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How to Tell Stories
to Children
‘Storytelling has always come natural to me, but in these
quarantine times I felt my storytelling game was at best a
B-minus, and with parent fatigue at bedtime, a C-minus. Bottom line, I read your book during a recent flight and greeted
my kids with new storytelling nuance and gusto. Five weeks
later, and the kids are begging for double stories in the day.
Our favorite is “The Snail That Could Tell,” a blue glowing
snail that can answer one question per tale. So far, questions
for this oracle have ranged from “Why is spaghetti so good?”
to “Why do farts smell?”’
—Linwood, father of Aspen (8) and Skye (6)

‘This is such a refreshing voice amidst the parenting noise and
consumerism. Thank you for the inspiration to be a storyteller with my kid’
—Melanie, mother of Leo (4)

‘I came home from the workshop and asked my boy if he
would like to help me craft some stories that we could tell
one another. He was way into it, and we have told several
as a cooperative game already. Most involve magic, dragons,
knights and the like. I am thinking that your vision of infusing the magical into the everyday is such a strong one for
children’
—Liz, mother of August (8)
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‘Your book has helped me understand kids better. I work as a
substitute teacher and also teach travel skills to visually impaired kids. After using your advice, my classes have gone
much better. I worry less about little mistakes, and I emphasize the relationship between the class and myself. And it’s
been great with my teenagers too’
—Miranda, mother of Sophia (18) and Julie Anne (17)

‘I read your book a couple months ago and started telling
stories with my three-year-old son. Well, today at lunch
something adorable happened. He started telling me a story!
It was so cute because he would use the same phrases I had
been using, such as “All of a sudden . . .” “And THEN . . .” I
couldn’t stop smiling. Anyway, I just wanted to say thank you
for bringing storytelling into our lives. I am sold!’
—Heidi, mother of Colt (3)

‘I never thought telling stories could be so easy and spontaneous! Thank you for giving me the confidence to create on
the fly’
—Brock, father of Francis (6)

‘I read your book and loved it! I had been feeling a pull to tell
my children stories but didn’t feel like I was creative enough
to make up my own stories. This book took away the pressure and made it easy. Now they ask for stories all the time
and make up stories of their own. I am so grateful to have
found this book as it has brought more connection into our
home through stories’
—Christine, mother of Chloe (7) and Caroline (4)
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“Unreal beliefs in unseen forces . . . are
much more likely to motivate action
than are modestly real beliefs.”
—Brian Boyd, On the Origin of Stories
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Introduction
Children call out the storyteller in us. It starts even before
your little one is born, as you begin to talk to this mysterious being you long to see and touch. Slowly, we introduce our infant to the world, bathing her in a gentle wash
of words, setting down the roots of language. Your voice
helps to orient your baby and lets her know that she is safe:
These are a child’s first stories. Soon, your toddler is exploring every nook of the house, and your introductions,
tiny stories in themselves, make everything old and plain
sparkle with new light.
We come to see that when a child says, “Tell me a
story,” he is not asking for a narrative. He is asking for
your attention. This is no mild request. A child’s trust is
a precious gift, and if we recognize the meaning underlying his words—he wants to connect . . . with me!—our hearts
usually burst wide open. We see it as an opportunity. The
stories that flow from these moments are sometimes so
simple, yet so intimate and profound that the memories
last a lifetime.
But sometimes we’re just frazzled. We’ve had a busy
day at work, an exhausting conversation with our husband
or wife, an energy bar and coffee for lunch, and the idea
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of telling a story doesn’t feel like fun. It feels like work, yet
another demand on your limited supply of energy and creativity.
It’s easy to get worn out and intimidated when it comes
to telling stories. Not only are we sometimes tired, we’re
surrounded by giants of the industry like Disney, Marvel, and J. K. Rowling. How can we compete? Should we?
Maybe it’s easier to just leave it to the experts.
Such a line of thinking might make sense if storytelling
was simply about the story, but as research shows (and you
will surely discover for yourself ), storytelling has much
more to do with the relationship between speaker and
listener, meaning you and your child. When approached
from this perspective, telling stories becomes easier, more
fun, and subtly expressive of the love and intimacy you
share with your child.
Can you think back to a time when your mother or father told you a story, or maybe a loving grandparent or
teacher? If you’re like most people, you will recall those
moments with evident fondness. It’s likely that you remember some of the story, like the main characters, but
it’s even more likely that you remember the feeling of that
moment. You felt cared for. You felt like you had and deserved this loving adult’s attention.
That’s what this book is all about—not telling blockbuster hits that spin off into movie deals. It’s about telling
stories, simple stories, that feed the relationship with your
child and will be remembered for the rest of your lives. To
do that, we’re going to share a little bit of the science of
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When a child says,
“Tell me a story,” he is
not asking for a
narrative. He is asking
for your attention.
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storytelling along with a simple method that has worked
for us for over thirty years. It’s worked far longer than that
(maybe 60,000 years), but we’ve just put it into easy-tounderstand words. Practice exercises and sample stories
help bring it to life, and by the end of this book we’re confident that you’ll feel more confident. Why? Because storytelling is something you’re already good at. You might just
not realize it yet.
Anyone who has told stories to children will recognize
a simple fact: At the end of the story, you don’t just walk
away with a good story—the two of you feel closer. Doctors call this “attachment,” and it’s all the rage in parenting
circles. But attachment is a curious and sometimes fickle
subject. Psychology Today reports that 40 percent of U.S.
children lack a healthy attachment with their parents and
are therefore likely to struggle forming healthy relationships as adults.1
The main principle of attachment theory is that a
healthy bond with one or more parental figures in a child’s
early years helps a child form healthy relationships later in
life. Since relationships are vital to social creatures like us,
this leads to all sorts of desirable outcomes, like academic
and career success, mental health, and positive self-esteem.
On the other hand, children who lack healthy attachment in childhood tend to form poor relationships as
adults and therefore struggle with school, career, and a variety of behavior disorders ranging from anxiety to anger
to avoidance.
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However, it’s important not to equate attachment with
love. It’s perfectly normal, and even quite common, for
parents to love their children, yet not create a healthy
sense of attachment. Our modern lives have much to do
with that. Screen time and busy schedules are increasingly
common themes for both parents and kids. We understand. We’re busy too. That’s why we want to help parents
connect face to face with their children.
Storytelling is an ancient and proven way to do that,
and modern science has given us some interesting insights
into why it’s so effective. But what stands out is this—it’s
free. It’s perfectly natural, and it works with every family’s
religious, social, and cultural values. No one even really
needs to tell you how to do it, just as no one needs to tell
you how to walk. You just do it. That’s how deeply rooted
storytelling is in the human species.
Anthropologists have been studying storytelling for decades, and what they’ve discovered is that the best storytellers are often in prominent social positions.2 If we look
at the modern world, we see much the same. Modern stories are big business, often told through movies, books,
music, and video games. The actors and writers who create them are some of our biggest heroes and celebrities.
But storytelling still has a unique place within the family. Not only does it build attachment; it becomes like a
Swiss Army knife for parents—a multi-tool that helps a
child learn new skills, build empathy, soothe difficult emotions, and make meaning out of the challenging moments
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Storytelling is
something you’re
already good at.
You might just not
realize it yet.

Sarosy_HOW-TO-TELL-STORIES_interior-final.indd 20

1/11/21 12:16 PM

Introduction

in life. And as you’ll see, there is a big difference between
telling someone else’s story and one of your own.
Think of it as the difference between a can of tomato
sauce and homemade marinara. A practiced storyteller
draws upon the events and objects within a child’s immediate surroundings, like plucking tomatoes and herbs from
the garden, then crafts stories that are not only entertaining (and tasty) but created precisely for that child in that
place.
In this book, we outline the key ingredients for intuitive
storytelling so that you can begin improvising your own
stories directly from the context in which you and your
children live. We are parents and teachers with hundreds,
perhaps thousands, of storytelling hours under our belts,
but this book has nothing to do with how to tell our stories, or anyone else’s. It has everything to do with how to
tell yours.
That’s because, at its core, storytelling is about relationships. We have seen it brighten a child’s day, teach valuable
life lessons, earn a child’s trust, and even help families cope
with the death of a loved one. If we believed it was the stories that carried those moments, we’d print them. But we
believe that those stories, like all good stories, took root in
the loving space between speaker and listener. They came
quietly, almost secretly, to those willing to listen. This is
what makes you the best storyteller for your child.
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Silke (silk-uh) is a Waldorf teacher who has taught kindergarten for over thirty years. In 1995, she cofounded
the Taos Waldorf School and today she runs an independent forest kindergarten called Taos Earth Children. She
is renowned in Taos for her puppet shows and storytelling, and she consults with teachers and schools nationally.
Joe worked with Silke for two years at Taos Earth Children, and in 2018 he formed an independent first and second grade that works closely with Silke’s kindergarten. Joe
is also a freelance writer for Fatherly and the creator of the
#GreatDad campaign, a movement to highlight great fathers across the United States.
For both of us, storytelling is a principal part of our
day. It’s how we teach. It’s how we have fun. Much of
our school days are spent outside, learning within the forests and canyons of northern New Mexico, and our stories are often about the animals and plants we find here, an
upcoming holiday, or a craft we just made with the kids.
Our characters frequently encounter situations that the
kids have recently seen themselves, including sticky classroom subjects and occasional behavior issues. At the end
of a story, it is not uncommon for the kids to erupt with
phrases like “That was the best story ever!”
It’s true that we’re good storytellers, but what’s much
more critical is the emotional bond and shared experience we have with the kids, and the fact that our stories
are crafted from events and objects they recognize. When
we approach storytelling from this perspective, the goal is
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Introduction

not to create the world’s most engrossing narrative, but
simple day-to-day stories that kids relate to and that help
build intimacy and trust between parent (or teacher) and
child.
There are hundreds of storybooks available today, including several that give some instruction and background
on storytelling. Some of these
books are excellent, but each
What you hold in
is primarily focused on memyour hands is not a
orizing or retelling stories that
collection of stories.
someone else created. This is
It is a method to help
not the intention of our book.
you craft your own.
What you hold in your hands
is not a collection of stories. It
is a method to help you craft your own.
The technique is simple, something we employ every
day with a lot of variety and flexibility. Much of it stems
from expert advice and academic research. However, the
only expertise required is emotional contact with your
children, something that you do better than anyone else.
Contrast this with the message from storyteller Marie
Shedlock in the introduction to her classic The Art of the
Storyteller, “It is to be hoped that someday stories will be
told to school groups only by experts who have devoted
special time and preparation to the art of telling them.”
Shedlock means well, but this is precisely the opposite of
our message. Everyone is a good storyteller, and no expert
can replace the intimacy of a story crafted from within a
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child’s own environment by an attentive and loving parent
or caregiver. Why? Because storytelling is about the relationship, not the narrative.
The intuitive method we describe in this book employs
a simple architecture, starting with the physical objects
and activities within your child’s immediate environment.
Sometimes this can be as complicated as reframing a conflict among the children in the guise of a quarrel among
squirrels, but often it’s as simple as noticing a child’s bare
feet, then telling a story about what happened when her
shoelaces took a walk down to the stream. Such stories
make the kids giggle, and think. They feel they are a part
of it, because they recognize the characters and events in
the stories from their real lives. They feel seen.
But that’s not all. Because intuitive stories are crafted
from within a child’s environment, they often create opportunities for playtime. This creates a beautiful storytelling loop that we describe in more detail in Chapter 1. It is
not hard to imagine, for example, what a barefoot child
who has recently heard a story about her shoelaces will do
once she finds her shoes.
As a whole, the chapters in this book describe the ingredients of our storytelling method, but each topic is
self-contained so you will have no trouble cherry-picking
if desired. Each chapter can be read in less than ten minutes and is followed by a sample story to illustrate the advice given in that chapter. You may find it easy to read the
entire book in one sitting, but it would be perfectly suitable
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—and very much to our liking—if you read a chapter, try
a story with your kids, then return another day for another
tip. We’ve included practice exercises in each chapter to
help you get started. Good storytelling, despite what Marie Shedlock says, is not about perfection. It’s about practice. There is no rush.
We trust this method because we use it almost every
day. We’ve seen it work in multiple settings over many
years. It’s flexible and easy to master. The framework is
helpful, especially if you are just getting started, but no
two stories and no two stoGood storytelling is
rytellers are ever the same.
Good stories, like good peonot about perfection.
ple, are as diverse as the peaks
It’s about practice.
of a mountain range, with all
the valleys and streams between. Find your place. Find
your voice. Your stories will be most fruitful when you
stop listening to advice and simply follow the story that is
already inside you.
If there’s one message we hope you take away from this
book, it’s this: You are already a good storyteller. It’s literally
what makes you human. It comes with the package, just
like hair and opposable thumbs. So remember, if it’s marinara you’re after, make it yourself, and try different recipes
the first few times around. It won’t take long to beat the
canned variety. But once you’ve mastered your particular
taste, throw out the recipe book. Your intuition will take
you and your kids further than you ever dreamed.
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Storytelling is about
the relationship, not
the narrative.
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The Science Behind the Story
Scientists have been piecing together facts about storytelling for years: It helps us remember information, focus attention, develop empathy, and navigate difficult life events.
But it’s only recently that a few people have begun to ask
why.
“[W]hy, in a world of necessity [do] we choose to spend
so much time caught up in stories that both teller and told
know never happened and never will?”3 This is the opening question of evolutionary theorist Brian Boyd’s On the
Origin of Stories. A similar question can be found in the
pages of David Sloan Wilson’s Darwin’s Cathedral. A distinguished professor of biology and anthropology at Binghamton University, Wilson has received countless awards
for his work, and recently received funding from the National Science Foundation to expand his evolutionary studies program into a national consortium. Is it possible, he
asks, that cultural stories (in his case, specifically religious
stories) unite their listeners into a group with distinct evolutionary advantages?4
The scope of these questions goes well beyond this
book (we’re just kindergarten teachers!). Nevertheless, the
emerging conversation among cognitive researchers, neuroscientists, and evolutionary theorists sheds a tremendous amount of light on the gravity of storytelling, and
it’s worth opening a small window into that world.
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