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Abstract  
The present research addresses ways of helping English language learners on the tertiary level in 
Armenia develop their receptive and productive skills through interactive storytelling sessions. The 
authors have chosen the term ''interactive'' to refer to a storytelling session that is administered both 
through technological tools and face-to-face classroom interaction and involves the use of visual and 
auditory stimuli, participants’ creative input based on prediction activities, jigsaw reading and text 
reconstruction exercises.  

The paper outlines the main techniques and activities used in interactive storytelling and identifies 
their relevance in relation to adult learners.  

1 INTRODUCTION  
Stories are an inextricable part of any culture and as language learners, our exposure to stories starts 
in early childhood. Psychologists believe that one of the reasons for telling each other stories is that 
our brain mostly thinks in narration and enjoys listening to stories, as in the process of the storytelling 
the speakers’ and the listeners’ brains synchronise and start thinking in the same way. [1] 

Though there is no universally accepted definition of a story, researchers agree on the following:   
stories touch a specific topic, can last a few minutes and can have various formats, ranging from 
personal narratives to instructional materials in diverse content areas. [2] 

Stories are set in a particular setting, which is also known as the context of the story and they should 
have at least one character. Traditional stories should comprise a conflict or an obstacle which can 
help the story develop further. Conflicts usually lead to a climax, which is the turning point in the story 
and describes what happens when the characters face the conflict and try to solve it. Closure, also 
known as conflict resolution, follows the   climax and tells the audience how the characters in the story 
have solved the conflict. The final stage in the story is conclusion, the stage when the story characters 
return to their regular life. 

In the classroom, stories can be an excellent source of language input, as they expose the learners to 
the target language in context, provide authentic material and encourage the learners to integrate both 
receptive and productive skills when they do not just passively read the story or listen to it but respond 
to it with their own narration and input.   

2 CONTEXT 
The present piece of research is based on the joint experimental project that was hosted in the 
Department of English Philology, at Yerevan State University. A subject known as ‘analytical reading’ 
has been on the curriculum of the department since the Soviet era and the teachers teaching the 
subject follow  the standards that were set by the professors and curriculum designers back in the mid 
1960s of the past century. It is worth mentioning that in the countries of the Former Soviet Union, the 
term ‘analytical reading’ is defined as an approach that probes more deeply to understand the 
message and goal of the piece the students read. The main objective of this course is to enhance the 
learners’ English language skills by introducing them to the stories in English.   

Despite the increasing popularity of learner-centred methodology in Armenia, a lesson of analytical 
reading at the University follows a typical teacher-centred format with the teacher leading the activity 
and providing the required information and the class being in an open arrangement. Students are 
usually assigned to read the story at home, while in the classroom they answer comprehension 
questions, translate some passages from the story and then have to re-tell the story and answer 
discussion questions open class. As we can see, with larger groups the sequence of the 
aforementioned activities  might imply having the story retold several times, given the fact that every 
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learner should have their contribution in this and answering the questions individually and not in pairs 
or groups, which can affect the learners’ motivation and raise their affective filters due to insecurity 
and  boredom. Very often the learners signal their lack of confidence when assigned individual tasks 
and frustration over having to listen to the same story retold by their peers for more than five times. 
They get easily distracted, do not listen to their peers or the teacher and play with their gadgets.   

Having seen that the course was gradually losing its relevance for the learners, we decided to 
administer an informal survey among the students engaged in the course trying to identify the 
problems they experienced in the classroom during the sessions of analytical reading.   

3 METHODOLOGY  
The course evaluation was approached from qualitative and quantitative perspectives. The main 
evaluation tools included informal interviews with 40 learners engaged in the course and a post-
experiment poll completed by the same learners. During the interviews, the learners cited the main 
reasons for their loss of interest in the course, among which they mentioned boredom, the feeling that 
the course was not consistent with their needs, the fatigue caused by translating lengthy story 
segments from English into Armenian, the complexity of the texts, etc. Two learners confided about 
their feeling of being ignored as a learner, as very often the teacher would not even have the time to 
address them any questions because of time constraints. Very few learners expressed their content 
with the course and wished it had been more learner-oriented. As we can see, the problems 
experienced by the learners can be arranged in two categories: affective factors and factors related to 
the learners’ insufficient systemic or language knowledge.  

The data collected from the interviews aimed to help the teams of teachers and syllabus designers to 
recognize the problems the learners experienced and hence make a shift towards a personalized 
learning paradigm.  

4 EXPERIMENT 
The 21st century is apparently the age of “Homo Zappiens” learners, people who learn things 
differently than the older generation. Research suggests that Homo Zappiens learners tend to develop 
their meta-cognitive skills by inquiry-based approaches and collaborative learning. [3] For Homo 
Zappiens learners, learning compares to playing and they would rather think in images than words. 
Hence, as language teachers, we should acknowledge this need by fashioning our teaching with new 
media tools and gadgets. 

With this in mind, we tried to design a sequence of teaching activities that would address the problems 
mentioned above and help us the teachers generate the learners’ interest in the course. All of these 
activities were integrated into the experimental “Analytical Reading” sessions that we hosted for the 
senior students. It is important to mention that the learners were not familiar with any of the stories 
covered through this period, nor were they assigned to read them in advance. Hence, every session 
was designed in line with the learners’ needs and with the objective to address the problems identified 
through interviews.  

As it helped us to think of these activities in terms of stages in the lesson, with each stage guiding the 
learners to the actual story, we developed a storytelling lesson template broken down into three steps: 
predicting, storytelling and sharing.   

The prediction stage of a storytelling session prepares the learners for the story and can comprise a 
prediction or activating schemata stage, during which the teacher generates the learners’ interest in 
the topic and activates their schematic knowledge. 

It is in this stage that the learners are encouraged to make a lot of guesses and inferences.  Through 
this stage, we decided to address the problems related to the affective factors listed above.  

 As it has already been mentioned, learners find it hard to concentrate on the story because they are 
not interested in the setting, its characters and thus do not feel motivated enough to complete any 
comprehension or production tasks related to it.  

To address this problem, it was decided to activate the learners’ schemata of the type of the story or 
the topics discussed in the story through visual or auditory stimuli.  For instance, one of the stories 
presented in an experimental session was “A very old man with enormous wings” by Gabriel Garcia 
Marquez and before presenting the story to our learners, we played a piece of music asking the 
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learners to close their eyes and to visualize the characters in the story. Though all the learners had 
diverse answers, this activity encouraged them to imagine the possible setting of the story and its 
characters. They also demonstrated willingness to contribute actively to the session trying to predict 
how the events would further unfold in the story.  

Our teaching experience shows that the learners’ inability to understand the message is often caused 
by their unfamiliarity with the context. In this respect, we decided to provide the learners with some 
support to help them concentrate on what they were going to read about or hear. This entails outlining 
the setting and giving background information but not telling the students too much otherwise the 
whole storytelling session will be spoiled.   

For our session featuring the story by Marquez, we designed 8 questions related to the events and 
characters in the story. During the session, following the initial prediction activity and before sharing 
the story with the learners, we screened every question for 30 seconds only, allowing them to write 
their own answer to the story. We encouraged them to be as creative as possible, as they were not 
familiar with the story and its characters and had to rely heavily on their imagination. After they 
answered all the questions, we asked them to share their answers with their   partners and to decide 
whose answers were more interesting.   

Questions preceding reading a story can activate the learners’ prior knowledge about the events 
discussed in the story and help the learners build up their own expectations about the information they 
are going to find out. The gained knowledge gives the learners confidence required for the successful 
comprehension of the story.   

To tackle the problem with insufficient systemic knowledge and to provide them with more content, we 
selected ten most challenging vocabulary items from the story, screened them for the learners asking 
them to think of a context in the story where these words would be used. When in doubt about the 
meaning or the use of the respective items, we encouraged them to use an interactive visual 
thesaurus on their mobiles or tablets or ask their friends. This activity did not only expose the learners 
to the vocabulary introduced in the story but also helped them place the vocabulary in the correct 
context.  

It is interesting to note that though all the aforementioned activities relate to the first stage, they tend to 
address almost all the learner issues that we have identified above. At the same time, due to the 
versatile format of the activities the learners develop their receptive and productive skills when 
completing them. Thus, for instance, they start the session with a visualization task that helps them 
more receptive by relaxing them and preparing for the following activity, during which they will have to 
both listen to their partners and speak to them.  

During the third activity, the learners are extended an opportunity to combine their receptive skills with 
productive ones, when reading the questions and writing the answers. In the slot that follows this 
stage, they are again encouraged to speak to each other and listen.  

In the second stage, the learners finally have the chance to read the story but not in its full version. In 
this stage, we arranged the class into two groups, and gave each group the first and the second part 
of the story respectively.  In case of longer stories, we arranged the class into three groups and 
divided the story into three parts. The learners then were given 5 minutes to read their part of the 
story, after which they had to pair up with someone from the other group to share what they had read. 
They could not show their part of the story to their partner. Neither were they allowed to read it to 
them. With this strategy each student in the class served as a storyteller and had their own 
contribution to the story.  

Every storytelling session was concluded with a sharing stage when the learners were asked to share 
their answers to the questions related to the sorry. For instance, during the session on ‘A very old man 
with enormous wings’, the learners said what they would do if they were in Pelayo’s shoes or if they 
met an angel.  

5 RESULTS 
The results of the post-experiment poll administered among the learners of the course verified that 
about 80 percent of the learners found the course extremely effective and engaging and would 
recommend it to their peers whereas 20 percent of the respondents claimed they would rather have 
the past format of the course as they felt shy to be engaged in so many speaking activities with their 
peers.  
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Figure 1
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6 CONCLUSIONS 
The results of this study provide some important insights into the cognitive and didactic effects of 
storytelling sessions. 

It has been observed that students at Yerevan State University in Armenia get more engaged and 
interested in the classes of analytical reading when a storytelling session is built on the creative input 
of students, integrates both receptive and productive skills and involves the use of visual and auditory 
stimuli.  
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