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‘Taking your mind for a walk’ - Why story time is valuable  
Aims of the project

To investigate the impact of hearing high-quality stories on Year 2 children’s writing. In particular, to:

· look for literary and other echoes;
· examine children’s views of story times;
· compare the impact of stories heard in story times with those studied in Literacy sessions as big books;
· investigate the presentation and style of different stories to see whether these also had an impact; and
· examine whether story times helped children develop their vocabulary.

Dimensions of the study
The project was undertaken with fifteen Year 2 children at the Dunbury School, at the time a federated First School in four villages (now a Primary School in three villages), in a rural area of Dorset.  Four mornings a week the children were taught as a Year 2 group, but for the rest of the week they were joined by the Year 1 children, making a class of thirty.  One teacher was involved in the original project but the implications have affected practice across the Foundation Stage and Key Stage 1.
Summary of main findings

· Children clearly enjoyed and valued story times, often talking about their benefits for writing.

· Children mostly transformed rather than copied the models they had heard and discussed, showing ‘echoes’ of the original.

· Presenting big books enabled children to learn about many aspects of text, but appeared to limit more able writers in this study.

· The presentation of texts appeared to be less significant than the power of the text to engage and motivate the children, but those texts which were well presented and enjoyed repeatedly, using an expressive range of verbal and non-verbal techniques, appeared to have the greatest impact.

· Many examples of echoes from stories they had heard were found, for example in the language, syntax and story structures used.  

· Some echoes were found from other media and influences in their lives, although this was more difficult to evaluate within the scope of this project, given the wide range of possible influences.

Background and Context
With the advent of the National Literacy Strategy teachers have rightly been required to examine a wide variety of texts in some detail with children, in order to develop their understanding and help them apply this in their writing.  There have been positive and negative effects from this, for example shared reading allows children to become more aware of the ‘nature of print’ but there is a danger that it can lead to less focus on the story itself.  

Staff in the project school were concerned that the Strategy recommendation for additional time ‘for continuing the practice of reading to the class’ (p.14) was being squeezed out by other curriculum pressures. They felt that listening to stories regularly would expose children to a rich variety of language and text structure, and consequently have an impact on their writing. We therefore decided to test this by looking for ‘echoes’ of stories the children listened to in their written work. We also wanted to identify effective techniques in reading aloud and any impact on the development of children’s vocabulary.  Barrs and Cork (2001) undertook a similar study but with older children and on a larger scale.  Year 5 children were introduced to challenging literature with time given for study and discussion.  For many of the children, familiarity with these ‘powerful’ texts appeared to have played an important part in developing the richness and variety of their own writing.  Their work was a key inspiration for this project.

Teaching processes and strategies 
Regular story times were established, using high quality literature. Texts were chosen for their relevance to the current learning and for the richness of their use of language, considering sentence structure and vocabulary.  Some texts were chosen by the children from the range available in the classroom.  These were put in a ‘special book box’, changing roughly each term to reflect the different topics.  Although some of the texts linked to genres being discussed in the Literacy Hour, such as fairy tales, many of them did not.  There were also many times when the children brought in linked books from home, for example different versions of ‘Little Red Riding Hood’.  Many of the books selected had powerful illustrations in keeping with much of the literature for this age group.  One book, The Adventures of Robin Hood and Marian (Mitchell and Chichester-Clark, 1998) was specifically chosen to provide a longer text, fewer illustrations and a more demanding level of language.  

Different approaches to presenting stories were used.  In some instances the story was read to the children sometimes without interruption and sometimes with breaks for discussion.  The aim was to present a vivid presentation of the text, enabling the children to have the greatest chance of grasping its power.  Pictures were sometimes shown, but often not until after the page had been read, leaving the children time and space to picture the ideas in their head.  Many of the texts were reread frequently, both in class story times and by the children individually or in small groups.  Others were read only once.  Other large texts continued to be used for shared reading and discussion during the Literacy Hour.  

The Findings 
“Sometimes there are really funny things in there and they make you smile.  It takes your mind round for a walk and it settles you down” (Matthew)

“I get ideas from the story and when I write some stories I can really concentrate” (Caroline)

“When I listen to a story I listen and then I hear a bit and it reminds me of something.  When I’m writing stories I sometimes put it in” (Nick)
Whilst being aware that these findings are based on a small sample of children we felt some useful ideas emerged:
Attitudes to story time

The children predominantly enjoyed story times and relatively few of them were still being read to at home.  A few children expressed very positive views on the benefits of story time as a calming influence.  Others showed clearly that they did not like interruptions, including questioning by the teacher; they preferred to become absorbed.  In discussion, several of them showed that they were reflecting on stories they had heard, especially the content and meaning behind them.  They often remembered stories from weeks and months previously.  Many of the children described how they used stories they had heard to help them in their own writing.  Higher attaining children tended to talk more critically about stories and story times, possibly due to their stronger critical faculties, or because they found some of the texts insufficiently challenging.

Transforming ideas

A wide range of echoes was found, with almost all the samples showing at least a few examples.  Amongst the literary echoes children most commonly used openings, orientations, complications, characters, time passing, syntax and vocabulary from stories.  Fewer echoes were found of resolutions, endings, the author’s viewpoint, layout and other story devices, possibly because the stories read had included fewer examples, had been less fully discussed, or the writing tasks had placed less emphasis on these elements.  In most cases they had transformed the ideas from stories, rather than simply copying them, for example Lucy added a fairy tale element to her Robin Hood story, where he found a diamond which granted him wishes.  Often it would be difficult to say exactly which book was the source as there were several possibilities, or in the process of transforming them and making them their own, the children had combined ideas.  

Re-reading stories

Children most frequently borrowed ideas from stories they had heard more than once.  When writing stories based on a theme of ‘journeys’, many children echoed the plot and language of two stories that had been read recently; Starlight (Lobel, 1999) and Bear’s Adventure (Wildsmith, 1981). 

 Laura used a similar series of adventures for her central character, a deer, including a TV interview and being rescued by a bulldozer instead of a fire engine.  Matthew’s chicken also travelled to London and had to deal with various surprising experiences and Rosie’s rabbits were interviewed on TV in a very similar manner to the bear, being called ‘Mr and Mrs Eeeeee’ in the same way that Bear had been called ‘Mr Grr’.  
Powerful models and presentation
Where the style of the original showed an unusual literary approach and layout and there were plenty of opportunities to hear and absorb this with frequent rereading, more children echoed the ideas.  Quiet! (Bright and Parker-Rees, 2003) uses repetition and ellipsis very effectively and was a favourite text for many of them; all the children echoed this at some point throughout the year.  The ongoing notes show the children’s enthusiasm for the stories by Maurice Sendak and desire to hear them many times.  Analysis of the presentation of one session showed the use of varied vocal pitch and gaze to draw children in, and the use of gesture and facial expression to illustrate the meaning.  When writing their own stories in the same style all of them showed strong syntactical echoes.  Caroline retold a story that had been read once three weeks previously in Sendak’s style.  The strength of the model, combined with frequent opportunities to hear it, appeared to help the children extend the range of language structures that they were confident with.
Using big books

When using a big book as a model, children were more likely to borrow phrases directly, but there was little difference in aspects such as syntax and vocabulary which might be expected from the close study of a large text.  They tended to manage the ending more satisfactorily in these situations, but, especially for the higher attaining children, big books were felt to be a limiting factor on the language used: finding a story that was appropriate for shared reading with a class with a wide range of reading ability meant that the language levels were less challenging than the higher attaining children might have attempted with a less direct model.
Attainment

It is rash to draw conclusions about cause and effect but during the year all the children progressed at least 2/3 level in writing (e.g. 2C to 2A) and a third of them progressed further than this.

Research Methods

An interview was held with each child regarding story time and their own writing of stories.  A range of closed and more open questions were used.  The responses were typed up and compared, with some themes being looked for and others emerging as the data was investigated.

In addition six writing samples were collected for each child from across one academic year, with the tasks covering a range of styles of presentation as shown below:

	Approach
	Stories written and analysed

	Reading a big book together and discussing it in some detail
	Own version of Little Red Riding Hood with different characters and setting.

Animal story where animals help a central character.

	Reading a selection of similar texts to the children and discussing them
	Their own fairy tale.

Their own Robin Hood adventure.

	Reading and rereading stories to the children but not using a big book 
	Story based on the theme of ‘Journeys’.

Their own stories in the style of Maurice Sendak.


They were analysed by coding them according to different echoes that were found.  This coding was developed by looking at the samples and looking for common themes and ideas.  Among the echoes found were:

· echoes relating to plot, including openings, the introduction of characters and setting, use of specific characters and objects, complication, development of time passing, narrator’s viewpoint, resolution and ending
· echoes relating to the language used including syntax, vocabulary, layout, and devices such as ellipsis

· echoes which were direct borrowings from models

· other echoes including oral language, other media and life experience

Three story sessions were videoed and analysed using EXMARaLDA, a tool for multimodal analysis, enabling detailed analysis of short extracts.  These looked at facial expression, gaze, gesture, body movements, vocal pace and vocal pitch and volume.  Notes could then be added drawing conclusions from these observations.

Ongoing notes were also kept to capture relevant observations during other work in the classroom.

Conclusion

Children clearly enjoyed and used story times to help them in their writing, with some children being able to express this more fully than others.  Echoes were principally seen in the language and syntax used and in the earlier structural elements but some echoes were found from other influences such as their life and other media.  Children mostly transformed rather than copied the models they had heard and discussed.  The presentation of texts appeared to be less significant than the power of the text to engage and motivate the children.  When they are really enjoyed and well presented, using an expressive range of verbal and non-verbal techniques, children enjoy hearing them repeatedly and it is these texts which showed the greatest impact.  Presenting large format big books enables children to learn about many aspects of texts and apply this in their writing, but can limit more able writers.  As this project was undertaken with a small group of children; it would be interesting to know whether similar results would be found in a larger scale investigation.

There are several implications for future practice.  Story time could be used to help make children more explicitly aware of themselves as reflective listeners who appreciate all that can be learned from stories and as writers making critical decisions without impairing the enjoyment of the stories.  This could be done through allowing brief response times with a partner, discussing good ideas they have collected and might help the children show more progress in their use of echoes over the year.  Specific time needs to be given to address resolutions and endings of stories more fully.  The selection of books is important and organising them so that key texts can be repeated, whilst avoiding boredom.  We need to discuss the impact of children’s experiences on what they write with parents and encourage them to continue reading to as well as with their children.  Finally, it would be interesting to look more closely at the impact of illustrations and other media and how children develop dialogue in their writing.  

Story time still has a place in the curriculum, but if echoes are seen in their narratives should we not also be thinking carefully about all the other models we offer children at school?
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