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Main 🔑 Point 
All good stories have basic elements or story grammar. When 
story grammar is present, stories grab us. And they don’t let go 
of us till the story is complete. Knowing story grammar helps 
us better enjoy, appreciate, and make stories. And becoming 
good story tellers benefits us in both personal and 
professional ways. 

Story Grammar

• Three Rules of Story Grammar (Problem 
Structure) 

• Character + 

• Predicament + (Conflict) 

• Attempted Extrication (Liberation) 

• Gottschall, J. (2012). The storytelling 
animal: how stories make us human. 
Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.

7 Elements of Story

• Emotion 

• Trouble (External Conflict) 

• Simulation 

• Events Impact Characters 

• Internal Conflict 

• Values 

• Problem Structure

What?

• Story is also called “narrative discourse.” 

• A story of persons impacted by events.  

• Events are usually chronological.  

• Examples: folk tales, historical events, 
myths, personal experiences.  

• Modes: Film, book, drama, etc. 

So What?

• Storytelling is the language teacher’s 
oldest technique. --Mario Rinvolucri  

• It works with all ages and cultures.  

• It creates emotional and memorable 
connections through language. 

So What?

• Why is story special?  

• It’s interesting and easier to 
understand, remember, and pay 
attention to. 

"You killed my father."

So What?

• Story is “psychologically privileged.”  

• Psychologically, we experience stories 
differently from other information. 

• The format of stories (story 
grammar) makes it a powerful 
educational tool. Luke: "You killed my father." 

Darth: "I am your father."

Emotion

• Stories are based in emotion.  

• A good story touches our emotions.  

• If not, then we’ll say. . . “What is the 
point? Why am I reading this?”  

• No emotion, no connection, we quit.  

• Emotion creates the connection. 

Trouble

• Stories are about trouble and conflict. 

• A story without conflict is boring.  

• We don’t care about a normal 
character. 

• No trouble and conflict, no emotion. 

Trouble

• When we are happy and content, 
everything is the way it should be. 

• We have no reason to think WHY!  

• Trouble makes us ask big questions. 

• "Why is this happening to me?"  

• With trouble, we think fixing it. 

• This kind of trouble creates emotion.

Simulation

• Good stories always contain conflict.  

• But it’s simulated conflict.  

• It feels real, but it’s simulated.  

• We imagine this conflict.  

• We see characters deal with change. 

• We think about changing our lives.

Simulation

• Friendship is important.  

• In Harry Potter, friendships are tested.  

• We have experienced this, too.  

• We don’t want to break friendships.  

• We don’t want to fail at friendship.  

• We learn from their choices.  

• It’s friendship simulation. 



Quiz Break

1. What 3 elements have we talked about 
so far? 1. Emotion, Trouble, Simulation. 

Quiz Break

1. Psychologically, we experience stories 
differently from other information. That 
is, we say story is ***. 

1. Story is “psychologically privileged.” 
Events 

that 
impact 

characters 
impact us.

Character

• Stories are about how events impact 
characters.  

• Events in a story are called the “plot.” 

• When events affect characters, story 
becomes powerful.  

• Trouble and conflict create emotion.  

• When trouble impacts characters, we 
feel emotion.

Character

• We don’t connect emotionally to events. 

• We connect emotionally to characters.  

• We feel emotion when they do.  

• In good stories events impact the 
characters. 

• And this impacts us. 

External and Internal Conflict

Internal Conflict

• Stories are about an internal journey. 

• Good story focuses on characters over events.  

• A good story isn’t about events. It’s not even about the conflict that 
impacts characters.  

• Good story is about how characters change. 

• How do characters change through trouble?

The journey begins. 

Journey through conflict. 

Values

• Stories are about social rules and values.  

• We connect to the emotion of the story. 

• We connect to the conflict the 
characters face.  

• We make connections because good 
stories deal with good versus evil. 

Values

•It’s not our fight.  

•It is our fight. 

•When did we allow evil to become stronger than us?

Lou Chambers: It's the American Dream in a ... gym bag! 
Hank Mitchell: You work for the American Dream. You don't steal it. 
Lou Chambers: Then this is even better.

Lou Chambers: It's the American Dream in a ... gym bag! 
Hank Mitchell: You work for the American Dream. You don't steal it. 
Lou Chambers: Then this is even better.

Values

• Characters experience conflict with 
values.  

• We rejoice when they do good.  

• We learn how behave and see the 
results of doing wrong.  

• We learn from mistakes.  

• With stories we don’t risk.  

• Learn values by reading and watching. 

Quiz Break

1. What are the 3 rules of story grammar 1. Character + Conflict + Attempted 
Liberation. 

Story Grammar

• Three Rules of Story Grammar (Problem 
Structure) 

• Character + 

• Predicament + (Conflict) 

• Attempted Extrication (Liberation) 

• Gottschall, J. (2012). The storytelling 
animal: how stories make us human. 
Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.



Character meets Conflict  
and tries for Liberation.

You’re going to need a bigger boat. 

You are the weak one. You'll never know love or friendship.  And I feel sorry for you. 

You are the weak one. You'll never know love or friendship.  And I feel sorry for you. 

Problem Structure

• Harry Potter is the main CHARACTER.  

• He experiences inner and outer 
CONFLICT.  

• He fights with the Dark Lord, but he 
fights (for LIBERATION) to keep 
friendship and his soul.  

• With stories, we have this same 
experience with Harry Potter. 

Character meets Conflict  
and tries for Liberation.


