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Summary

How I came about my thinking

My efforts to define or put boundaries round what we mean by story.

Insights – some of which go some of the way towards answering the title.
1.00  My intentions in this presentation – 

1.  How I have used writing books to explore topics.  Story became such a topic.  It floats around and about human beings in their education and entertainment and communications.

2.  I want to talk about my journey towards knowing more about story.  I did not get to the pot of gold or a real journey’s end but I can show some of my insights that might help thinking as to why we prick up our ears when a story is on offer.

3.  ….and I have to admit that in some ways it still pleases me to say that story remains elusive and therefore still intriguing.

4.  Where I come from.

I have worked across many disciplines mostly in educational roles.  I started in science

I have always dabbled with writing poetry and story.

I work as a storyteller mostly in a voluntary capacity.

2.00  Some starting points
2.01  Some things said about story

'Stories are gatekeepers between our inner and outer worlds.  The known world is the starting point, the connection with a reality which we can identify and recognise.  In the process of its unfolding, the tale develops a story line which contains and explores the unknown…. A story is a guide because it takes us from resting place to adventure, ……to culmination and the end.   (Gersie and King (1990:35):

‘A good myth can be half way round the world before the truth gets one trouser leg on’

(David Hepworth in BBC Radio 4: Archive on 4: For one night illegally: the history of the bootleg  18th April 09 – (probably a misquotation from Mark Twain 1835 - 1910)  

Narrative meaning is a cognitive process that organizes human experiences into temporally meaningful episodes’ (Polkinghorne, 1988:1)

‘The missing nail caused the horse to go lame, caused the message to arrive late, caused the army to be unprepared, caused the invader’s victory , caused the nation to lose the war, caused the monarch to lose the throne……..  Human beings, perhaps uniquely among animals, create mental models of situations they are in, and those situation models often take the form of stories….’ (Hastie and Davies, 2001:130)

2.02  Some reasons for my exploration - beyond the personal fascination about story…
My own interest in story

People say: ‘Humans are storied’. 
I wanted to understand what this meant. 
I am struck by the way in which humans seem to be driven to be involved with stories – listening, telling and creating stories. 
Many say that story is a characteristic of our humanity, though I question some of the rather glib ways of saying this (eg that humans are ‘storied’ beings).  

The word story is becoming too widely used and we may lose something important..  
This was another idea driving my research on story:  the word is becoming too widely used in too many contexts for its own good.   

‘so what ‘s the story then?’

‘It’s the story of my life’

In advertising there is the idea that a story is told by a single line or one simple image….
Used in these ways, ‘story’ is liable to lose the precious meanings that it has. 
If we do not recognise what story is, how can we preserve its place in education and life in general?  

Complicating this - story takes many diverse forms and purposes
It became obvious that story is not just one thing.  Story takes many diverse forms and there are a vast number of purposes for constructing, telling and listening to stories. 

Before writing the book, I thought I would be able to construct a schema for all stories, and relate all story uses in education to it. It did not work.  The idea of ‘story’ kept escaping.  
The range of purposes for story was truly a surprise to me – I come back to this. 
Most who write on story circumvent this problem of diversity by defining the area of story that is their concern and ignoring all the rest!  This makes the general literature difficult to interpret.
3.00  Putting some boundaries around story
To study story, I had to find some ways of reining it in, of finding its boundaries.  Here are some of my strategies for getting a handle on story:

3.01  I looked at purposes for story
I started writing lists of purposes for story that I pulled out of the literature or that came to mind.  Lists grew and when I brought them together, there were six pages of them!! 
I categorized them under the following headings.  Story is used:
· as communication

· as a means of learning from experience

· as a way of encompassing the ‘the bigger picture’ about something, including unspoken material (see later)
· as a medium for the development of skills (storytelling)

· as a carrier of knowledge
· as an aid to learning communication skills

· to make a topic distinctive, assigning meanings, connotations etc

· in order to affect listeners - as entertainment, aide-memoires, aids to learning

· they are used to engineer attitudes, aid identity formation, support thinking / change…
· to shape social behaviour, creating commonality / or influencing… 

· for the effect on the tellers (eg catharsis)
· to stimulate thought in the listener

· as a means of qualitative research in academic or professional learning

· to clarify a complex or difficult situation

· to construct new knowledge

· as a form of transmission of traditional culture

· as a means of shaping belief systems

· etc

It is interesting to note that sometimes story is for the benefit of the teller and sometimes for the benefit of the listener…this relates strongly to purposes.  This was an insight – see later.
3.02 I tried to capture the concept of story
Then I went about capturing the concept of ‘story’. 

I did a sort of Repertory Grid (Kelly) exercise with myself.  I listed many words that relate to story and decided which of them were story and which were not on the basis of my sense of my developing concept of story.  So ‘monograph’, ‘account’ ‘and’ ‘lecture’ do not really mean story, but ‘tale’, ‘legend’ and ‘myth’ do mean story to me. 
Then I looked at what was in common with those in the story list and what was different about those outside the list.  It led to the identification of some useful boundaries
I used a large general boundary that enclosed all types of story and distinguished them from what is not story (General features of story), and two sub groups of the story group - the strong form of story and broad form stories that I have not included the list of general features of story here.
Features of strong-form story
· It has a beginning, middle and end structure;

· There is something within the story that is out of the ordinary or contrasts with normality that makes the story worth telling;

· Something is resolved or transformed between the beginning and end of the strong-form story;

· There is likely to be considerable unspoken content (see later).  The story could be said deliberately to produce a ‘bigger picture’ than is conveyed by the meanings of the words themselves; 
· There is usually an intention to engage the listener and the teller works to achieve this through expression, imagery, building of suspense, interest, alluding, understating and use of other devices (many features of which I would include in the unspoken);

· The listener is encouraged to suspend judgements or disbelief as she listens.
Features of broad-form story that distinguish it from strong-form story

· It is often personal story – or it is the account of an event and then it may be called a case study / case history, scenario or critical incident;

· It may be used to illustrate or illuminate something;

· The ideas expressed in the broad-form story are likely to be fairly explicit and the information is likely to be fairly overt;

· The purpose for this kind of story will often be to make a point or give an example or news;

· The broad-form story is more likely to be told for the teller’s benefit in contrast with the strong-form story which is more likely to be told for the listener’s benefit.

· The engagement of the listener may be less important than the conveyance of the information contained.  Alternatively engagement is sought through the content rather than the devices in the telling of the story (eg in telling ‘news’).

3.03  Plot
In the course of this work on definition, I had to think about the idea of plot.  Stories with plot inside the story might seem only to fit into the strong story group…but….
Plot provides surprise; it is the intrigue to story and so it is often what drives it and causes engagement. 
It seems to amount to the setting up of tension or cognitive dissonance – usually a conflict between what you expect, and what happens. 
However, I also began to see that new information – ‘news’ - that will surprise the listener also provides an experience of cognitive dissonance. This sort of story is more likely to be in the broad form group. The dissonance, however, does not happen within the story but it occurs between what is known already and the new information.  So I see ‘news’ that surprises as a form of plot, with the contrast between the story and the wider context of what is known.

Later I will talk about the notion of a story being within a frame – I am using that idea here when I talk of the inside and outside of the story.

3.04  Recognition of the diverse activities associated with story
I also noticed the range of activities that story can involve.   They include the acts of:
· constructing a story (fiction or non-fiction)

· selecting an appropriate story to tell in a given context

· telling of story – not necessarily a story constructed by the teller

· listening to a story

· perceiving, memorising and possibly reconstructing a story for retelling

· producing or adapting a story from one medium to another

· researching story or stories in qualitative research.
If we are asking what story is and how it engages, we have to take into account these diverse activities.  Story is not always just about someone providing a story for another.
4.00  Some insights about story
I now start to curl the journey round to look back at the title - at why we might prick up our ears when someone says ‘I’ll tell you a story’. These ideas apply particularly to the strong form of story.  I called these insights.  Most relate to the manner in which story encourages engagement
4.01 Story is told for the benefit of the listener or of the teller – or both
Story sometimes is told for the benefit of the teller and sometimes for the benefit of the listener…  
It results in benefits to one or both.  

Benefit implies reward and anticipation of reward will promote engagement and hence we prick up our ears.  
4.02  All story is fiction…..
All story is constructed. 
If I tell a story about a personal experience, 
· I construct my initial perception of the experience 
· then I reconstruct the event in telling the story 
· and I probably tell the version of the story that is most appropriate for my audience and what I want to achieve from the telling.  That is further construction.
· If I then remember the story enough to pass it on, it is reconstructed in the memorizing and re-memorizing processes and in the retelling process….
It is all Chinese Whispers and creative reinterpretation. 
This realization came about in my efforts to distinguish fact from fiction in the first schema that I constructed in preparation for writing the book.  Fact and fiction kept escaping from where I had pinned them.  It made me think more about the role of fiction in education.
A quotation that seems apt.

 ‘(The) longing for ‘one true story’ has driven the construction of narrative strategies in which fact and fiction are mutually exclusive categories…………But fact and fiction are much closer…..The native American stories of salmon are fictions that are as epistemologically potent in their own way as those fictions of western science that we call ‘scientific fact’. (Gough 1993)

4.03  We have a drive to make sense

I have mentioned the idea that making stories might be somehow intrinsic to humanity.
I think we have a drive to make sense of things, looking for cause, for meanings, for coincidences.  Religion fits this notion for some and it is the arch location for storytelling. 
When we make sense of something in language, it tends to become a story.  Goodacre (2008) illustrates this in the context of his writing about ‘bad science’ (Guardian newspaper and website).  He says
‘As human beings we have an innate ability to make something out of nothing.  We see shapes in the clouds, and a man in the moon’ (Goldacre, 2008:226).  

He is talking here of how scientific data can so easily be distorted into ‘bad science’.  It is distorted particularly when bad science makes good story (or sells something)! 
This is also how much content in the media work.  Newspapers contain ideas reconstructed into stories because that is what is attractive to us (and what get papers bought).   
An aircraft that vanishes is the most wonderful story plot that has further linkages and intrigues and is a real page turner…..and goes on and on and emotional content is easily generated. 
4.04  The importance of the unspoken elements of story
An important insight concerns the importance of the unspoken elements of story.  By the unspoken, I mean all in a story that is not made explicit in language - the ideas that fall between the words. 
However, when we give an account, lecture, etc, we tend to want to be explicit – we want people to take exact information.

The unspoken includes, for example -  
- knowledge of narrative structure – expectations are set up

- generation of ‘atmosphere’ in the story etc

- the unspoken in the external context of the story – where the story is told (campfire or 
classroom)

- the manner in which story is told - the use of emphasis, sequence, silence and pause etc.

- non-explicit intentions of the teller 

- non-explicit meanings of the story generated by the listener 

- the generation of sensory imagery

- the unconscious elements in story; 

- the form and genre of stories and related expectations
I think that the unspoken content of story is important in the distinction of story from what is not story 

Stories differ in their content of unspoken.  I suspect that stories that are strong form stories may contain more unspoken material than those that are broad form 
As I see it, the incorporation of unspoken material makes story a powerful transmitter of information where transmission of holistic material is the main concern.  It means that relatively few words carry much content. 
In tuning the story that I tell to another, I manage the unspoken elements of the story as much as I manage the explicit language of it. 
I suggest that story may be made engaging and more worthy of the effort to listen because of the quality of its unspoken content. 

The unspoken that we develop in listening to a story is unique to us because of our unique experiences of life – or it may be made more deliberately predictable. 
4.05  The role of emotion
Emotion is significant as part of the unspoken content in story although it may also be explicit so I treat it separately.
Besides, emotion plays many roles in story (as I found when I wrote about emotion and learning in other writing). 
For example, 
· emotion can be the subject matter of story
· it may be generated in the story, 
· or encouraged as unspoken material in the atmosphere of the story, 
· or it may be a consequence for the listener or catharsis for teller or listener and so on…

Many writers on story make scant reference to emotional content but I suspect that emotion in its various forms and explicit or unspoken, is a central feature of most story.
4.06  Story can provide vicarious experience …
A story may also be a means of vicarious experiencing and in this way is a way of conveying experience.
In my reading, I was inspired by work done on story at University of Toronto (eg Mar and Oatley, 2008).  Their empirical research suggests that fictitious story simulates reality.  Their work suggests that it facilitates the vicarious learning of social capacities. 
A possible mechanism for this is via mirror neurones. These nerve cells fire when a subject observes an action (and we may mean here, ‘imagines’ an action) and they are seen to fire as well when the subject enacts the action.
I speculate that this has implications for the way in which we can learn from story even when learning is not seen as a purpose.

These ideas could also throw more light on what we might mean by the notion of engagement in a story.
4.07  Story carries its own context with it
As well as sitting in an external context – where / when / to whom the story is told, I see a story as carrying its own context with it or creates its own context.  My personal metaphor is the snail that carries the context of its life with it – its shell.  
When I learn something new and want to understand it, I relate it to what I know already.  From the literature on learning, I call ‘what I know / feel already ‘the ‘internal experience’.  The new material that I learn is the ‘external experience’. 
As I learn, I modify the internal experience in relation to new external experience or I might modify the external experience to fit what I know (or I might simply reject it).
These are Piaget’s processes of assimilation (taking in) and accommodation (the modification processes).  
I speculate that what we do when we are engaged in a story is to let the context of the story supply much of our current internal experience – sort of let it take over our brains.  
I think that may be what we mean when we talk about suspending disbelief – a sort of uncritical shift of my thinking and perceptions from the outside world to the inside of the story. 
The listener assimilates the new unreeling material of the story – the new external experience in relation to her story-based internal experience of the story so far to it and accommodates accordingly.  

So we kind of live mentally inside the story while it is being told.

Have you ever felt the uncomfortable need to shift from the inside of a story to the realities in the real world in finishing reading a story in a book, or coming out of a cinema?

I speculate that this implies that the internal experiences generated by a specific story in different listeners might sometimes tend to become aligned – our experiences of the ideas in the story tend to become similar as they are guided by the story.  This can be a reason why stories are such powerful means of transmitting ideas.  
4.08  When we listen to a story we enter a frame 
It is from this thinking about the internal and external experiences that I developed the idea that in listening to a story it is as if we enter a frame. The meaning of a story is initially interpreted in relation to that frame.  
A frame can be significant 
· because it distinguishes the story from its wider context – what is outside the frame …you choose to engage in a story 
· or because of the distinctiveness of what is inside the frame (the story)…you are drawn into a story,
· or a frame is a kind of boundary.  Reading is an experience different from the daily life.
Once inside that frame we are subject to all sorts of different rules and experiences that emanate from the story but not from the real world around us.
A frame is of a limited size – so it is a temporary experience.
We enter that frame into a story when someone says ‘Now I am going to tell you a story’, or ‘Once upon a time (in English) – or when you settle into that cinema or theatre seat or open the book or…
5.00  Conclusion to the given paper:  So why do we prick up our ears?
I said I do not have a direct answer to this but I pick up one or two of the ideas that I have covered above.  I am mostly thinking of the strong form story here.  

When someone offers a story, we enter a frame in which we will experience something different.  Inside that frame we are subject to the rules of the story.  

Inside the frame we are going to be guided to access unspoken material and explicit emotions – to range over the landscapes of our minds. We may have vicarious experiences – learn and experience new things.   
If the teller wants us to listen – or to stay in the frame, she will make the story engaging in a range of ways, watching us so she can tune her story to maintain that engagement so we stay in the frame.  We give up some of our self control of that bit of time to her, the teller.  
Usually entering that frame brings benefit - to one or other of the parties.  When benefits are on offer we give up our attention… 
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