
INTRODUCTION TO THE 
STORY GRAMMAR MODULE 

The Story Grammar module has sessions in both the             and the             levels.

OVERVIEW

The Story Grammar module follows a specific set of procedures for helping young children develop a love of story, ownership of story language and a 
profound understanding of story structure.

WHY THESE SKILLS ARE IMPORTANT

All young children like to listen to fairy tales, but do they really understand them or are they just responding to the adult reading or telling the tale? 
Sometimes what we read is interesting, but incomprehensible, for children. We need to be sure that the children are, in fact, following the story. If you tell 
stories often enough then gradually understanding will come. But is it possible to speed up this process? Yes!

HOW THIS MODULE WORKS

Learning to retell the story is a gradual process. How do we facilitate it? How do we help children to master “Story Grammar”? We start by providing a rich 
emotional experience of the story to ensure that the storyline becomes apparent to the children. We develop children’s deliberate attention when they are 
listening to a story. But how do we know that the children are listening? They may seem to be listening but how can we be sure that they are not thinking 
of something else? Maybe they are indeed listening to the story but are we sure they can identify the key events? The essence of retelling the story is to be 
able to hold in mind its structure. In fairy tales, events very often repeat themselves within this structure.

In this module, we use a very effective process called ‘Visual-Spatial Modelling’ for helping young children to understand the content and sequence of 
events in a story (the actions) and to identify the relationships between characters. With visual modelling, we substitute one group of objects (tangible, 
geometric forms) for another group of objects (real objects) and help children to create a mental link between the real object and the geometric form. This 
allows young children to hold in their hands the objects and characters that appear in a story – objects that are, in fact, imaginary and intangible.

Visual-Spatial Modelling is a complex process because children are using a spatial sequence to represent a temporal sequence. This activity is of particular 
benefit in developing abstract thinking skills. It helps to analyse essential events in a story. Children create a visual model of the story and then use the 
model to help them remember and retell it as independently as possible.

We give the children practical, tangible support in developing control of their attention and their thinking. We provide them with special materials –
external mediators that will help young children hold in mind the structure of the story.

Choosing and showing substitute shapes helps the children to direct and maintain their own attention. Moving the shapes allows them to re-enact the 
most important events of the story. These external mediators help the children to focus on and remember important features and key events, rather than 
those that are simply salient, and to organise their attention and their mental activity.
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THE ADDITIONAL BENEFITS OF THIS MODULE

For younger children, the biggest difficulty is holding the structure of the story in mind. A visual model is a plan for retelling a story. When a child knows 
the structure of a story, he/she is empowered to become very active in retelling it. The aim is for the adult to support the children in recreating teacher-
generated visual models at first, and then, gradually, to enable the children to create their own visual models and their own stories.

PRACTICAL INFORMATION

All of this is done through a set sequence of activities that are repeated on different stories during the course of the Key to Learning program. There are 
some variations to the activities, depending on the story, but the main processes are the same. You can see the steps on the next page that you will follow 
with your child – 11 sessions for each story, for a total of 7 given stories for those doing the full version of the program, ‘Caterpillars and Butterflies’, and a 
total of 4 stories in total for those doing ‘Pre-Butterflies and Butterflies’. The stories are provided in a printable book format.

You will start with stories that are most likely already familiar to your child, to make learning the process easier, and then move onto stories that are less 
common. However, it doesn’t matter if your child already knows the stories or not. 

Your child will have the opportunity to take more control of the activities as they become more confident with the process.

Here are the stories, in the order that they appear in the Story Grammar module:

Stories in Caterpillars and Butterflies

Stories in Pre-Butterflies and Butterflies
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Here are the main steps of the Story Grammar process that you will be following with your child on each of the stories, during the course of the program:

1. Introduction to the story
2. Comprehension of the story using episode pictures
3. Sequencing activities with the episode pictures
4. Further activities with the episode pictures and making a mini-book
5. Symbol theatre - kinaesthetic modelling of the story using substitute shapes
6. Visual–spatial modelling of the story using episode models
7. Sequencing activities using the episode models 
8. Making your own episode models
9. Verbalisation activities
10. Story-telling activity
11. Dramatisation of the story

HOW TO PREPARE AND USE THE STORYBOOKS

The story books needed for the module are provided at the appropriate point in the members’ area in pdf format. Following the printing steps below will 
ensure that for each story, you have a book where the text corresponds to the picture on the page next to it. You can then read it to your child as you 
would a normal book or bend back the text page for you to read, only showing the child the picture, as a teacher might do whilst sitting in front of a group 
of students. To prepare the storybooks correctly:

1) Open the storybook pdf file and click ‘Print’.
2) Tick the option ‘Print on both sides of paper’.
3) Change the default option that appears to ‘Flip on short edge’.
4) Print it in full colour (not in ‘Save ink/toner’ mode).
5) Staple or bind the pages together in the order that they come out of the printer to produce the storybook.

ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS

Story-telling space - in schools using Key to Learning, the teacher usually creates a colourful and inviting ‘story-telling space’, and uses a storyteller’s 
garland or hat, a bell to signal the story-telling session is going to start and sits in a special storyteller's chair. Whilst you may not want to have this same 
arrangement in your home, we highly recommend that you find a way to make the organisation of these sessions special and engaging for your particular 
child, to promote excitement and interest in the world of story-telling.  Whatever you choose for your family, we’d love to see photos – please do share 
them in our Facebook group. We can’t wait to see how creative and original your ideas are!
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Resources – some printable resources are needed multiple times during the Story Grammar module. They are available in a separate file called called
‘SG – Universal Resources’ . 

Story train – this is used for many different activities in this module. We recommend that you stick (with glue) the train engine and 8 of the arrows (the 
links between the carriages) from the ‘SG – Universal Resources’ document on a long piece of card that you can use as a poster on the wall for the relevant 
activities, as in the image below. The best option is to take a coloured sheet of A2 card and cut it in half lengthwise, and then tape the pieces together. 

The arrows should be spaced 8 cm apart to allow for the 8cm wide ‘carriages’ (the Episode Pictures for each story). Leave some extra space at the top as 
the ‘carriages’ will also have ‘cargo’! Also, leave some extra space on the right for 2 more carriages and arrows, as for some of the stories, there are 10 
episodes, rather than 8. When you need to stick on the ‘carriages’ during the activities, we recommend you use something like Blu Tack so you can easily 
take them off again and move them around for the games.

To make the most of the story-telling experience, we also highly recommend that you:

1) Provide a rich emotional experience of the story by not just reading the text but also actively using the illustrations to help you tell the story as 
expressively as possible. 

2) Bring the story to life with the use of props and visual aids specific to that particular story whenever you can. This helps to maintain the child’s 
attention and refocus it when necessary (e.g. a piece of straw, a stick, a brick, dolls and puppets). Take your child into the story, helping them to live 
through each episode and explore the story with them. The more fun you have, and the more you enjoy the storytelling yourself, the more your child 
will be able to take from it. 

3) Take every opportunity to introduce your child to traditional story language, for example ritual opening phrases such as ‘Once upon a time…’ and 
closing phrases such as ‘…lived happily ever after’.

4) Develop active participation by focusing on rhythmic and enjoyable repetitions. Encourage your child to join in with repeated refrains and any other 
parts of the story they already know.

5) Talk to your child about the characters – their feelings, their expectations, their responses, their behaviour and so on.

6) Ask questions about the content of the story at any appropriate moment.

Always keep all the cut out pieces from each session as you will need many of them again in future sessions based on the same story!
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