Imaginative Listening: Learning the Language of the Dream

I have told stories to more than a million children. For 27 years I have had the pleasure of earning my living as a visiting author and storyteller in Pennsylvania’s public and private schools. Of all the rooms in a school building, I feel most at home in the library, perhaps because this is the most natural place for storytelling.  


When I was invited to write an article for this “Collaborations” issue, my original intention was to examine how visiting artists can work with media specialists to make stories come alive in a library setting. 

Then I realized that there is a much deeper, more important, collaboration which goes on in schools every day, one which we hardly ever speak about. I am talking about the collaboration between speaker and listener. 

Whether a story is being told from memory, recounted from personal experience or read aloud from the printed page, it is the interplay between speaker and listener that makes the story come alive. Let’s take a look at the storytelling equation and see what we can learn about how the ancient art of storytelling can be a powerful and evocative teaching tool.  
What is Storytelling, Anyway? 


Everyone knows what storytelling is. We do it naturally and spontaneously, every day of our lives. For this reason, the storytelling process is often invisible and passes without our notice. 
Please consider this excerpt from a 1992 Position Statement from the National Council of Teachers of English, crafted by the NCTE Committee on Storytelling (www.ncte.org): 


“What is storytelling? Storytelling is relating a tale to one or more listeners through voice and gesture. It is not the same as reading a story aloud or reciting a piece from memory or acting out a drama—though it shares common characteristics with these arts. The storyteller looks into the eyes of the audience and together they compose the tale…Each listener, as well as each teller, actually composes a unique set of images derived from meanings associated with words, gestures and sounds. The experience can be profound, exercising the thinking and touching the emotions of both teller and listener.”


Together, they compose the tale—what an elegant phrase! Once we understand this simple but powerful idea, we see that the story is a shared creation between teller and listener, a truly imaginative collaboration. When you are telling children a story, their imaginations leap forward to join yours. You are all taking the journey together, to a world normally accessible only in dreams. 

In the language of the Chippewa-Cree Indian people, the word for “to tell a story” and the word for “to dream” come from the same linguistic root. In stories, we learn the language of the dream. So when you say to a child, “Let me tell you a story,” what you are really saying is, “Dream with me. Let’s dream a story together.”


Psychologists have confirmed that when we listen to a story we are in the same psychological state as we are when dreaming. This imaginative listening is a vital source of creativity and an important portal to learning for subjects across the curriculum. 

The authors of the NCTE paper note, “Story is the best vehicle for passing on factual information. Historical figures and events linger in children’s minds when communicated by way of narrative…Facts about how plants and animals develop, how numbers work, or how government influences history—any topic, for that matter—can be incorporated into story form and made more memorable if the listener takes the story to heart.”  


Storytelling can be many things. But it is, first and foremost, a tool for teaching. Cultures all over the world have constructed elaborate mythologies as a way of passing along the core values and hard-won wisdom of past generations. Because the message is embedded in the story, it is more easily accepted by the listener. A story honors the dignity of the learner, allowing the individual to make connections and extract meaning in a way that makes sense to him or her. This is why tacking a moral onto the end of a story effectively cancels out the power of the tale. Here’s a story for your rumination, see what meaning you can derive from this traditional tale: 

“Long ago, in Old Japan, a young man left his family and went to a monastery high in the hills to study with a revered Buddhist monk. His first few weeks passed reasonably well but the young man soon grew restless and asked to speak to his teacher privately. 

The old man invited him to tea and sat across from him, smiling.


“I mean no disrespect,” the student said, “But I must confess that I am disappointed in my studies.” 

The old man raised his eyebrows.

 “Why is that?” he asked.

“Each time I come to hear you speak, I hope to learn something. But all you do is tell us stories.”


The teacher threw back his head and laughed.

“Go to the river,” the old man instructed, “and bring me some water.”

The student thought it was strange request, but he complied all the same. He went to the monastery kitchen and took down a large copper cooking pot. Walking to the water’s edge, the young man dipped the pot into the rushing river. Carefully, he carried the sloshing liquid back to the monastery. When he set the brimming pot before his teacher, the old man smiled. 


“Why have you brought me this pot?” the old man inquired, “All I wanted was water.”
How to Begin? 

If you’ve read this far, it probably means that you are interested in the art of storytelling and how you can expand your natural storytelling abilities. 

It goes without saying that you must have a story to tell. Even if you only know a handful of stories that you truly love, you will be surprised at how often you use them. 
Perhaps the best advice for beginning storytellers is to never tell a story that you do not love. If you find your story compelling, your listeners will as well. 
But how to find these stories?
 Fortunately, there are many wonderful storytelling resources, within easy reach. The first stop is August House Publishers (www.augusthouse.com), the premier source for storytelling resources in the country. Start out with David Holt and Bill Mooney’s “Ready to Tell Tales”. This fantastic series is a collection of tried and true folktales, ready to lift right up off the page and begin telling! Margaret Reid MacDonald’s many collections of multicultural tales from around the world as well as books by Heather Forrest, Don Davis and many others offer story collections ideal for tellers of all abilities and confidence levels. 

For an in-depth discussion of the ideas in this article, see my book, “Creating a Family Storytelling Tradition” Little Rock,Arkansas: August House Publishers, 1991. 


If you want to get started right away, go to the web. The 5,000-Pound Gorilla is Tim Sheppard’s Storytelling website (www.timsheppard.co.uk.)  This site offers links to an astonishing array of international and multicultural storytelling resources on every imaginable topic as well as a portal to The Storytelling Ring. 

While you are cruising the web, be sure to visit the National Storytelling Association website at www.storynet.org for an entrée to the world of storytelling enthusiasts. You will also find a listing of regional storytelling organizations and a directory of storytellers in your area. 

Last but not least, keep your ears open to the stories being told around you every day. The oral tradition is alive and well, as anyone who has ever spent time in the teacher’s lounge can tell you! 

Listening is the Thing

Once you find a story you’d like to tell, how do you breathe life into it, make it your own?

There is only one way: By telling it. Over and over and over. Some thoughtful preparation is good. But no amount of rehearsal or introspection matches the experience of simply telling the tale before a living, breathing audience. For librarians, an audience is always near at hand. 

Remember that every story has four parts: The invitation, the beginning, the middle and the end. 

The invitation is crucial. As storytellers, we can’t just barge into our listener’s imaginations; we need to be given permission to enter. Once this ancient contract between teller and listener is sealed, the game is on. If this arrangement is not negotiated successfully, we are literally wasting our breath. 

Each culture has ritualized ways for transacting this business. It can be as simple as asking: “Would you like to hear a story?” Or it can be more subtly implied by the words, “Once upon a time, the days when animals could talk…” or “Long ago, in a faraway land, there lived a King and a Queen in a castle….” 

On hearing these words, the listener signals by facial expression and posture that he or she is entering into the collaborative enterprise of story-making. From there on out, your task is to step out of the way and act as the imaginative guide until the story is over. Once children become accustomed to the keys to story performance, they enter into the task with relish and delight. And why not? This process is written in our bones. 

It is important to start and end well. As in aviation, the take-off and landing are crucial to the success of the flight. I always memorize the first three and the last line of a story. This is my assurance that I will begin and end strongly. In between, I am relating the images of the story as they occur to me, moment by moment, trusting my listeners to create their own, parallel story from images of their own design. 


While a great deal has been written about the speaking side of the storytelling equation, not much has been written about the importance of the listener, or about listening skills in general. I am fortunate to serve on the faculty of a graduate school which awards a Masters Degree in Oral Traditions (www.learn.edu). The first thing we teach is listening skills. Once the graduate students realize the powerful effect that intelligent, compassionate listening can have upon every aspect of life; they become advocates for the aural, as well as the oral tradition. 

Just as Howard Gardner has posited with his influential theory of multiple intelligences, researchers have discovered that each of us have individual listening styles which determine the type and quality of information we receive each day. Once you know these listening styles and can spot them, you have learned a powerful diagnostic tool for figuring out how to communicate successfully, both at home and at school. For a comprehensive view of this research, read “Listen Up” by Dr. Larry Barker and Dr. Kittie Watson. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000. 

The website of the International Listening Association provides a link to current research about how listening skills can be improved. There is also a wonderful page of quotes about the power of listening: 

Here are a few of my favorites: 
“What most kids need is a good listening to.”  

“Listening begins with the willingness to see the world through the eyes of another.”


“Most of the problems we now experience could be prevented or entirely eliminated through skillful and empathetic listening.” 

Perhaps the greatest benefit of the collaboration between teller and listener lies in the healing power of story. It has been said that we cannot hate someone when we know their story. In a multicultural world which becomes more complex with each passing year, this is a skill well worth learning. 
Here’s one final story: 

An anthropologist had spent years studying a tribe of indigenous people who lived deep in the Amazon Rainforest. These were people with no written language and no modern technology whatsoever. This was a totally oral culture, where story, song and poetry were the nightly entertainment and instruction for young and old alike.  

 On one of his research trips, he decided to bring along a gas-powered generator and a television with a satellite dish so that the villagers could experience the wonder of electronic entertainment. 
He set the television on a stump in the center of the village and started up the generator. Within moments, people gathered to see what all the excitement was about.
On the first night, everyone in the village sat transfixed before the flickering screen. No one went to gather firewood or feed the babies or bring water from the river. 
For the next week, virtually every normal activity of village life was replaced by the desire to watch the images dancing across the screen. But, as time went by, people grew restless and drifted away. In the second week of his experiment, the scientist was astonished to see that even though the television was on all night, no one was watching it.

Then, through the trees, he saw the flickering of a flame. As he drew closer, he saw that the people who had been watching the television so intently were once again gathered around the village storyteller as he recounted his tales from the days when humans and animals spoke the same language.
The anthropologist drew one of the villagers aside and asked him why no one was watching the television. 

“We do not need it,” the man said, “We have our own storyteller.”  

The anthropologist smiled patiently. “Yes. But don’t you see that television knows many more stories than your storyteller.” 

The villager thought for a moment, then smiled. 

“That is true,” the man said. “the television knows more stories than our storyteller. But our storyteller knows us.” 

In an era when most of the stories our children hear originate from a shadowy world where a thousand faceless voices are broadcast by an elaborate network of electronic circuitry, it is refreshing to know that in some places, such as the school library, a child can still hear the warm and soulful sound of a single human voice, speaking directly to them, helping them learn the language of their own dreams. 
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