounts and the writing examples indicated not only the value of storytelling but the particular value of The Story Spinner DVDs. Importantly, this lies in the possibility of revisiting each story in order to focus on the use of voice, gesture and language. This resource is repeatable and the children love to see the storyteller time and time again. In addition, the storyteller acts as a model and inspiration not only for the children’s own stories but for the teachers who in this project have all gained assurance as storytellers themselves. 

The project has had an important effect on standards of children’s writing in terms of content, structure and skills. The DVDs have also had important benefits for children who are learning English as an additional language who can listen as many times as they like to the expected structures and cadences of spoken English narrative. There is  strong evidence from the children’s writing that the emotional impact of the stories as told on the DVDs has released children’s confidence to explore their own identities through stories, drama and poetry. 

In terms of the aims of both phases of the project, there have been important gains in all areas of the literacy curriculum: in teachers’ professional development, in curriculum coverage, in raised attainment and in firmer relationships with families. 

The foundations laid by this project offer a powerful model for extension to further initiatives.  

Eve Bearne and Marilyn Mottram

July, 2009
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***
Appendix – examples of writing 

As the teachers reported, and the case studies indicate, all the children involved in the project benefited from the experience of storytelling before writing. The following  example, drawn from a year 4 class before and after the project, gives a snapshot of the kinds of improvements the children made.

Lucia (year 4)

Lucia’s teacher explains: ‘Lucia was very reticent when it came to writing. She admitted to having no ideas and not knowing where to start putting pen to paper – even when it was a recount of her own Easter holidays (see example 1). The Story Spinner project has given her that spark and eagerness to get going and her descriptions are bringing her stories to life.’

Example 1 – before the project -  April
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On Sunday orlagh came over mine to sleepover. We stayed up till 1.00 am in the morning on the psp and The do and The compuier and hide and seek my dog (?)

Although it fulfils the purpose asked by her teacher – to write about a holiday experience – there is little sense of awareness of the reader in this piece. The sequence is purely chronological and seemingly unselective, describing everything the girls did. 
Example 2 – after the project -  May
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When Theseus got down the well he got his strength up to kill the minotaur and he got worried about his father in case he never came back so anyway he started to make my way through the maze. He was walking for a long time.

The creatures eyes where like crimson red gem’s of blood and his finger nail’s like crab claw. Shockingly he had horn’s like daggers and he had and shoulders of a bull.

Not long after that Theseus found the minotaur and he steped forward with braveness and so did the minotaur so he took one more step forward and ran up to the minotaur, leaped, got his sword and stabed it into the minotaur’s belly. 

Lucia’s second piece is more interesting and imaginative, with references to Theseus’ state of mind as well as a vivid description of the Minotaur. It directly addresses the reader (‘so anyway’) and selects important actions by Theseus. The narrative is sequenced and structured clearly. 

The vocabulary is much more adventurous than in the first example and is used effectively. For example, the placing of Shockingly at the beginning of a sentence. The imagery is appropriate and telling, particularly in the middle paragraph. Again, almost all the spelling is accurate, and in this much longer piece Lucia has been successful in spelling unfamiliar words.

There is no doubt of the improvement in Lucia’s work over just a few months inspired by The Story Spinner project. 
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