
KEYS TO STORYTELLING IN THE ELEMENTARY YEARS 
(Transcript) 

 
Today we’re going to explore why stories are so important in the elementary years.  It turns out 
that humans are wired for story. Pre-literate societies used story as a means of sharing 
experiences and passing on culture and values. Anthropologists have discovered cave paintings 
that date back 35,000 yrs, and they estimate that stories have been told for at least 60,000 yrs. 
 
For reasons we’re about to explore, we know that stories make learning stick.  Research shows 
that stories increase a person’s ability to remember material from 600 to 2,200%.  Contrast this 
with the “forgetting curve” of 70% in one day 
 
But why do stories fix knowledge in our brains?  First of all, because they take us from the 
whole to the parts, and in so doing, they provide order in our minds.  Any knowledge we gain 
from a story can be organized in the context of the bigger picture, and related to what we 
already know. 

 
Stories are also entertaining, which leads us to retell them in our minds. This spontaneous 
repetition leads to a greater ability to recall information.  Stories also provide a sense of 
connection: by giving focus, love, and attention to our child, it puts their brain at ease and 
increases learning and retention ability. Stories also allow wisdom to be passed down from one 
generation to the next.  As a matter of fact, researchers have determined that since WWII the 
vocabulary of the average child has diminished significantly because they now acquire language 
from each other, instead of from adults. Stories allow children to acquire language and 
perspective from their elders, and this boosts their intellect. 
 
Stories support the second-plane child’s need for independence of thought because they’re a 
shared experience that helps the child feel they’re discovering the information on their own, as 
opposed to having it force-fed to them. And stories also impact how children see others and 
themselves; they lead to greater empathy and self-compassion, as well as to an appreciation of 
human work. 
 
Since we’re on the topic of second-plane characteristics, let’s always remember that for our 
lessons to be effective, they need to align with the child’s sensitive periods. In terms of 
intellectual focus, we know that children in the second plane are in the age of “how and why”. 
Dr. Montessori wrote that, “The acts accomplished by men will interest him more than the 
things… Now he is more interested in the how and the why… He’s beginning to become aware 
of the problem of cause and effect.” And her son, Mario Montessori, pointed out that If a child is 
interested in something, “they want to know not only how it works but also who made it and 
where, for everything must be localized and given some sort of historical setting.”  
 



With that knowledge in mind, we now have the first couple of keys to structure our stories: they 
must have cause & effect, and they need to have a historical and geographical context, in other 
words, they need to cover who’s involved in the story and where the story takes place.  
 
We’ve also learned that elementary children have strong imaginations that give them the power 
to envision what they cannot directly experience and to form completely new and different 
connections among seemingly unrelated concepts.  So, all of our stories must have an element 
of imagination, while maintaining truthfulness.  Imagination hooks the child, and truthfulness 
educates them. 
 
We also know that second-plane children are hungry for knowledge, and they use this 
knowledge to build who they are - their values, beliefs, and perspectives. Second plane children 
want to understand the interconnection between the natural world and the world humans have 
created.  Dr. Montessori compared the child’s mind to a “fertile field” where “the seed of 
everything can be sown” and “later these seeds will expand and grow.”  As the child grows, 
they’ll make connections between these ideas you planted.  Stories offer structure for the 
sowing of seeds when they are told from the whole to the detail, or from a general vision of the 
world to any subject or detail thereof.  So our stories must illustrate the relationship between 
things, living Nature, and humanity. 
 
We also know that the child is in a sensitive period for morality, and is trying to evaluate right 
and wrong on his or her own terms.  The Italian trainer Camillo Grazzini once wrote that, “The 
concept of justice is born at this age, together with the understanding of the relationship 
between one’s acts and the needs of others.”  So our stories must illustrate this, by helping 
children define right & wrong and leading them to understand that each person’s choices have 
repercussions on others. 
 
Another aspect of the second plane is the importance of the peer group.  The child understands 
himself better by comparing his abilities to those of others, and they discover that they each play 
a different role within the group.  So our stories need to highlight the contributions and roles of 
individuals in a group, to help children understand that they too have a role to play. They must 
also highlight the commitment of the individual to the group, since progress relies on 
interdependence.  And stories should engage the child’s interest in special laws, signs, codes, 
and language that identify people to a group. 
 
Now, anyone who lives with an elementary child knows that they don’t want to be told what’s 
wrong or right, important or unimportant.  They want to figure it out themselves. Stories allow the 
child to decide what knowledge to take.  By aligning any story with the second plane 
characteristics, the story will resonate and the child will be driven to make meaning and find 
connections to his own life.  My trainer in Italy, Baiba Grazzini would say, “When we scatter 
seeds on the ground, we don’t pull them up to see how they are doing.  We leave the children in 
peace to ponder.  We should feel free to throw ideas around without worrying about what 
children are learning.” So, our stories should help the child understand and identify with the 



human journey, allowing him to develop a positive vision of himself along with a positive group 
identity. 
 
I’m going to conclude with another pearl of wisdom from my trainer, Mrs. Grazzini.  She said, 
“Stories permit children to use their mental strengths; they appeal to the children’s imagination; 
they render knowledge accessible to the child’s mind; they permit the children to explore 
through their emotions.  Above all, great and living truths can grow within and with the children, 
and help them in their mental and moral development.”  
 
HOMEWORK: 

- Print out the five stories 
- Make sure you have the necessary charts 
- Read through them, including the notes for adults 
- For each one, highlight and label the storytelling keys: 

 
1. Who and where (orient in space and time) 
2. Cause and effect (problem and solution) 
3. Right and wrong 
4. Connections: 

a) between the details and the whole 
b) between subjects 
c) between things, living Nature, and humanity 
d) Between one’s acts and the needs of others 

5. Human powers: 
a) The use of human gifts (creativity, hands, connection) to solve 

problems 
b) Roles of individuals within a group  

(1) Contributions, struggles, and commitment 
c) Human laws, signs & symbols, language 


