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Considering Story in Relation to Educational Text 
Storytelling is one of the oldest forms of discourse and fundamental to the sharing of knowledge 
and cultural history and values. Within any given culture, such storytelling typically begins at 
the beginning, with creation stories, and expands into other tales of significant figures and 
events that are passed down through generations in the oral tradition. Composing stories 
involves a sort of "meaning-making" (Gazarian, 2010), and storytelling serves to connect the 
event being depicted with symbols and traditions that can help to explain that event (White, 
1998).  

As time has passed, the oral tradition of storytelling has persisted, while a written tradition of 
stories has also emerged. When a story is codified in written language, it differs in form from an 
oral story in that the author might try to "recreate" the event in terms of reporting an account of 
what happened (White, 1998), much like you might see in a newspaper story. One of the first 
known written stories is credited to the Sumerians shortly after the development of their 
cuneiform writing style. Referred to as "The Epic of Gilgamesh," the story follows the part-man, 
part-god Gilgamesh on his path toward wisdom and maturity (Swan, 2018). By reading the 
story, we, too, by identifying with the main character, can join Gilgamesh on this path.  

Defining “Story” 
What makes a story different from other types of written text? To fit the definition of story 
proposed by Willingham (2004), a text should have each of these four elements, referred to as 
the 4 C's:  

• Causality 
• Conflict 
• Complications 
• Character 

Some authors use the terms “story” and “narrative” interchangeably, while others make 
distinctions between the two. For example, Haigh and Hardy (2010) differentiate the terms by 
stating that narrative can be considered as primarily factual information, while story can 
encompass reflection, creativity, and communication of values. Formal literary theory 
distinguishes between a story as a sequence of events and a narrative as the way in which that 
story is conveyed (Zucker-Scharff, 2011). 

For the purposes of this literature review, we will use the definitions from literary theory and 
consider story and narrative together as we examine how instructional texts that relate stories in 
a narrative style differ from other styles of instructional writing. For example, Fernald (1989) 
compares narrative writing and scientific writing and categorizes scientific writing as being 
guided by logical analysis and empirical proof, while narrative writing is characterized by 
developmental sequence, narrative devices, and verisimilitude. 

Story “Types” 
With stories, the goal is often to change the reader's perspective or view of the world. To do so, 
the author must be aware of his or her own views (Kail, 1988) and also have an understanding of 
the "types" that underlie the stories and affect the way in which readers interpret and 
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understand them, whether consciously or subconsciously. For example, the "monomyth" is a 
heroic story with a pattern of separation, initiation, and return—essentially a quest (Kail, 1988). 
Other story types include fables, legends, and epics, and all have their own patterns and 
underlying assumptions. 

A story grammar provides a means of identifying a story’s type by decomposing a story into its 
component parts, some stated and some inferred by the reader (Shen, 1988). High-level 
components of a story include setting, theme, plot, and resolution (Gordon & Braun, 1983). 
Within the S-G story grammar, the most fundamental components include such things as 
PROBLEM, TRY, and OUTCOME (Shen, 1988). Mandler (1982) suggests that story grammar is 
more straightforward than traditional sentence grammar (composed of elements such as nouns, 
adjectives, and verbs) because traditional stories tend to present events in relatively predictable 
ways. Research supports this suggestion and has shown that we can remember stories better 
when they follow an established story grammar, whereas when parts have been rearranged or 
removed a story becomes more difficult to remember (Armbruster, 1986).  

Why do stories work in text-based-instruction? 
Stories are rich in meaning—they “point and suggest” (Arnett, 2002). Kail (1988) refers to 
pedagogy as a story that relates to the acquisition of knowledge and claims that in Western 
culture textbooks serve to convey many of the "culturally essential narratives of knowledge" (p. 
179). Stories have a deep, direct, universal appeal. They are rich and significant elements of 
human communication, both interpersonal and mediated," (Slater, et al., 2014). Through their 
various experiences, the characters in stories have the potential to promote readers’ depth of 
understanding of the topic at hand (Chang and Churchill, 2011). According to Willingham 
(2004), stories' ability to engage might be inherent in their structure: 

Story structure naturally leads the listener (or reader) to make inferences that are neither 
terribly easy, nor impossibly difficult. New information that is a little bit puzzling, but which we 
can understand, is deemed more interesting than new information that is either very easy or 
very difficult to understand. For example, people enjoy working crossword puzzles, anagrams, 
and the like, but only if they are moderately difficult. They are tedious if too easy, and frustrating 
if too hard. 

Authenticity and ease 
Stories are such a familiar component of everyday life that we might take for granted their 
prevalence and power. Some authors have suggested that by using stories to teach we actually 
prepare students for dealing with the stories that they will encounter in their lives and careers. 
DiMatteo (2013) relates this need within the context of career preparation for future lawyers 
when he writes, "In learning law and its many nuances, students also need to learn how to apply 
its rules "to new contexts." These contexts include the stories brought to the practicing lawyer by 
their clients" (p. 1296). 

Stories are easier to comprehend than other types of text. They are easy to understand and easy 
to remember (Willingham, 2004). In a study of college students taking an introductory 
psychology class, some chapters were provided in narrative form and others in a more 
traditional form. Students scored higher on quizzes relating to the chapters that they received as 
narratives while also expressing a preference for learning from those chapters (Fernald, 1989). 
One possible explanation for this ease in comprehension is that narrative text tends to have 
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lower levels of formality than other types of instructional text, which contributes to higher 
readability (Graesser et al, 2014). Formal text tends to follow strict rules in regard to grammar, 
structure, and word choice—potentially at the sacrifice of readability and familiarity (Graesser et 
al., 2014). 

Structure 
Fernald (1989) suggests that narrative might be useful as a device for organizing large amounts 
of information in long-term memory. Stories inherently present an often complex set of 
information within the context of one singular example (Fernald, 1989; McCrudden, et al., 
2004). Using singular examples that run throughout a text has been suggested as a method of 
text design that can ease cognitive load because readers can activate and elaborate on a single 
schema (McCrudden, et al., 2004). It seems that many of the learning advantages of stories can 
be explained by schema theory. Armbruster (1986), in her discussion of schema theory and 
textbook design cites two ways in which schemas are involved in text-based learning—content 
schemas and textual schemas.  

Content schemas refer to knowledge about objects, events, and situations. Content schemas 
represent our knowledge structures related to a particular topic or event, such as getting a 
haircut. Our typical representation of an event like getting a haircut is sometimes referred to as a 
script (Whitten & Grasser, 2003). The situation model is a similar construct. The situation 
model is the subject matter content that the text is describing, which in narrative text includes 
characters, objects, spatial settings, actions, events, processes, plans, thoughts and character 
emotions (Graesser et al., 2014). 

Textual schemas refer to the conventions and form common to different types of discourse, 
including stories. Stories’ textual schemas are the schemas that we hold in our minds about how 
a story is typically organized. These story schemas are key to learning from stories and serve as a 
sort of scaffold to support whatever message and information is being conveyed within a story 
(Gordon & Braun, 1983). When the story grammar doesn’t match our story schemas, we are able 
to identify elements of the story that might be missing or out of place (Mandler, 1982). Take, for 
example, the common fairy tale. Our fairy tale schema likely tells us that the story should start 
out with “once upon a time,” present a main character with whom we sympathize, put that main 
character into some type of peril, introduce a hero who comes and saves the main character 
from danger, and end with the hero and main character living happily ever after. If one of those 
elements is off, the main character isn’t sympathetic or the ending isn’t happy, then our schema 
is violated and we take notice.  

The Learning by Doing instructional design theory suggests using easily understandable stories 
to provide information to learners as a way of ensuring that knowledge and skills are properly 
indexed. When we encounter stories that differ from those we’ve experienced in the past, we 
must adjust our schemas to account for the new information and learn from the experience of 
making sense of the new information (Schank, Berman, & MacPherson, 1999). When we read a 
story, we use the concepts and events that are being described to distill its essence, and the 
meaning we derive from it will pull from our existing knowledge of a topic (Beck & Carpenter, 
1986). 
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Emotional benefits of story 
There are also characteristics that make stories beneficial for learning that go beyond structure 
and stretch into the affective domain. The affective domain is concerned with emotional 
development, which Martin and Reigeluth (1999) describe as an “essential foundation for and 
component of cognitive development,” (p. 489).  

Self-determination 
Motivation is described as one of the key areas of emotional development (Martin & Reigeluth, 
1999). Self-determination theory provides an approach toward understanding learner 
motivation based on three inter-related psychological needs—agency, relatedness, and 
autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Within ourselves and our ordinary lives, we feel the limitations 
of our self-determination, especially as we encounter challenges, such as sub-optimal social 
environments, (Ryan & Deci, 2000). But, when we escape into the world of story and 
temporarily assume the identity of another character, we can open ourselves up to a renewed 
sense of possibility. We temporarily expand our boundaries of "self" (Slater, et al., 2014). Doing 
so can prime us for acceptance of new ideas and receptiveness toward change that we might not 
normally be open to. As Slater et al. describe, "A good or effective story is a vacation more 
profound, at least momentarily, than sunning oneself on a beach. On the beach, one may escape 
daily pressures associated with personal and social identity, but one does not expand the self" 
(2014, p. 444). 

Facing difficulty 
Other researchers have described students' proclivity to connect with characters who are going 
through struggle, with the implication that stories have more meaning and impact when they 
involve a depth of adversity (Lin-Siegler, et al., 2016; Loorbach, Karreman, & Steehouder, 2013). 
Stories of overcoming failure can help motivate students, and motivation helps to explain the 
choices that students make in various contexts. For example, Lin-Siegler, et al. (2016) depict a 
motivated student as one who "often persists in the face of challenging problems, intensely 
focuses on the task at hand, and often concerns himself or herself about ways to make things 
better without becoming distracted by other activities."    

When people are faced with difficult circumstances in their lives, we might assume that they 
would turn to light stories that allow them to escape from pain, but research has found that 
these people often use stories as a way to cope with and make sense of pain. Slater et al. find that 
"people may choose stories that immerse themselves in rather than release them from 
uncomfortable thoughts and feelings" (2014, p. 444). By extension, we might speculate that 
stories could also be useful in opening students up to dealing with difficult or controversial 
subject matter in the classroom. 

The potential for bias 
We have demonstrated that stories are powerful, but as the oft-repeated proverb states, with 
great power comes great responsibility. Stories gain authority simply by being published. Their 
placement in educational texts gives them a certain perceived status of being “authoritative,” 
“obligatory,” and “correct” (Gulliver, 2010, p. 726). Authors and consumers of instructional text 
must be careful to consider the worldview and point of view that a story is imposing. As Kail 
states, narratives "cannot be separated from the social, religious, and intellectual traditions 
supported by the educational institutions in which these tales are enacted," (1988, p. 188). 
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Bias in narratives has been noted in U.S. science textbooks, where the typical narrative 
promotes a stereotype of successful white men whose superior intelligence helps them solve 
problems, at the exclusion of women, other ethnic groups, and stories of failure and struggle 
(Lin-Siegler, et al., 2016). Canadian ESL books have similar challenges, with their inclusion of 
stories that may be read by their target audience as overly nationalistic and espousing the 
superiority of Canada while depicting other countries as inferior (Gulliver, 2010).  

Examples of story-based instructional text 
The ways in which stories can be incorporated into instructional texts are wide-ranging. From 
college textbooks to user manuals, some noteworthy, creative, and innovative examples are 
listed below. 

• A college-level history textbook, Building the American Republic (2018), presents 
American history in a narrative style. According to author Jane Dailey, "I wanted a 
consistent voice, and a narrative that has characters and plot and suspense as well as 
argument and interpretation" (States News Service, 2018). 

• Another American history textbook, The Other Civil War: American Women in the 
Nineteenth Century (Clinton, 1984), presents an often underrepresented viewpoint as it 
follows women’s struggles for rights during the Civil War period.  

• A foreign language textbook, Exchanges (Comeau & Lamoureux, 1982), uses the format 
of a detective thriller to introduce French grammar and vocabulary. 

• A college general chemistry textbook concept envisioned by Chang and Churchill (2011) 
centers around “water” as its main character. Water is the thread that ties chapters in the 
book together and serves as a running example to introduce and demonstrate concepts 
in chemistry, such as states of matter and ions.  

• A legal textbook, Contracts in the Real World: Stories of Popular Contracts and Why 
They Matter by Lawrence Cunningham (2012), uses stories that feature well-known 
characters to explore the complexities of legal contracts in a fun and accessible way. At 
212 pages, the book is significantly more compact than other contract law texts. It 
connects old and new cases to set a historical context while illuminating modem 
applications (DiMatteo, 2013).  

• A cell phone instruction manual for seniors employs stories to address issues of 
confidence in using and perceived utility of the device. In a study of its effectiveness, 
users who received the version of the manual containing these personal stories were 
more motivated and confident in their abilities to use the phone than those in 
comparison groups (Loorbach, Karreman, & Steehouder, 2013). 

Implications for instructional design 
Stories are familiar to learners of all ages. Even the youngest students have a familiarity with 
story schemas that allows them to understand and recall stories (Gordon & Braun, 1983). Thus, 
stories offer a vehicle with excellent potential for teaching a broad range of subject matter. As 
educators and instructional designers, we should ask, “what realities do the stories of our 
pedagogy make possible”? (Kail, 1988, p. 188). Two measures of a quality story are the extent to 
which it transports the reader and the extent to which readers find themselves identifying with a 
character in the story (Slater, et al., 2014). 
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In the classroom, it is common for teachers to employ storytelling as an instructional method, 
but research has shown that learners might benefit even more from stories in a written form. 
Especially with older learners, printed stories promote deeper understanding of the content 
than do the same stories presented in an audio-only or audio/video format (Furnham, 2001). 
Stories might also be especially effective at times when a person's self-identity is under stress 
(Slater et al., 2014), which is often true of students at times of significant transition, such as the 
move from elementary to middle school or from high school to college. Instructional designers 
who work with such audiences should take special note of the power of story. Sharing stories of 
practitioners' struggles shows promise as a way to both motivate students to learn and boost 
their academic performance. Such stories help to promote a growth mindset by conveying the 
message that success comes through effort. This approach has been validated in the context of 
high school science and likely has promise in other academic areas as well (Lin-Siegler, et al., 
2016).  

With all of these potential benefits, why are stories not used more frequently in text-based 
instruction? One possible explanation is that there is a difficulty in crafting stories. They require 
a level of creativity and planning and are not as straightforward to write as other forms of text 
(Fernald, 1989). Another explanation is that due to their informality, stories may not be viewed 
as being as authoritative as other forms of text. Stories have been derided by some for not being 
"scientific," which could make practitioners in fields that are predominantly scientific or wish to 
be portrayed in a scientific light hesitant to adopt them wholeheartedly (Fernald, 1989; Haigh & 
Hardy, 2010). 

Conclusion 
Stories have the potential to be used to transform and enhance text-based instruction for all ages 
of learners, from elementary students to adults. We have demonstrated the educational power of 
stories through their strong ties to schema theory as well as their ability to connect with students 
on an emotional level. As they plan and develop instructional text, instructional designers 
should consider incorporating stories, especially in situations where they seek to motivate, 
inspire, or transform the mindset of their audience of learners. 
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