
Stylistics and Story

By Joseph Poulshock, PhD

Main ! Point 
A real story has story grammar -- character + conflict + 
attempted extrication. With story grammar, stories grab our 
emotions and attention. What are the benefits of knowing 
story grammar? We can more fully enjoy, appreciate, make, 
and tell stories -- but not just for entertainment. Knowing 
story also benefits us in work, study, and life. 

Story Grammar?

• The science of story structure:  

• Character + 

• Predicament + (Conflict) 

• Attempted Extrication (Liberation)

Story Power

• Brains like stories.  

• Stories are more: 

• Emotional 

• Memorable 

• Compelling 

• Comprehensible 

• Visual 

• Universal

Story & Survival

• Thumbs help humans survive.  

• They help us hold on! 

• Stories help us survive.  

• Stories tell us what to hold on to. 

8 Elements of Story

1. Main Character 
2. Character Traits 
3. Goal 
4. Motive 
5. Conflicts & Problems 

6. Risks and Dangers 
7. Struggles 
8. Sensory Details

Quiz Break

1. What are your favorite stories? 1. ???

Character 

Traits 
Goal 

Motive

Conflicts 

Risks 
Dangers 

Struggles

Sensory Details

Haven's 8 Elements of Story

Events 
that 

impact 
characters 
impact us.

Quiz Break

1. What are Gottschall's 3 basic elements? 
Hint: Character +

1. Character + Conflict + Attempted 
Extrication = Story. 

Character

• Events impact characters.  

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

• When troubling events affect 
characters, story becomes emotional. 

Character

• We don't "feel" events. 

• We "feel" characters who are... 

• ... affected by events. 

Character Traits

• In "Flight," the captain has traits that 
make him interesting.  

• He's a great pilot, but... 

• He has a drinking problem.  

• He has a drug problem.  

• He wants to change, but... 

Character Goal

• In Jaws, the main character is Brody. 

• He has one main goal -- a DESIRE.  

• He WANTS to kill the shark. 



You’re going to need a bigger boat. 

Character Motive

• Brody has a motive, too. 

• His motive justifies his goal.  

• Motive gives him reasons to face 
trouble, danger, conflict.  

• What are his motives?

Quiz Break

1. Haven says Characters have... traits, 1. Characters have traits, goals, and 
motives. 

Conflicts & Problems

• Bilbo experiences problems. 

• Problems block him from his goal.  

• Problem: He wants out of the cave, 
but he doesn't know the way. 

Conflicts & Problems

• The problem becomes conflict when 
Bilbo meets Gollum.  

• Gollum knows the way out of the 
cave. But he wants to stop Bilbo.  

• They fight -- with words and riddles. 

• Winner eats or gets out. 

Risk and Danger

• Biblo risks failure.  

• If he fails, he's in danger of dying.  

• Risk = probability of failure.  

• Danger = the results of failure. 

Bilbo meets problems, conflicts, risks, and dangers, so 
he must STRUGGLE. 

STRUGGLE

• If Biblo easily succeeds, we don't care.  

• A big struggle makes us care more.  

• Stories have 2 kinds of struggle. 

• Internal struggle 

• External struggle. 

Where does your journey end?You seek that which would bestow upon you the right to rule. The quest to reclaim a homeland and slay a dragon.Do not think I won't kill you Dwarf?When did we allow evil to become stronger than us?Is it not our fight. Such is the nature of evil. In time all foul things come forth.If you awaken that beast, you will destroy us all.Was that an earthquake?That my lads. . .was a dragon. What if it’s a trap?It’s undoubtably a trap. It is our fight.

Internal Struggle (to Decide)

•It’s not our fight.  

•It is our fight. 

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

STRUGGLE

• The elves struggle with a choice.  

• Will they chose to fight or not?

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

Struggle

• Characters struggle with values.  

• We rejoice when they do good.  

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

• We learn from mistakes. 

Sensory Details

It was seven o'clock of a very warm 
evening in the Seeonee hills when Father 
Wolf woke up from his day's rest, 
scratched himself, yawned, and spread out 
his paws one after the other to get rid of 
the sleepy feeling in their tips. Mother 
Wolf lay with her big gray nose dropped 
across her four tumbling, squealing cubs, 
and the moon shone into the mouth of 
the cave where they all lived.

Sensory details 
make the story 

feel real. 



Quiz Break

1. Haven says conflict contains risks... 1. Conflict contains risks, dangers, and 
stuggles. 

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

Universal 
Emotional 
Memorable 
Comprehensible 
Compelling 
Visual

How can we use story 
in language education?

Story-Centric Teaching

• We define story: 

• Character + Conflict + Attempted Extrication 

• We start with a theory: 

• We acquire language by understanding and telling stories.  

• We use a planning framework: 

• Meaningful input, meaningful output, fluency practice, language focus.

Story Grammar

• It's the science of story structure:  

• Character + 

• Predicament + (Conflict) 

• Attempted Extrication (Liberation)

Character meets Conflict  
and tries for Extrication.


