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Introduction


These six stories are to be read aloud. They are each accompanied by a commentary and a set of Oracy exercises. The commentary is there to inform discussion after the tale is told and will arm the teacher to nudge the thinking about the story into different areas. The ‘questions’ and exercises are a means for the children to ‘process’ the story and engage in a deeper understanding of the oral text.


We are all storytellers. For the last twenty years I have made storytelling my way of life. I am very fortunate. For two decades, every day in every term I have been telling stories to children. Over that time my ‘bag of stories’ has grown so that I am no longer sure just how many I have. I have become skilled in this trade and yet until now have not written any of them down; the advantage of Literacy over Oracy is the passing of information without physical contact, and although my training sessions and workshops have included many teachers, I want to pass these tales on to people I will never have the pleasure of meeting.


This book is called Transformations because the tales include shape shifters, human and animal. The stories travel eastwards from Scotland to England, then around the globe, visiting West Africa, Pakistan, China and Japan. These tales have also lived a long time.


These stories are a shade different from the stories read by children in the classroom or school library. I have not sat at a table to compose them; they have been transcribed from recordings of my oral telling. The countless occasions and audiences with whom I have shared them over many years have shaped them. From the time that I first encountered them, by being told the tales or having read them, until now, they have been changed and moulded by the circumstances of my work. So it is not I who have authored these written versions, but the groups of children who, by the subtle shifts in their positions on the carpet or by their gasps and giggles in the hall, have been key to defining the final presentation of these tales.


Oral storytelling is a shared occasion; it requires ears, eyes and imaginations, and demands the physical presence of a group. Reading is a beautiful but solitary experience, defined by self-determination; we have a choice of what to read, what to skip over and what time and space we will devote to it. In contrast a storytelling session, especially in schools, is the servant of time. Energy is devoted to its organisation and attendance. The audience rarely if ever has a choice in the matter. It is the gathering of unlike minds for an occasion. It is special. It is live.


When the storyteller takes the first breath the resemblance to reading vanishes. In the space of a minute the ‘drop’ occurs – the children stop watching the storyteller and start watching the images they are generating in their minds. The images each child creates are unique yet the children are still physically part of a group, influenced by the sway and reaction of the people around them. The laughter, concern, empathy and anxiety are safe and joyful because they are shared, and the feelings can then be accentuated because of the secure enveloping presence of the group.


The children become immersed in language, sometimes rich and unfamiliar language. They begin to learn meaning through context and make subtle connections between sounds and words. They experience sentence structure in action, not dead on a page, and they see oral grammar at work, producing deeper meaning. This is not an alien concept to them. There are no hieroglyphs to decode; there is no struggle to read or write words, no impediment to understanding. This feels natural.


We are not born with a reading or writing brain, but we are hot-wired for narrative. Oral storytelling should be the elemental basis of all teaching of reading and writing and must come before all efforts in other literacy learning.


With a modern curriculum, however, storytelling must plead its case; it must be rigorous in pushing progress in achievement. Even for the under-7s, reasons must be submitted for telling a story on the carpet; it seems that pleasure and delight are not enough. This anti-childhood stance is missing a great opportunity. How many phonics lessons, recovery sessions and one-to-one interventions can be dropped by telling children stories every day? How rich and secure can the bond between teacher and class become when a story is shared, and for magpie-teachers, how many links to topics and literacy units can be made to support other learning? Any curriculum, however, cannot be totally at fault; it is also the de-skilling and demotivation of adults in schools that is the prime factor in the decline of storytelling in the formal learning environment.


In general, it seems modern teachers do not feel inclined or inspired to tell stories. Many say that they feel self-conscious or exposed, an experience similar to that of the boy in the story of ‘The Scottish Laird’. Yet we think nothing of giving the whole school a rocket in a ‘telling off’ assembly, or praising individuals for their good work during the week, all in front of hundreds of children. However, it is the quality of exposure as a storyteller that is different. To tell a story one must assume equality with the listener, so the role of the teacher subtly changes. It is a true sharing. The only immediate desirable outcome is collective joy. One must also accept that children are not natural critics; they do not care about the quality of the vocal delivery or the accuracy of the ‘voices’. They will not be judging you. When they are settled and focused they will stop watching you and they will begin to ‘see’ the story. All they really want to know is what happens next.


The sure way to become a wonderful storyteller is to tell stories again and again. You will find your voice, you will develop your style, and you will open up an indispensable resource to develop your practice.


This book contains six stories to tell. They are written in the language of the live event. They are easy to tell and flow without a stumble. Worth noting is that, when written down, they tend to mirror children’s ‘free’ writing. There are few rich portrayals, rarely any adverbs, setting description is thin and the list of connectives is short. This is everything we rail against when teaching writing; our classrooms are wallpapered with connectives and ‘wow’ words. That is because we teach a particular form of narrative writing: we teach writing novels. The heart of children’s ‘free’ writing is the narrative momentum, what happens next. That is what they first fell in love with. This eager anticipation of the fate of a character or the development of a plot powering towards a logical and satisfactory conclusion is the engine of a told story. This energetic drive mirrors their desire to explore the future, to see what is over the next hill. It is life-practice without jeopardy, a caged canary put down in the dark places. When we train them to write to a standard, we must be very careful to keep including that element that they love, that joyous energy; otherwise their writing may be perfect, grammatically and structurally, but will have no connection with their hearts.


Please read a story to your class once a week. Make it an occasion: include a candle, some music or a call-and-response introduction. Make time for questions or comments at the end. Have a look at the suggested exercise at the end of the story and formulate the ‘questions’ for some follow-up work.


Throughout this book I want you ‘To Think’, ‘To Do’ and ‘To See’:


• To think – about the nature and power of stories


• To do – the telling of stories


• To see – your observations of children.


After these six stories, seek out other books in this series or check out my website: www.thestoryemporium.co.uk, which contains over 90 video stories, including the stories in this book. The website also contains an Oracy-to-writing handbook and 240 lesson plans for use in the classroom.


Let’s start making storytelling a class language habit. You will find it very useful in your practice, but be aware: the main reason for telling stories is for pleasure and delight, yours as well as theirs.




The Power of Stories


Positive Outcomes


If you want your children to be intelligent, read them fairy tales.


If you want them to be even more intelligent, read them more fairy tales.


Albert Einstein


Stories are the easiest and most powerful way to increase children’s learning skills in speaking, reading, writing and creativity. These stories can be an effective educational tool benefiting all children from the reluctant reader and writer to the high achiever, and combined with the children’s evolving powers of comprehension, analysis, discussion and imagination, play an instrumental role in developing their literacy skills.


These stories will:


• Challenge and expand children’s imagination


• Increase their confidence and enthusiasm for independent reading and writing


• Increase confidence and ability in speaking and listening in all settings


• Increase understanding of the language and image-making involved in storytelling and writing


• Increase children’s ability to use language to explore their own experiences and imaginary worlds


• Increase children’s understanding of plot, character and story structure


• Increase their skills, understanding and use of grammar and punctuation


• Increase and enrich their vocabulary, pronunciation and word recognition


• Increase their confidence in public speaking


• Increase their confidence in their own creative skills


• Lead to their personal growth and development


• Bind groups and classes together


• Create a unique sharing experience


• Give a creative boost to learning across the school and in the home.


Storytelling has always been part of the human experience. Stories are universal, crossing boundaries of language, culture and age. Oral stories have always been with us as an enjoyable and entertaining way to teach children human history, traditions, culture, morality and other complex ideas. Our stories help define who we are. Our sense of identity is forged by the stories we tell ourselves, and they can also help build and preserve a group’s sense of community.


The importance of stories in the overall development of young children is well documented. Children’s ability to grasp the concept of narrative appears at a very young age, and stories provide a key means to understand the world around them as well as other people and themselves. Stories mirror human thought. Evidence from neurology and psychology leads to the conclusion that humans think in narrative structures. Concepts conveyed in story form – more than ideas explained with logic and analysis – imprint themselves naturally into human minds.


There is also strong evidence to suggest that young children who are read to and told stories from a young age have considerable advantages at school, not only in the development of literacy skills, but also in the development of social skills, such as empathy and being able to relate to others.


The more stories that children know at an early age, the more likely that they will be successful as lifelong learners. But stories are not just for children; they are a communal activity, and if teachers and parents tell stories to children the positive effect is magnified.




The Fact, Fiction and Five Senses Questions


When telling a story to children something wonderful happens. After between 60 and 90 seconds the children stop watching the storyteller and begin to see the story. Their own imaginations begin to create their own unique version of the story. If you mention a wood, the boy from Somalia sees a completely different wood to the girl from Vietnam or from Middlesborough. Everybody in the room sees a different wood. It all depends on their life experience and their cultural references. Throughout the story the children’s imaginations have created unique versions of the characters and backgrounds and even different readings of the plot. By the end of the tale there have been not one but thirty different stories told.


‘…and that is the end of the story.’ There is now a cacophony of voices from the carpet. The children are now vocalising the story. They are retelling it. Sometimes describing their best bits or just commenting on the experience. There is not a lot of listening going on. Often two children face each other and speak simultaneously. But this is not about listening. This is about processing and exploring the images they have made. The story is still fresh and live for them. The story is still continuing. It remains in the room.


I encourage teachers to savour these moments and not intervene. They must stay quietly watching. These are precious moments where the images are still being processed. After about two minutes the teacher brings the children to a central focus. I say two minutes because a confident speaker or dominant classroom personality may impose his or her own visual images onto the group. The teacher’s task is to keep intact each child’s unique imaging vision.
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