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STYLISTICS AND STORY

▸ Key Questions for self-quizzing before and after.  

▸ What are 3 basic elements of story grammar? 

▸ What is the analogy between opposable thumb's 
and the power of story? 

▸ What are Kendall Haven's 8 elements of story? 

▸ What's the difference between internal and 
external conflict? 

▸ How can language teachers use story?

Main ! Point 
Stories work with story grammar: character + conflict + 
attempted extrication. With story grammar, stories grab our 
emotions and attention. Why know story grammar? We can 
more fully enjoy, make, and tell stories -- but not just for 
entertainment. Knowing story grammar also benefits us in 
work, study, life -- and language teaching. 

character + conflict + attempted extrication. 

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 

1. Character Traits 

2. Goal 

3. Motive 

2. Conflicts & Problems 

1. Risks and Dangers 

2. Struggles 

3. Sensory Details

Events 
that 

impact 
characters 
impact us.

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. 

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?

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. 

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. 

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. 

A SIMPLE PLAN

• 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.

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.

--Mario Rinvolucri 

Storytelling is the language teacher’s 
oldest technique.

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.


