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By Dr. Cheryl Carter
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Dedication
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To every teacher and parent who ever paused mid-story to say,

“What do you think the character felt?”—

you are teaching hearts as well as minds.

And to every child who listens deeply and says, “That’s how I feel too.”

You remind us that stories shape souls.
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Preface
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Picture books are far more than pretty pages.

They are powerful emotional mirrors—quiet teachers that show children what compassion looks like, how kindness feels, and why honesty matters.

In thirty years of working with children, I have seen picture books reach where lectures can’t. A single story can disarm defensiveness, awaken empathy, and invite a child to reflect on their choices in ways conversation alone cannot.

Stories That Stick is designed for educators, counselors, and parents who want to use literature not just to teach reading but to cultivate character. It offers practical methods, discussion questions, and real classroom examples for using stories to build empathy and emotional intelligence in children.
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Introduction: The Power of Stories That Stay
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📖 The Morning a Book Changed Everything

It was a gray Tuesday in a first-grade classroom when I first witnessed what a single story could do.

The students had been restless, distracted, and impatient—the kind of day where even the carpet seemed tired. I reached for The Rabbit Listened by Cori Doerrfeld, not knowing it would shift the room.

As I read about Taylor and the quiet rabbit who simply listens, the children began leaning forward. No one fidgeted. No one whispered. When I closed the book, a small boy whispered, “That’s what my grandpa did when I was sad.”

That was the moment I realized something profound:

Stories don’t just teach reading—they teach feeling.



💡 Why Stories Matter More Than Ever

We live in a world of noise—of flashing screens, quick scrolls, and constant stimulation. Children today are surrounded by words but starving for wisdom.

They can access information instantly, but empathy takes time—and stories are one of the last places where time still slows down enough to let hearts catch up to minds.

Picture books, in particular, are powerful because they speak both to children’s imagination and adults’ insight. In just a few pages, a story can teach what hours of conversation cannot: how to handle disappointment, share joy, show courage, forgive a friend, or face fear without losing hope.

In a world that prizes speed, stories invite stillness.

In a culture that celebrates independence, they remind us of interdependence.

In a time of division, they whisper of connection.

“Stories build bridges the world cannot break.”



🌍 The Universal Classroom of Story

Whether you’re a parent reading on the couch, a teacher leading circle time, or a librarian curating shelves, every shared story creates a small sanctuary of empathy.

When children see themselves in books, they feel seen.

When they see others who are different, they learn to care.

These small emotional connections become the foundation for kindness, tolerance, and moral reasoning. The child who weeps with a character in Each Kindness is more likely to show compassion to a lonely classmate. The child who laughs at The Day the Crayons Quit learns fairness without a lecture.

Stories teach quietly, but their lessons are unforgettable.



📚 What This Book Offers

Stories That Stick was written for educators, parents, counselors, and librarians who believe literacy should nurture both intellect and heart. It bridges research in social-emotional learning (SEL) with the lived reality of classrooms, living rooms, and libraries.

This book will help you:


	Choose picture books that build empathy, kindness, and resilience.

	Ask meaningful questions that move beyond comprehension into reflection.

	Use simple frameworks to connect stories to real-life behavior.

	Create environments—at home or school—where emotional literacy thrives.

	Discover how to respond when stories touch deep or painful emotions.



You’ll also find lesson templates, book lists, and true stories of transformation—moments when stories became catalysts for healing and growth.



🧠 The Heart–Brain Connection

This approach isn’t just sentimental—it’s supported by neuroscience.

When children hear stories, their brains light up as if they are living the experience themselves. The same regions that process empathy and moral reasoning activate during narrative engagement.

That means reading isn’t passive—it’s practice for emotional life.

Every story children absorb strengthens their capacity to imagine, empathize, and act with conscience.

Stories don’t just entertain; they rehearse humanity.



🕊 A Personal Note

As an educator, author, and mother, I have seen stories mend families, calm anxious students, and rebuild classrooms after conflict. I’ve watched tough kids soften as they identify with misunderstood characters, and teachers rediscover joy through shared reading circles.

Over the years, I’ve come to believe that storytime is sacred.

It’s not a break from “real learning”—it’s where real learning begins.
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