LEARNING THROUGH STORIES
STORIES AND THEMES AS HOLISTIC APPROACHES TO LANGUAGE TEACHING AND LEARNING

STORIES OFFER A WHOLE IMAGINARY WORLD, CREATED BY LANGUAGE, THAT CHILDREN CAN ENTER AND ENJOY, LEARNING LANGUAGE AS THEY GO.

THEMES BEGIN FROM AN IDEA OR A TOPIC THAT CAN EXTEND IN MANY DIFFERENT DIRECTIONS, GIVING THE CHILDREN THE OPPORTUNITY TO FOLLOW PERSONAL INTERESTS THROUGH THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE.
STORIES BRING INTO THE CLASSROOM TEXTS THAT ORIGINATE IN THE WORLD OUTSIDE SCHOOL; THEMES ORGANISE CONTENT AND ACTIVITY AROUND IDEAS OR TOPICS THAT ARE WIDER THAN THE ORGANISING IDEAS IN MOST DAY-TO-DAY CLASSROOM LANGUAGE LEARNING. BRINGING THE WORLD INTO THE CLASSROOM BY USING STORIES AND THEMES CREATES DIFFERENT DEMANDS FOR THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHER.
THE TEACHER HAS TO WORK FROM THE THEME OR STORY TO MAKE THE CONTENT ACCESSIBLE TO LEARNERS AND TO CONSTRUCT ACTIVITIES THAT OFFERS LANGUAGE LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES. IT IS ESSENTIAL TO PLAN CLASSROOM WORK WITH CLEAR LANGUAGE LEARNING GOALS IN MIND.
WHILE THE RESULTS OF THE ACTIVITIES ARE LESS PREDICTABLE, TEACHERS SHOULD TRY TO THINK ABOUT HOW TASKS ARE ORGANISED AND WHAT CHILDREN LEARN FROM THEM. A LARGE PART OF THE SKILL IN DESIGNING GOOD ACTIVITIES LIES IN RECOGNISING AND EXPLOITING OPPORTUNITIES THAT LANGUAGE USE OFFERS FOR LANGUAGE LEARNING.
STORIES CAN BRING MANY BENEFITS TO YOUNG LEARNER CLASSROOMS, INCLUDING LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT.

THE POWER REFERRED TO STORIES IS PROBABLY GENERATED BY THEIR LINKS INTO POETICS AND LITERATURE IN ONE DIRECTION AND TO THE WARMTH AND EARLY CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES IN ANOTHER.
STORIES CAN SERVE AS METAPHORS FOR SOCIETY OR FOR OUR DEEPEST PSYCHE, AND PARENT-STORY READING CAN BE RICH AND INTIMATE EVENTS THAT CONTRAST WITH THE LINEAR ARIDITY OR SYLLABUSES AND SOME COURSE BOOKS.

THE DISCOURSE ORGANISATION OF STORIES

STORY TELLING IS AN ORAL ACTIVITY, AND  STORIES HAVE A PARTICULAR SHAPE BECAUSE THEY ARE PRODUCED TO BE LISTENED TO AND SOMETIMES PARTECIPATED IN.

THE ORGANISING FEATURES  OF STORIES ARE:

· EVENTS HAPPEN AT  DIFFERENT POINTS IN TIME;

· THEY OCCUR IN A TEMPORAL SEQUENCE;

· STORIES HAVE A THEMATIC STRUCTURE e.g. THERE IS SOME CENTRAL INTEREST FACTOR (THEME) THAT CHANGES DURING THE STORY: DIFFICULTIES ARE OVERCOME, OR A MAJOR EVENT IS SURVIVED.
FAIRY TALES LIKE LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD HAVE EXISTED FOR MANY YEARS, AND HAVE SPREAD FROM ONE CULTURE TO ANOTHER, AND ONE LANGUAGE TO ANOTHER. IN THIS EVOLUTIONARY PROCESS, THEY HAVE REATINED AND DEVELOPED FEATURES THAT WE NOW THINK OF AS PROTOTYPICAL OF STORIES FOR CHILDREN.

IN THE STORY OF LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD, THE MAIN CHARACTERS ARE A LITTLE GIRL, WHO HAS A RED COAT WITH A HOOD, FOR THIS REASON THE NICKNAME, AND WHO LIVES WITH HER PARENTS NEAR A FOREST, AND A BIG BAD WOLF, WHO WANTS TO EAT PEOPLE , AND WHO PROVIDES THE PROBLEM.
THE STORY COVERS THE EVENTS OF ONE DAY, WHEN LITTLE RED  RIDING HOOD VISITS HER GRANDMOTHER AND ON THE WAY, DESPITE HER MOTHER’S WARNINGS, LEAVES THE PATH TO PICK FLOWERS, AND MEETS THE WOLF. SHE TELLS THE WOLF WHERE SHE IS GOING AND HE RUSHES AHEAD, EATS THE GRANDMOTHER, DRESSES IN HER CLOTHES, AND WAITS FOR THE GIRL TO ARRIVE. LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD DOES NOT NOTICE THAT IT IS THE WOLF IN HER GRANDMOTHER’S BED, AND IS ABOUT TO BE EATEN BY THE WOLF, WHEN, JUST IN TIME, HER FATHER ARRIVES AND KILLS THE WOLF. THE GRANDMOTHER JUMPS OUT OF HIS STOMACH, AND ALL ENDS HAPPILY.
THE STORY HAS TWO MORALS:

· WICKEDNESS WILL BE OVERCOME

· CHILDREN SHOULD DO WHAT THEIR PARENTS TELL THEM
PROTOTYPICAL FEATURES OF STORIES, THAT WILL BE FOUND IN MOST VERSIONS OF LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD, ARE:

· AN OPENING: OFTEN FORMULAIC IN FAIRY TALES e.g. ‘ONCE UPON A TIME…’;

· INTRODUCTION OF CHARACTERS;

· DESCRIPTION OF THE SETTING;

· INTRODUCTION OF A PROBLEM;

· A SERIES OF EVENTS;

THAT LEAD TO:

· THE RESOLUTION OF THE PROBLEM

· A CLOSING: OFTEN FORMULAIC IN FAIRY TALES -  ‘THEY LIVED HAPPILY EVER AFTER’;

· A MORAL: WHICH MAY OR MAY NOT BE EXPLICITLY STATED.

SOMETIMES TEXTS FOUND IN COURSE BOOKS MAY BE CALLED STORIES, 
BUT
· MAY LACK SOME OF THESE PROTOTYPICAL FEATURES

· MOST OFTEN THEY LACK A PLOT

· INSTEAD OF SETTING UP A PROBLEM AND WORKING TOWORDS ITS RESOLUTION, THE CHARACTERS JUST MOVE THROUGH A SEQUENCE OF ACTIVITIES

TEACHERS SHOULD NOT TAKE FOR GRANTED THAT SUCH NON-STORIES WILL CAPTURE  CHILDREN’S IMAGINATION IN THE SAME WAY THAT STORIES CAN DO.

LANGUAGE USE IN STORIES
CHILDREN’S STORIES CONTAIN USES OF LANGUAGE THAT ARE CONSIDERED TYPICAL OF POETIC AND LITERARY TEXTS. MANY OF THESE DEVICES OFFER OPPORTUNITIES FOR FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING.

PARALLELISM

THE PATTERN OF PREDICTABILITY+SURPRISE, OR REPETITION+CHANGE, IS OFTEN REFLECTED IN PATTERNS OF REPETITION OF LANGUAGE. FOR EXAMPLE, WHEN LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD (LRRH) ARRIVES AT HER GRANDMOTHER’S HOUSE AND TALKS TO THE WOLF (BBW) WEARING THE OLD WOMAN’S CLOTHES, THEIR DIALOGUE GOES LIKE THIS:

	LRRH: Grandmother, what big eyes you’ve

            got!
	BBW: All the better to see you with, my 

          dear,

	LRRH: Grandmother, what big ears you’ve

            got!
	BBW: All the better to hear you with, my 

          dear,

	LRRH: Grandmother, what big teeth you’ve
            got!
	BBW: All the better to EAT you with…

          


THE REPEATED PATTERN, OR PARALLELISM, CREATES A WAY INTO THE STORY FOR THE ACTIVE LISTENER, AS WELL AS PROVIDING A NATURAL SUPPORT FOR LANGUAGE LEARNING.
RICH VOCABULARY
SINCE STORIES ARE WRITTEN OR TOLD TO ENTERTAIN, WRITERS AND TELLERS CHOOSE AND USE WORDS WITH PARTICULAR CARE TO KEEP THE AUDIENCE INTERESTED.  THEREFORE STORIES MAY INCLUDE UNUSUAL WORDS, OR WORDS THAT HAVE A STRONG PHONOLOGICAL CONTENT, WITH INTERESTING RHYTHMS OR SOUNDS THAT ARE ONOMATOPOEIC.
THERE IS SOME EVIDENCE THAT CHILDREN CAN LEARN VOCABULARY FROM STORIES THROUGH LISTENING e.g. ‘INCIDENTALLY’.
LEARNER INVOLVEMENT WITH A STORY MAY BE WHAT  MAKES A DIFFERENCE, AND THERE ARE SOME POSSIBLE INVOLVEMENT FACTORS IN STORIES: HUMOUR, NOVELTY, SUSPENSE, INCONGRUENCE  AND VIVIDNESS.

LETTING CHILDREN CHOOSE THE STORIES THEY WANT TO HEAR MAY HELP MAXIMISE THE LEARNING THAT TAKES PLACE.

ALLITTERATION

ALLITTERATION IS THE USE OF WORDS THAT HAVE THE SAME INITIAL CONSONANTS.  FOR EXAMPLE. RED RIDING AND BIG BAD. IT CAN OFFER A SOURCE FOR DEVELOPING KNOWLEDGE OF LETTER SOUNDS.

CONTRAST

STORIES FOR CHILDREN OFTEN CONTAIN STRONG CONTRASTS BETWEEN CHARACTERS OR ACTIONS OR SETTINGS.  IN LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD , THE INNOCENT GIRL AND THE BAD WOLF ARE CLEARLY CONTRASTED CHARACTERS, REPRESENTING GOOD AND EVIL; THE OLD WOMAN AND THE YOUNG GIRL CONTRAST THE YOUTH AND AGE. PLACING IDEAS IN SUCH CLEAR OPPOSITION MAY WELL HELP CHILDREN’S UNDERSTANDING OF THE STORY AS A WHOLE. THE LEXICAL ITEMS THAT ARE USED IN CONNECTION WITH EACH IDEA WILL ALSO FORM CONTRASTING SETS, THAT MAY HELP UNDERSTANDING AND RECALL.

METAPHOR

IN LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD, THE FOREST CAN BE SEEN AS METAPHOROCALLY REPRESENTING LIFE OUTSIDE THE SAFETY OF THE FAMILY, AND THE WOLF REPRESENTING THREATS TO SAFETY AND INNOCENCE.

INTERTEXTUALITY

THIS IS A TERM USED TO DESCRIBE MAKING REFERENCES WITHIN ONE TEXT TO ASPECTS OF OTHER TEXTS THAT HAVE BECOME PART OF SHARED CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE. FOR EXAMPLE RED RIDING HOOD MAKES AN APPEARANCE IN EACH PEACH, PEAR, PLUM BY JANET AND ALLAN AHLBERG AND IN ON THE WAY HOME BY JILL MURPHIN (BOTH PUFFIN BOOKS).
WHEN CHILDREN START TO WRITE THEIR OWN STORIES, OR LITTLE DRAMAS, THEY MAY, JUST AS ADULT WRITERS DO, INVOLVE FAMILIAR CHARACTERS OR PIECES OF LANGUAGE FROM STORIES THEY KNOW. 

NARRATIVE / DIALOGUE

TWO MAIN USES OF LANGUAGE CAN BE DISTINGUISHED WITHIN A STORY: FOR NARRATIVE AND FOR DIALOGUE:

   NARRATIVE TEXT CONCERNS THE SERIES OF EVENTS:

       THE LITTLE GIRL WALKED THROUGH THE FOREST; THE WOLF RAN TO 

      GRANDMOTHER’S HOUSE.
  DIALOGUE IN USE OF LANGUAGE AS IT WOULD BE SPOKEN BY THE CHARACTERS:

      ‘ALL THE BETTER TO EAT YOU WITH’

SOME STORIES ARE ENTIRELY NARRATIVE, IN OTHERS THE TEXT IS ENTIRELY DIALOGUE, WITH THE PICTURES CONTRIBUTING THE NARRATIVE AS THEY SHOW SOMETHING DIFFERENT HAPPENING ON EACH DAY. MOST STORIES MOVE BETWEEN NARRATIVE AND DIALOGUE.
NARRATIVE AND DIALOGUE ARE CLEARLY SEPARABLE TO LISTENERS AND READERS.

THEY ARE DISTINGUISHED BY THEIR TIME-FRAME, AND BY TENSE OF THE VERBS USED: NARRATIVE LANGUAGE RECOUNTS WHAT HAPPENED, AND VERBS ARE TYPICALLY IN THE PAST TENSE, WHILE DIALOGUE CAPTURES CHARACTERS IN THEIR PRESENT TIME-FRAME, AND USES WHICHEVER TENSE IS APPROPRIATE TO WHAT THEY ARE TALKING ABOUT.
FOREIGN LANGUAGE OR SIMPLIFIED VERSIONS OF STORIES IN ENGLISH OFTEN CHOOSE THE SIMPLE PRESENT TENSE FOR NARRATIVE (THE LITTLE GIRL WALKS THROUGH THE FOREST), PROBABLY BECAUSE IN EFL SYLLABUSES IT HAS BEEN SEEN AS SIMPLER THAN THE OTHERS AND TAUGHT FIRST.

IF A STORY IS TOLD THROUGH PICTURES, THE PRESENT CONTINUOUS TENSE IS OFTEN USED (THE LITTLE GIRL IS WALKING THROUGH THE FOREST).
IT’S A PITY TO DEPRIVE LEARNERS OF OPPORTUNITIES TO HEAR AUTHENTIC USES OF PAST TENSE FORMS, AND THE CONTRAST WITH OTHER TENSES, IN THE MEANINGFUL CONTEXTS OF STORIES, AND THERE IS NO INTRINSIC REASON FOR SUPPOSING THAT USE OF PAST TENSE WOULD PREVENT CHILDREN UNDERSTANDING A STORY. IN FACT THEY ARE FAMILIAR WITH STORIES IN THEIR FIRST LANGUAGE, THEY WILL PROBABLY EXPECT TO HEAR PAST TENSES FORMS  AND MAY INTERPRET THE VERBS IN A WRONG WAY.
QUALITY IN STORIES
A GOOD STORY IS THAT ONE THAT  LISTENERS OR READERS ENJOY.

QUALITY STORIES HAVE CHARACTERS AND A  PLOT THAT ENGAGE CHILDREN, OFTEN THE ART WORK IS AS IMPORTANT AS THE TEXT IN TELLING THE STORY, AND THEY CREATE A STRONG FEELING OF SATISFACTION WHEN THE END IS REACHED.
CHILDREN NEED TO BE ABLE TO ENTER THE IMAGINATIVE WORLD  THAT THE STORY CREATES. 

MANY STORIES FOR CHILDREN INCLUDE FANTASTICAL BEINGS OR ANIMALS IN IMAGINARY WORLDS, BUT THESE CHARACTERS AND SETTINGS USUALLY ARE VERY SIMILAR TO THE REAL WORLD OF READERS:  MONSTERS TEND TO LIVE IN FAMILIES, TIGERS COME TO DRINK TEA IN THE KITCHEN, FROGS AND DUCKS GET JEALOUS – ALL ACT IN WAYS FAMILIAR TO CHILDREN.

STORIES THAT HAVE THE QUALITIES OF CONTENT, ORGANISATION AND LANGUAGE USE ARE POTENTIALLY USEFUL TOOLS IN THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE CLASSROOM, IN FACT THEY HAVE THE POTENTIAL TO CAPTURE CHILDREN’S INTEREST AND THUS MOTIVATION TO LEARN.

HOWEVER, NOT ALL GOOD STORIES WILL BE AUTOMATICALLY GOOD FOR LANGUAGE LEARNING.

CHOOSING STORIES TO PROMOTE LANGUAGE LEARNING 

QUESTIONS THAT A LANGUAGE TEACHER SHOULD ASK TO EVALUATE THE LANGUAGE LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES  OFFERED BY A STORY WHEN CHOOSING STORIES FOR THE LANGUAGE CLASSROOM.

‘REAL’  BOOKS OR SPECIALLY WRITTEN ONES?

REAL BOOKS: BOOKS WRITTEN BY ‘REAL’ AUTHORS FOR PARENTS TO BUY FOR CHILDREN ( ‘GOLDEN AGE ‘ OF YOUNG CHILDREN’S LITERATURE IN ENGLISH IN THE 1970s AND 1980s). THE SKILFUL AND OFTEN HUMOROUS INTERPLAY OF PICTURES AND TEXT GIVES QUALITY TO THESE BOOKS, SO THEY CAN BE SUITABLE FOR USE IN TEACHING ENGLISH.
WILL THE CONTENT ENGAGE THE LEARNER?

A GOOD STORY WILL HAVE:

· INTERESTING CHARACTERS THAT CHILDREN CAN ENPATHISE WITH;

· CHARACTERS WHO TAKE PART IN ACTIVITIES THAT THE LEARNERS CAN MAKE SENSE OF;

· A CLEAR PLOT;
· A COMBINATION OF PICTURES AND TEXT.

ARE THE VALUES AND ATTITUDES EMBODIED IN THE STORY ACCEPTABLE?

STORIES CAN HELP CHILDREN FEEL POSITIVE ABOUT OTHER COUNTRIES AND CULTURES, AND CAN EXPAND THEIR KNOWLEDGE OF THE WORLD.

BUT STORIES SHOULD BE CHECKED FOR VALUES AND ATTITUDES THAT MAY BE NOT APPROPRIATE: FOR EXAMPLE, ‘CLASSIC’ STORIES WRITTEN SOME TIME AGO MAY CARRY ATTITUDE TO WOMEN OR BLACK PEOPLE THAT ARE NO LONGER ACCEPTABLE.

HOW IS THE DISCOURSE ORGANISED?

· CHARACTERS AND SETTING WILL BE DESCRIBED;
· THERE WILL BE A CLEAR PLOT, WITH AN INITIAL FORMULATION OF A PROBLEM, A SERIES OF LINKED EVENTS, AND A RESOLUTION OF THE PROBLEM;

· THE PRESENCE OF AN ELEMENT OF SURPRISE TO INVOLVE THE CHILDREN.
WHAT IS THE BALANCE OF DIALOGUE AND NARRATIVE?

THIS BALANCE IS ESSENTIAL. DIALOGUE IN A STORY MAY LEND ITSELF TO ACTING OUT AND TO LEARNING PHRASES FOR CONVERSATION. NARRATIVE MAY OFFER REPEATED PATTERNS OF LANGUAGE THAT WILL HELP GRAMMAR LEARNING THROUGH NOTICING OF NEW PATTERNS OR CONSOLIDATIO OF PATTERNS ALREADY MET.

HOW IS LANGUAGE USED?

THE REPETITION OF WORDS AND PHRASES IS ONE OF THE FEATURES OF STORIES THAT IS MOST HELPFUL FOR LANGUAGE LEARNING.

THERE MAY BE SOME PHRASES USED IN THE DIALOGUE THAT CHILDREN CAN APPROPRIATE FOR THEIR OWN LANGUAGE, SUCH AS ‘LOOK AT MY BAD KNEE! (ON THE WAY HOME, JILL MURPHY, PUFFIN BOOKS)

WHAT NEW LANGUAGE IS USED?

WHEN THE TEACHERS PLANS THE USE OF A STORY, SHE/HE CAN IDENTIFYNLANGUAGE USE AND MAKE THREE GROUPINGS:
· LANGUAGE THAT CHILDREN HAVE ALREADY MET, AND WILL BE RECYCLED;

· NEW LANGUAGE THAT WILL BE USEFUL FOR ALL CHILDREN TO LEARN FROM THE STORY;

· NEW LANGUAGE THAT MAY OR MAY NOT BE LEARNT, DEPENDING ON INDIVIDUAL CHILDREN’S INTEREST.

 A STORY CAN INCLUDE SOME NEW LANGUAGE BUT NOT SO MUCH TO MAKE IT INCOMPREHENSIBLE.

IN PREPARING TO USE A STORY, NEW WORDS AND PHRASES THAT ARE CRUCIAL TO UNDERSTANDING THE STORY SHOULD BE PRE-TAUGHT, AND THE SUPPORT OFFERED BY PICTURES AND CONTEXT FOR THE MEANINGOF OTHER NEW LANGUAGE SHOULD BE CHECKED TO ENSURE IT IS ADEQUATE.

WAYS OF USING A STORY
EXAMPLE P.170 DINOSAURS BY MICHAEL FOREMAN. FIRST PBLISHED IN 1972, AND PROBABLY AIMED AT 7 OR 8 YEAR OLD NATIVE SPEAKER CHILDREN, IT IS LIKELY TO BE SUITABLE FOR CHILDREN UP TO ABOUT 12 YEARS OF AGE.
PAGE  
7

