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Sub-theme: The implications of storytelling in relation to learning

Title: “Storytelling: the natural way for people to learn about their world”

In this paper we are going to discuss the implications of storytelling in relation to learning. Our purpose is to reveal and analyse the role and the value of stories especially in children’s life, as well as to examine how visual images in storytelling can influence people’s speaking, listening and recalling skills. 

“A story is a journey through the imagination, undertaken by a speaker and a group of listeners, with words as the vessels.

The voyage carries everyone along together on the current of events, to a final destination. As with any journey, the experiences we gain along the way tell us a lot about ourselves and how we relate to each other” (4Learning, 2000). 

As Booth (1994) states, “story is a basic way of organising our human experiences.” We search for our own stories in the stories of others. In this way, it is obvious that

“Storying is a mode of looking back in order to go forward. Storying is an active process.”

We invent stories, live them, remember or forget them, tell them, change and reshape them, pass them on, write them down, sing, act and paint them. 

“Children speak almost entirely through stories – real or invented – and they comprehend what others say through story. “ (Booth, 1994)


It is necessary to point out what “storytelling” is. 

As Roney (2001) claims, “storytelling is arguably the oldest form of literacy communication and has served generations of humans as their major means of entertainment.” The collected narratives of a culture represent its history, values, knowledge and beliefs. “The traditional means of transmitting this collective wisdom from one generation to the next has been storytelling.” 

Storytelling enables humans to connect with their past and present culture through narrative. Stories, passed down through generations, tell of people’s history, their sense of values and their wonder at the world. It also provides people with a window to other cultures, so we become more aware of people’s differences and similarities.  We develop a greater tolerance and a better sense of our own place in the world.  As such, “storytelling is the natural way for people to learn about their world.”

Storytelling is a communication art that has existed since the dawn of civilization. It is both a unique and valued commodity. The following definition, cited in Roney (2001), has been provided:  

“In its most basic form, storytelling is a process whereby a person (the teller), using mental imagery narrative structure, and vocalization or signing, communicates with other humans (the audience) who also use mental imagery and, in turn, communicate back to the teller primarily via body language and facial expressions, resulting in the co-creation of a story.”

Through this definition, the artistic and communicative nature of storytelling becomes obvious.


Stories stimulate our imagination, intellect and emotions.  They help us to reflect upon our own experiences (Development Education Centre, 1991). According to Zipes (1995), the crucial age for children, is between six and ten, the period during which they are learning how to read, write, draw, sing and calculate. It is a period when their minds are being formed and they are developing a social and political consciousness. During these years of middle childhood, children should be given “a sense of story and an ability to play with story, as they may later play with their lives: in a joyful and responsible way” (Zipes, 1995).

As Colwell (1991) claims, “children’s reactions to a story are determined by the way it is presented, and this is largely a matter of experience”. At the same time, psychologists believe that fairy tales are necessary to a child’s development and give form and meening to their imaginings. There are direct stories with plenty of action; the instruments of magic are familiar things to the children, and the settings are natural – mountains, forests, rivers and lakes. 

When and where do we tell stories? 

There is little doubt that the urge to tell and listen to stories is as powerful as ever. People pass the time of day in conversation, talk, chatter, exchanging ideas and stories.  We all need real opportunities for conversation so that we can order our thoughts (Barton & Booth, 1990). In the workplace, in the pub, in the cafe, in the changing rooms, in the kitchen, in the bus, in the classroom, in the bank... we tell stories.  Everywhere we tell stories! We construct stories from the events in our lives, so that we can make sense of them.

Computer technology has itself created new and different ways of making, telling and sharing stories. In a multimedia world young consumers eagerly exchange their leisure time for old stories repackaged and new stories made via cartoon, film, TV, video, computer game, CD ROM...  At the same time, school life is full of contexts for story making – gossips in the cloakroom, retellings of TV shows, games and songs at break, anecdotes about what happened over the weekend.

Many fairy tales, which are clearly very old – have the same plots and plot details recur in different cultures and on different continents – and are always being made new. Whenever someone says – or writes – “once upon a time...”, a fairy tale comes to life, as fresh as the first time it was ever told (Kindersley, 1999).


In some ways, fairy tales resemble dreams, flowing from image to image or scene to scene with the same magical speed and transporting the “audience” in a flash to places where literally anything can happen. By saying or listening to the phrase “once upon a time...” we enter a world where, as in dreams, animals can not only talk, but can be far cleverer than human beings.  “Magic in fairy tales mirrors the human imagination, where just to think something is to make it real” (Kindersley, 1999).  Fairy tales speak very clearly to our imaginations as well as to our hearts.  As Cliff Hodges (2000) claims, “fancy, imagination and the old stories are as essential to human beings as breathing, and have to survive”. Narrative seems to be a very rich domain for learning and a very important alternative way to explore, to know, to feel, to understand. 

The themes of the stories may be: parents and children; homes and homelessness; poverty and riches; promises and bargains; losing and finding; safety and danger; familiar friends and strangers; life and death; are all part of human life in any part of the planet. 

All complete stories should have a happy ending. Things end well in these folk tales and everyone gets exactly what they deserve (they have a strong sense of morality). The optimism of fairy tales gives hope to everyone who reads them (Kindersley, 1999). The stories show us a world where bad things happened “once”, but where the conflicts of the past are always resolved completely “for ever after” (4Learning, 2000). Stories serve as a refuge to children. When there is no happy ending, children feel disappointed and probably insecure.

Simple instruments have been used to heighten narrative effects: “A candle is also lit as a sign that the story is about to begin, and at the end of the storytelling time the youngest child blows it out while all make a secret wish” (wishing candle) (Colwell, 1991).  

Referring to the importance of stories and the value of storytelling, we should mention that Stories stimulate our imagination, intellect and emotions. They help us to reflect upon our own experiences (Development Education Centre, 1991). 

When we are listening to stories, we are not merely a passive audience but are actively involved. We are actively engaged in the storytelling process and therefore we learn so much from it. We review what we hear, reflect upon it, make judgements. We may also become totally involved in the world the story has created. Children through stories are able to explore the worlds and minds of others. They can play with ideas, emotions and feelings, extend their imagination and gain knowledge. They are not restricted but free to explore ideas and concepts not present in their everyday lives (Emblen & Schmitz, 1991). 

Children learn about language and the different ways it is used. They learn new language forms from the written language of stories, which is different from everyday spoken language. They meet words and expressions they can absorb into their own language data bases, models for their writing and reading, a variety of language patterns, words from other times and places, idioms, metaphors, allusions, but also familiar words used in interesting and unusual contexts. Gradually, children begin to learn many vital lessons about the reading process. 

Stories can be used to draw out children’s real feelings. After listening to a story they often feel more confident about sharing memories and feelings, which are connected to what they have just heard. Stories also allow children to distance themselves from the situation, and think about an issue more objectively.  They allow discussion to take place without focusing on an individual child ‘s experiences (Development Education Centre, 1991).

Stories tell children that life will go on and give form to what has happened, what is happening and what may happen. Children need stories to give reassurance to their inner stories, the ones that demonstrate their curiosities, fears and concerns. Stories serve as a refuge for children. They are so close to children’s problems, and help them to realize that they are not alone in the world. There are also other beings that have almost the same experiences, feelings/emotions as them. So, they feel better and secure. In this way, they accept their experiences - that may have been suppressed - and use them in positive ways. Being a human being in this world means having to accept difficult challenges, but it also means encountering wonderful adventures. Story helps us to gain an understanding of the complexity of our emotional responses. 


When children enter into a story, they are transported to other worlds, joining in the adventure and the excitement, free of time and place. They learn about the lives of others and in doing so develop a better understanding of their own lives (Barton & Booth, 1990). 

Storytelling can involve all four modes of communication – speaking and listening, reading and writing - and provide significant opportunities for learning about language and literature and developing linguistic competence. Children can enrich their communication skills through the experience of storytelling. As Barton and Booth (1990) mention, children who are provided with a rich story environment - both in hearing and in talking about stories - will grow in thinking and creativity. They will anticipate learning to read with pleasure, while children who don’t have this experience are often the ones who find learning to read difficult. It is obvious that exploring stories can offer children opportunities for listening and talking, developing debating and language skills, writing for a real purpose, working together collaboratively, developing their imagination, improving their culture of language and spirit (mental development). Asking children questions about a story can encourage them to think about what has happened, improve their observation skills or focus attention on a specific issue, helping them become more involved in the story.

Referring more specifically to the listening and reading skills, children experience the whole of a piece of literature, uninterrupted by questions or discussion. They meet words and expressions they can absorb into their own language data bases, models for their writing and reading, a variety of language patterns, words from other times and places, idioms, metaphors, allusions, but also familiar words used in interesting and unusual contexts. 

Encouraging the retelling of personal or traditional stories in the classroom, children are able to develop their spoken language confidence and build on their previous experience of story. They become more aware of the power of their words, realise their control over their language and audience and may express their personal feelings and emotions.

Obviously, when children are familiar with the content, they can retell the story more effectively. In this context, children are exercising considerable power over language as they organise the structure of the story and make spontaneous choices about vocabulary, style, intonation, language and imagery. They are involved in sensitively and dramatically using words to express the images, characters and events, which inhabit their story. They play with the rhythm, rhyme and repetition, and experiment with the tones of voice and the rhythms of words. Moreover, storytelling provides the opportunity to raise the status of different languages and cultures in schooling. “Pupils from minority groups may develop confidence and self-esteem through oral storytelling and through sharing their oral traditions” (Grainger, 1997). 

Referring to developing creativity in writing through storytelling, after first hearing the tale and then retelling it, in the mind and orally, the physical act of writing becomes an opportunity to explore and reshape it still further, making for instance, a “salad story” – game. In this way, children use and develop their imagination and extend their use of language, which helps them to organize their learning. They learn to order their thoughts in ways that others can follow, and they soon learn about the traditional modes of storytelling. Young children quickly absorb story openings such as “Once upon a time…”, “Once there was…” or “A long long time ago…” and associate them with the magical experience of story-telling.

Words and Images – The Importance of illustration in books

Listening to a story involves interpretation and the creation of new images in the mind’s eye. It also involves getting in front of the story to anticipate the action, establish connections and make meanings. But, if the storyteller cannot see the story they tell, the audience won’t be able to either. Hearing a story gives children practice in visualization. “If it were possible to look into each child’s imagination when telling a story, we would see an astonishing variety of images” (Colwell, 1991). Children won’t necessarily see the same mental picture as the storyteller, but that does not matter. As children listen to a story, they create the scenes, the action, the characters. They start predicting and hypothesizing, they make connections between texts and episodes, engage emotionally with the stories and create strong visual images. They paint pictures through words and actions, as the language of tales encourages particularly rich visualizations. 

Finally, illustration marks the events in the story and brings out the drama of the moment.  Picture books, valued both as art objects and as central tools in the development of reading, are “a successful and interesting way of telling stories…they can and do give pleasure to viewers and readers, both children and adults” (Nodelman, 1988). Picture books for very young children provide art to look at, stories to hear, companionship, entertainment and information. They don’t just marry text and picture. Picture books are one of the richest areas of experimentation in children’s literature. They appeal to children because of the playful character and nature of their texts; they are not stuck on the traditional rules of the game of reading and they are easy to play with. 

According to the psychologist Samuels’s study, as Nodelman (1988)says, there is evidence that the presence of pictures in books may be pedagogically counterproductive, as young children respond more readily to pictures than to words; there is an interplay between pictures and words (Schwenke Wyile, 2001). The story is made up of words and pictures together; this means that sometimes words might mean more than they say, but also that pictures might say more or other than words do (a picture is worth a thousand words). Because quite often pictures provide information that completes the meaning of the words, their purpose is clarification.

In regard to books for the young, “pictures are a visual aid, a means of transmitting information to inexperienced listeners and readers that could not be conveyed by words alone” (Nodelman, 1988). A very young child that has not heard a specific word before, can learn it by viewing the accompanying image. A more experienced child learning to read, can be helped in decoding the letters of the word from the image. Pictures do clarify texts and can be interesting, attract attention and offer pleasure. They may be considered as decorations, since they put no stress on the mind.

It seems that we do not have to learn how to understand at least some of the information pictures give (visual language contains messages which are understandable to everybody, whatever language, habits and cultures they have), but we do need to learn to interpret verbal and visual signs of words. Very young children are able to interpret visual images in their own way. They experience and learn the world through the pictures that offer more stimuli in their imagination, and affect their psychology (Psaraki, 1999). Images have their own – particular way of reading them. They are the first way of reading, the simplest and the most direct. For this reason, pictures can exist and mean a lot without the text (pictorial narration). In picture books without text, the illustrations are laid out in small sequences that build up into the overall narrative. The reader’s active role is to figure out what is going on.
Words and pictures are two different modes of expression, with a complicated relationship and a continuous dialogue, some times agreeing or disagreeing with the same ideas, extending or completing the one by the meanings of the other (Oikonomidou, 2000). Words can make pictures into rich narrative resources, but because of the different kind of communication, they can also change the meanings of the pictures. For the same reason, pictures might “change the meanings of texts in the process of supporting them” (Nodelman, 1988). Telling children certain stories, without showing them the pictures, can be frightening for them. When pictures accompany the story, they always change their minds, as it is the pictures and not the words that tell them there is nothing to worry about (Nodelman, 1988).

It is true that pictures can show us more than words can say; a picture inevitably contains more visual information than necessary for the verbal message it accompanies. Finally, “because they communicate different kinds of information,…words and pictures necessarily have a combative relationship;…the relationships between pictures and texts in picture books tend to be ironic: each speaks about matters on which the other is silent” (Nodelman, 1988).

Concerning all these benefits, we made a research based on the children’s retelling of a specific story. But it would also be interesting to examine how children can develop their writing skills. We should not forget that storytelling is not only hearing narrations and retelling them, but also creating our own new stories (either oral or written) in order to learn and explore the world around us.
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