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Andrew Wright:Stories in language teaching

19 – 26th January 2007

Andrew Wright is an author, illustrator, teacher trainer and storyteller.  As an author he has published: Creating Stories With Children, Oxford University Press; Five Minute Activities, Cambridge University Press; 1000+ Pictures for Teachers to Copy, Longman Pearson. As a teacher trainer he has worked with teachers in thirty countries and as a story teller he has worked with approximately 50,000 students in the last fifteen years.Andrew's special interest in the last fifteen years has been in the role of stories in language teaching.  In schools, world wide, he tells stories, helps students to make stories, helps students to make books and to create shadow theatre productions and he helps students to write stories and to write poetry.

He feels very much that his focus has always been on practical activities in the classroom but based on a sound theoretical framework.

 

Andrew lives in Hungary where he is managing director, together with his wife, Julia Dudas of the International Languages Institute in Godollo. Andrew and Julia have two young daughters, Timea and Alexandra.
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Stories and language teaching

Notes for a YL SIG discussion

Andrew Wright

Stories and possible meanings?

I am going to use the word ‘story’ to mean individual narratives which include a dramatic element of struggle to achieve or overcome something but also to mean the broader notion of the story each of us lives in.  This latter concept is based on the idea that an accumulation of experiences in life and many fictional stories have guided us to think, feel and behave as we do.  We refer to our ‘life story’ and we even refer to the development of societies and institutions as a story: The story of Britain.  Most recently David Crystal has published a fascinating book called, ‘The Stories of English’.

So…

Stories like Beauty and the Beast and stories about how I lost my car keys but also the broader concept of stories as the paths we follow through our life.

Importance of stories?

The food we eat makes our bodies and the stories we hear and tell make our minds.

Stories offer us paths to walk on through what we would otherwise experience as infinite and overwhelming complexity.  The universe is infinitely complex.  We cant cope with that!  We find patterns amongst the stars and give the patterns names, The Plough (Ursula Major). Many cultures have taken their storying  further and composed stories about the stars.

Our sense of identity is dependent on the stories we create.  

Stories provide a basis for living together comfortably but also a stimulus for the most violent confrontations when stories prove to be incompatible.

Helping children to acquire the right story for them and their life experiences is one of the most important things we can do.  Furthermore, I believe that it is important to help children to feel they can re-think the stories they live by if their stories are not helping them to cope with their experiences.  

Stories in language teaching?

This discussion will no doubt focus on the potential of stories to contribute to successful language teaching and to the broader development of the child as a whole.

My role as your fielder in this discussion

Health warning!  Although I have quite a lot of experience related to stories in language teaching I have gaping limitations!  The advantage is that it is clear that I am in no position to pontificate!  And from my point of view I stand to learn an awful lot from colleagues with different kinds of experience.

My own experience in many countries related to stories:

Telling traditional stories and stories from my own experience

Helping children to make stories

Helping children to respond to stories

Helping children to make books and shadow puppet plays

Helping teachers to use stories in their teaching.

My own lack of experience related to stories: 

I am not a classroom teacher and cannot offer experience on the effectiveness of stories over a long period with the same children.

I have less experience of using stories with children below the age of 10.

I have very little experience of the use of stories in the development of reading and writing.

I have some experience of stories and cross curricular work but I would like it to be more.

I have no knowledge about research into the effectiveness of stories in language teaching.

I have given little thought to how a child’s story making can be tested and marked.

Possible topics to discuss

What questions do you hope will be answered in our discussion?  You might like to launch the discussion by raising them. Please do.

Here are some things which I would love to know more about:

1 What are the possible key benefits in using stories in language teaching?

2 What are the possible key disadvantages in using stories in language teaching?

3 How can we give children the experience of stories which are rich in meanings but within their powers of comprehension given their language proficiency level? 

4 How can we avoid trivialisation in our story selection and presentation?

5 How can we give  the children opportunities to respond to the stories which are not trivialised by their language proficiency?

6 How realistic and potentially significant is cross curricular education based on storywork in the second or foreign language?

7 Choosing stories to read or tell.  What is a good story?

8  Modifying stories for our children?

9 Preparing to read or tell?

10 Telling or reading?

11 Helping children to make stories?

12 Helping children to share their storymaking and responding to stories with the world beyond the classroom?

13 How do class sizes affect the use of stories?

14 ?

Hopes for the discussion

We all have our richnesses and our limitations.  I hope all colleagues who are interested in the potential of stories will feel confident in talking about their experience.   Your experience in using one story with one class or, indeed, your anxiety about the idea of using stories at all is, in itself, a valuable thing to share with other colleagues.

I look forward to learning a lot about stories and the use of stories from places and in circumstances I have no experience of.

Further reading

Ellis, G. and Brewster, J.  (2002)  Tell it Again.  Penguin.

I admire and value this book so much!  It couldn’t provide a richer support for the cross curricular approach based on stories.

Fox Eades, J.M.  (2006) Classroom Tales.  Jessica Kingsley.

Just one of the many books for native speaker teachers and children.  It is rich and relevant for teaching English as a second or foreign language as well.

Superfine, W. and James, M. (2003) Telling Tales in English. Delta.

Six stories and how to use them.

Wright, A.  ( 1995 )  Creating Stories with Children. Oxford University Press.

A section of 92 activities you can do with any story and 34 stories and lesson plans.

Wright, A.  ( 1997 )  Storytelling with Children. Oxford University Press.

Many ways of helping children to make stories even with limited language.

Website

http://andrewarticlesandstories.wordpress.com
I am in the process of putting on to this site about 50 articles mainly about using stories but also about the use of games and pictures.  I will also be including 20 or so of the stories I enjoy telling to children.
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