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Storytelling is the most widely used and long-established way of transferring information and “is as old as time, and certainly predates the construction of the very modern notion of classroom …with the capacity to transport the hearer beyond all boundaries of time, space, language, ethnicity, class and gender” Ruth Wajnryb, Stories (2003) 
Storytelling magic

The art of storytelling is to engage listeners with live and unscripted telling. It does not matter whether it’s a folk tale, a personal anecdote or a story from history – if the teller connects with the listener, the message will get across. 
Techniques and belief

In oral storytelling there are a number of techniques which can be employed to get a story across. Movement and gesture, voice modulation, singing and choral chanting, percussion, props and interaction with the listeners all play important roles, but the key is getting the essence of the story across as effectively as possible. When asked by young listeners if the fairy story they have just been told is true, some storytellers say ‘it was true while I was telling it to you’. This holds the key to effective storytelling – it has to do with belief in the process on the part of the teller and the listener, when both are giving their full attention to the story as it unfolds. 
Sensory approach

It is worth building multi-sensory features into your storytelling because individual listeners experience stories in a rich variety of different ways. Most listeners describe seeing mental pictures of scenes from the story either still or moving, either in brightly-coloured or colourless tones, either in or out of focus. Others will feel close to the action of the story and identify themselves in a deeply kinaesthetic way with the main character.  More auditory learners will tune into the rhythms and voice patterns and can hear sounds from the story in their imagination. Many people experience different moments from different stories through different sensory channels. To enhance the experience of a story, refer to different senses in the oral text as well as provide stimuli for these senses through movement, gesture, voice modulation, song, music, percussion, touch and use of props or costume. However, describe only a few visual details in order to give full creative freedom to your listeners’ mental imagery.  There is a strong link between language, emotion and mental imagery. 

Interaction, chants, rhythm, percussion and song
Singing and chanting can be powerful elements in storytelling. Indeed many traditional British and Irish folk songs are narrative stories. There is just a small step from the heightened speech used when telling a story to chanting or singing. Students are easily engaged by just a few lines of song at the beginning, middle or end of a story. You could sing or chant a chorus, possibly with accompanying percussion, and invite students to repeat each line after you. In many instances the chorus is repeated at intervals during the story, which increases the level of involvement. As the story progresses, students pick up the song or chant and join in with you. It’s a natural and fun part of storytelling and an enjoyable alternative to traditional choral drilling.

For an example of choral chanting within a story, watch me telling Juan and the Magic Tree, a Filipino tale and for an example with singing, watch the Dog and the Wolf – these are among many videos of me telling stories with learners of English on Youtube.com – just search for the name of the story and David Heathfield. 
Storytelling Techniques
· focus on direct speech 
· find the posture, expressions, mannerisms and voices of characters

· pay attention to characters’ emotions

· use sound effects and mime, especially for repeated actions

· use a simple prop to engage students’ interest or to add an element of surprise

· vary the volume, pitch and tempo of your voice 

· repeat a phrase or rhyme with a gesture 

· practise the beginning and the ending

· don’t overdo any of the above

Student Storytellers: Retelling a tale 
‘Students want to hear stories and sometimes want to tell them … there is no better way of developing fluency, than storying,’ explains Andrew Wright. 

Students develop fluency and confidence if they retell stories they have been told by their teacher. When students are first invited to retell stories, they naturally tend to imitate the way you have told them. They will try to use the same structures, vocabulary and voice patterns. However, retelling the story in another person’s words is limiting. Every one of us has our own individual storytelling voice. When we tell a story, we are not reciting a script, so it is useful to establish the fact that clear communication is more important in storytelling than accuracy. Every time a student retells the same story, it will increasingly become their own.

When they are retelling a story, students already know what they want to say, so they can focus their attention on how to get the listeners to understand and enjoy the story; but learners are unlikely to be fluent storytellers in English straight away. They may struggle to communicate and hesitate when striving to get the story across. However, in their desire to convey the story, students often manage to make up for limited vocabulary by using emotion, body language and, importantly, their imagination.

Mental imagery is given free rein when we create a safe and comfortable atmosphere in which students can listen to stories openly and retell them freely.

Different students in the same class will retell the same story, yet experience it in different ways. This is in part because of mental imagery: how students sense the story.

What students say about retelling a story told by their teacher can be revealing: 

· Some students describe what they see in their imagination as being like a series of still images; others say it is like a film. 

· Some see vivid colours while others see it in black and white. 

· Some see true to life scenes and others see fantastic animation.

· Some students talk about remembering the rhythms and cadences of their teacher’s voice while others do not recall the voice at all.

· Some imagine hearing distinct sounds as they retell the story, such as trickling water or birdsong; others hear no sounds at all.

· Some students are physically involved in the action of the story and imagine they are in the shoes of the central character; running, hiding, fighting and so on. Meanwhile, others feel they are outside the story.

People’s imagined experience is different at different moments in the story and is determined by a multitude of factors such as their emotional state and whether events in the story remind them of personal experiences.

In Imagine That! (Helbling 2007), Jane Arnold, Herbert Puchta and Mario Rinvolucri point out that students:

· will be able to comprehend the gist of the story better if during the listening process they are able to build a full representation of the story in their mind … with visual images of the people and objects in the story, with auditory representations of people’s voices, environmental sounds and so forth.
· will move around in that space, feel imagined body sensations … or even imagine the smell or taste of things suggested by the mental representations. 
Students will do similar imagining when retelling a story. A useful technique involves students mapping a story they have just been told by doing a short sequence of sketches. This map acts as a visual prompt for retelling. Students themselves choose what to draw and do not need to show anyone else.

Students usually comment that, when they retell a story, it is the longest piece of English speaking they have ever done. Naturally, when their teacher and students themselves acknowledge this achievement, student confidence rises.

So, to cut a long story short, retelling a tale is an effective language learning activity at all levels as long as a can-do atmosphere is established. Students will soon realise that the more times they retell the same tale to different people, the better their storytelling becomes. The next step is for students themselves to select and prepare the stories they tell in class. Students need opportunities to practice if they are to become confident classroom storytellers and they will succeed if you put both teacher and student storytelling at the heart of your teaching.
Celebrating Cultural Diversity

Storytelling is valuable as a way of bridging cultures within the classroom and across the community. ‘Fairy stories…are often familiar in outline…the language is simple yet the meanings are evocative and many-layered’ (Morgan and Rinvolucri 1983). Different cultures have a great deal in common in terms of features such as structure and themes in traditional folk tales. Of course within these structures and themes there are important differences and these make the exchange of stories between different cultures so vital to mutual understanding. ‘Each culture offers stories representing its own values and perceptions and behaviour and these can help individuals and societies to establish their sense of identity’ (Wright 2003). 

Students in a classroom have a real opportunity to learn about and celebrate cultural diversity when they are told and tell tales from cultures other than their own.
Not long ago I was teaching English to Deok, a young student from Korea. After telling him The Tale of Ivan, a traditional Cornish story of a young man who travels abroad to seek his fortune and then faces a series of dilemmas, he reciprocated by telling a traditional Korean tale in English about how, long ago, families were forced to face a far greater dilemma: whether to abandon their elderly relatives in the mountains to die as demanded by law, or to face the penalty of the entire family being executed. In the story an old man is saved from this fate and, because of his wisdom Korea is saved and the law is overturned. 

Deok succeeded in telling the whole tale, which lasted about ten minutes. This was the most extended piece of uninterrupted speech he achieved during the whole course. He remarked on the boost to his self-esteem as an English speaker. His story made a powerful impact on me – the seriousness of his telling and the evident pride in his culture transcended any linguistic barriers. ‘The primacy and enduring quality of storytelling are no doubt linked to its role through time in the maintenance of ethnic culture – essentially the way in which a collective group of people maintains and bequeaths its sense of its own identity’ (Wajnryb Stories 2003). A couple of weeks later I told the same story as I had learnt it from Deok to a large audience of teachers from all over the world at the International Association of Teachers of English as a Foreign Language Conference. One of the Korean teachers there was able to supply some of the details Deok had forgotten. The fact that I was retelling a story I had recently heard in true oral storytelling tradition was possibly the main reason why the audience responded so warmly to it.

Bridging cultures through storytelling need not only involve reciprocal telling. At one storytelling workshop I did for international students there was one African student from Nigeria, a young woman called Ifeoma. Although there was a convivial atmosphere, I had the impression that she felt rather isolated and did not wish to tell a story despite encouragement from her peers. During the break I asked permission to tell a Nigerian story on her behalf from the Igbo culture, her own ethnic group. Later Ifeoma made a point of thanking me for including her and her culture. She felt acknowledged in her new community in Exeter and said ‘it made me feel at home’.

When language learners listen to a story being told, it is a very different experience from listening to a TV or radio broadcast. Morgan and Rinvolucri write ‘To be told a story by a live storyteller involves one in ‘I-thou’ listening, where the listeners can directly influence the telling.’ Learners are listening globally to a real and present person before them. The live story experience involves picking up on non-verbal language both for teller and listener. It influences and is influenced by the relationship between the students and the teller. 

The two cases I have described involve me telling stories from my culture and from the culture of the person I wanted to welcome into a new community. As we are all storytellers, learners and teachers, perhaps we can all find ways of building those all-important bridges that transcend cultural and even language barriers.

Suggested Storytelling Follow-up tasks:

· Pass on skills to colleagues

· Tell stories with students

· Retell and get students to learn one of the stories you have been told 

· Find a short story featuring repetition which you’d like to tell with your students and tell it in your own words (see websites below)

If you go to david heathfield on youtube, you will find a large number of recordings of me doing live storytelling, also Teaching the Tale to students as well as Storymaking with young adult Chinese students.
Storytelling With Our Students: Techniques for telling tales from around the world by David Heathfield is the brand new book in the Teacher Development series from DELTA Publishing.

Spontaneous Speaking: Drama activities for confidence and fluency  by David Heathfield, DELTA (2005) is my first teacher resource book and includes many practical personal storytelling and storymaking activities.
There are a multitude of useful classroom activities which involve storytelling and many more examples are to be found in the some of the following excellent publications:

Morgan,J. & M. Rinvolucri (1983) Once Upon A Time, CUP

Paran, A. & E. Watts (ed.), Storytelling in ELT, IATEFL (2003) (including Wright, A. “The Place of Stories in ELT”) 
Arnold, J., H. Puchta and M. Rinvolucri Imagine That! Helbling (2007),

Rinvolucri, M. (2008) www.teachingenglish.org.uk/think/articles/story-telling-language-teachers-oldest-technique
And here are some pieces I published on the British Council Teaching English website in 2011:

www.teachingenglish.org.uk/think/articles/storytelling-celebrate-cultural-diversity www.teachingenglish.org.uk/think/articles/rhythm-rhyme-repetition-reasoning-response-oral-storytelling 


 HYPERLINK "http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/think/articles/teaching-tale-language-memory" \t "_blank" www.teachingenglish.org.uk/think/articles/teaching-tale-language-memory 

www.teachingenglish.org.uk/try/activities/teaching-students-shortest-tale www.teachingenglish.org.uk/try/activities/storytelling-response-tasks www.teachingenglish.org.uk/try/activities/ask-imagine-story 

There are huge resources of folk and fairy tales from all over the world published in English on the internet. 

I am involved the groundbreaking World Stories resource www.worldstories.org.uk  for students and teachers. There are recordings of me telling fourteen stories as well as the transcriptions - remember to log in for free to the Teachers Area and find the Advice Articles and Storytelling Guides I have written for teachers.

Here are a few more web resources that I recommend:

For everyone
http://www.pitt.edu/~dash/folktexts.html  (huge resource)

http://www.sacred-texts.com/ (huge resource)

http://www.magictails.com/creationlinks.html 

http://www.chlive.org/pbeck/eastlibrary/MYTHOLOGY.htm 

http://www.angelfire.com/ma3/mythology/worldtalesindex.html 
Especially for children

http://www.storiestogrowby.com/choose.php (find by category)

http://www.surlalunefairytales.com 
