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Keywords: This study explores the challenges faced by 25 future primary school teachers of English as a
Storytelling foreign language (EFL) when designing a storytelling session aimed at promoting young learners’
EFL

linguistic competence—the norm in the practice of EFL storytelling—, while simultaneously
activating their higher order thinking skills and raising their awareness of social justice issues.
Data collection instruments included student reflective journals and recordings of the instruc-
tional sessions. The main difficulties the trainees encountered on developing this multi-faceted
approach with the well-known fairy tale Little Red Riding Hood included designing tasks to suc-
cessfully enhance the children’s participation, encourage their critical thinking, and specifically
target content related to social justice. The challenges reported in this study led to the definition
of a comprehensible set of guidelines which teachers interested in conducting EFL storytelling
from this expanded perspective might usefully employ with younger learners.
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1. Introduction

Recently, EFL storytelling in primary education has been gaining momentum as a practice that attaches similar levels of importance
to developing young learners’ linguistic competence and sociocritical awareness—this latter dimension conceived as the knowledge
and the resources, whether in emotional, cognitive or ideological terms, that students need to acquire and activate to transform the
world they live in into a more democratic reality (Bland, 2021, 2023; Reyes-Torres & Portalés Raga, 2020). Therefore, in this study, the
term ‘sociocritical’ refers to enhancing children’s critical thinking and awareness of issues of social justice. The focus in the field to date
has been on defining the theoretical foundations of this expanded conception of storytelling, and on providing examples of picture
books and activities which articulate such foundations (Bland, 2013, 2015c¢, 2023; Ommundsen et al., 2021; Reyes-Torres & Portalés
Raga, 2020). In this context, the challenges underlying the classroom implementation of EFL storytelling as something more than
language learning remain unexplored, especially in relation to teacher education contexts (Bland, 2022). Since classroom trialing is
essential for the validation of teaching approaches, this study seeks to explore the difficulties faced by trainees when designing a
storytelling session which aimed to facilitate 11-to-12-year-old children’s language learning, while simultaneously activating their
higher order thinking skills, and reflective and proactive engagement with a socially laden topic from a given story, in this case Little
Red Riding Hood (LRRH) by the Brothers Grimm et al. (1972). In doing so, we ultimately aimed to come up with a set of steps to guide
the classroom implementation of this innovative approach to EFL storytelling.
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2. EFL primary education storytelling

Storytelling, understood as the practice of telling a story aloud, can unfold, as Bland (2015b) argues, in two main realizations: as
oral storytelling and as storytelling from picture books. Oral storytelling commonly draws on traditional folk stories transmitted by
word of mouth from time immemorial. Therefore, there is often no authoritative original version and the act of telling is completed
without the support of the written word. In contrast, picture book-based storytelling commonly involves the reading aloud or narration
of a written text with the support of the images included in a book purposedly conceived as an artistic artifact. In mixing images and
linguistic communication, storytelling from picture books emerges as a multimodal experience. However, as noted by Bland (2015b)
‘most stories from folk literature now have written expression’ (p. 185), an acknowledgement that blurs the distinction between oral
and picture book-based storytelling. Consequently, it is highly likely that children’s first contact with storytelling includes picture
books based on classic fairy tales. In prompting trainees to design activities from the traditional tale of LRRH, the present study also
blurs the distinctions between traditional oral and picture book-based storytelling.

While theoretically- and pedagogically-oriented research on storytelling in primary school EFL contexts is extensive, empirical
studies are less abundant. Empirical research has focused on describing the effects of storytelling or picture book reading on children’s
motivation and skills development. Ahlquist (2013), for instance, described the positive motivational impact of creating and
dramatizing stories with young learners in Sweden, while Waddington (2020) described the enthusiastic implementation of a
whole-school approach to literacy development in Spain. As for effects on language learning, storytelling with interactional adjust-
ments was found to enhance young Spanish EFL learners’ listening comprehension (Penate & Bazo, 2001). Multimodal story apps have
also proved valuable in supporting German children’s reading competence (Brunsmeier & Kolb, 2017). For productive skills, Kaminski
(2019) reported that German children’s active oral participation (using gestures and unprompted repetition) was fostered through an
action story told by their teacher. Similarly, Mourao (2015) in Portugal and Fuchs and Ross (2022) in Switzerland noted how repeated
reading from picture books promoted the participation of young EFL learners in ‘accumulated narratives’ with their teacher, while also
increasing their lexical retention. Picture books themselves have also been examined and their predictable and repetitive language (e.
g., in Chicken Licken, Goldilocks and the three bears, The three little pigs) (Linse, 2007), illustrations and meaningful learning experiences
highlighted as key factors in promoting language development (Hsiu-Chih, 2008).

In addition to learning lexical and grammatical forms, storytelling (whether oral and/or from picture books) has been also
highlighted as a powerful tool to acquire formulaic language (prefabricated language, collocations, unit/multiword expression...)
(Kersten, 2015; McKay, 2006). In this light, oral stories and picture books help learners become familiar with authentic language rich
in idiomatic formulas, which are recurringly repeated through the text. Kersten (2015) exemplifies this potential for formulaic lan-
guage inherent in stories by drawing on LRRH. Some of the examples highlighted include ‘There was once...’, ‘Who is there?’, ‘What
big ... you have, grandmother’, ‘All the better to ... you with’. Granting young EFL learners access to formulaic language seems to be
essential as it not only reflects the idiosyncrasy of specific language, which can contribute to sounding more nativelike, but might also
help raise learners’ awareness that language is not always ‘the sum of the meaning and function of the discreet parts (Kersten, 2015, p.
129)’. Besides, formulaic language is the basis from which further language development seems to occur as learners’ motivation and
self-confidence in using language creatively increases after they are able to produce prefabricated linguistic chunks (Kersten, 2015;
MacKay, 2006).

Although highlighted as a key line of development, teachers’ perceptions and use of storytelling have received little research
attention (Bland, 2022). In a recent study, Swiss in-service teachers found storytelling to be a suitable language learning tool, although
the typical heterogeneity of levels in young learners’ EFL classes was seen as a challenge (Fuchs & Ross, 2022). The sample of
pre-service teachers surveyed in this same study expressed similarly positive opinions towards storytelling based on the improvements
in motivation and language shown by children following a series of reading aloud sequences from picture books.

Existing methodological recommendations have also established how storytelling should be successfully carried out in primary EFL
contexts. To this end, while telling the story, teachers are expected to model target lexical and linguistic patterns to promote repetition
and rehearsal by young learners. Scaffolding children’s comprehension of the story via linguistic and extralinguistic strategies such as
the use of visual support, props, gestures and voice modulation is also important (Coyle, 2000). In practice, storytelling in EFL tends to
be developed as an activity in which the teacher is concerned primarily with checking children’s understanding of the story content
and their retention of lexical and grammatical language (Mourao, 2016; Reyes-Torres & Portalés Raga, 2020).

3. The turn towards sociocritical storytelling

Lately, there has been interest in looking at EFL storytelling as valuable for fostering more than lexical and grammatical compe-
tence. The growing trend to articulate EFL lessons from sociocritical stances by drawing on literary texts has been gaining momentum
in secondary and university contexts (Férez Mora & Coyle, 2020; Férez Mora et al., 2022; Sirico, 2021), where students have shown
manifestly positive views on this orientation to foreign language (FL) teaching. Focusing on EFL storytelling with children, recent
journal issues of Children’s Literature in English Language Education (2021, 2022), research by Ellis and Mourao (2021) and Reyes-Torres
and Portalés Raga (2020) and edited volumes by Bland (2015c¢), Bland and Liitge (2013), and Ommundsen et al. (2021) have provided
examples of how to use picture books containing socially or emotionally-charged topics such as mental health in the times of Covid-19,
gender imbalances, or child loneliness when moving to a new place. Bland’s (2023) recently-published monograph also offers a list of
mostly literary texts dealing with compelling and critical topics for elementary and secondary school, including detailed ideas for their
pedagogical exploitation. The texts, some of which are picture books, target the expression of gender (e.g., Baldacchino & Malefant’s
Morris Micklewhite & the tangerine dress, 2014), poverty and inequality (e.g., Browne, 1999), and environmentalism (Lerwill’s
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Climate rebels, 2020).

Read’s (2008) approach to storytelling, which Bland (2015b) applied to the pedagogical exploitation of the oral story Three billy
goats gruff (Asbjornsen & Galdone, 1973). stands as another example of research which aims to challenge a merely linguistic under-
standing of storytelling. This approach aims to guide teachers in the successful implementation of EFL storytelling through nine steps:
arouse interest, attention and curiosity; make vocabulary memorable; engage with the story; facilitate initial comprehension; re-tell or
act out (activity cycle); think from within the story; explore issues; transfer; and internalize. In addition to the clear focus on linguistic
enhancement present in the first five steps, Bland (2015b) shows how this model also offers young EFL learners the possibility to grow
personally and critically by (i) using their own ideas while reacting to the story (Step 6, Think from within the story); (ii) discussing the
moral of the story (Step 7, Explore issues); (iii) doing creative writing using speech bubbles (Step 8, Transfer); and (iv) exploring
characters’ motivations towards their own acts (Step 9, Internalize).

Moving EFL storytelling beyond the linguistic horizon has also been implemented from a multiliteracies pedagogy approach (Ellis,
2018; Reyes-Torres & Portalés Raga, 2020). The multiliteracies approach was first developed by the New London Group (NLG) (1996)
to articulate an understanding and a practice of literacy in accordance with the globalized and digital condition of contemporary life.
In this light, the prefix ‘multi’ in ‘multiliteracies’ has a double projection (Kalantzis & Cope, 2010). While one concerns the various
modalities necessary for present-day communication, the other centers on the ‘social diversity’ (Kalantzis & Cope, 2010, p. 27) brought
about by globalization and, therefore, is of a more ideological nature. The former dimension within the multiliteracies approach is
clearly related to multimodality (Kalantzis & Cope, 2010), highlighting the fact that, in a digital-media era like ours, literacy should
draw not only on linguistic but also multimodal communication—as the coalescence of linguistic modes (spoken or written) with
visual, audio, gestural, tactile and spatial patterns of meaning. As regards the second dimension, i.e., the ‘social diversity’ caused by
globalization, contemporary literacy requires us to approach meaning-making as a process involving the activation of critical thinking
along with the promotion of democratic values. In this same vein, Kalantzis and Cope (2010) refer to this more ideological dimension
within multiliteracies as the cross-cultural hybridation of factors such as ‘culture, gender, life experience, subject matter, discipline
domain, area of employment, or specialist expertise’ (p. 27). More specifically, the transition from literacy to multiliteracy requires the
activation of four knowledge processes: ‘experiencing’, ‘conceptualizing’, ‘analyzing’, and ‘applying’. ‘Experiencing’ involves learning
by exploring issues of the real world, whether by drawing on learners’ everyday reality (their community background or personal
interests and motivations); or by exploring cross-cultural difference to induce personal growth. ‘Conceptualizing’ refers to the
development of abstract concepts by drawing distinction, identifying similarities and differences and categorizing with labels and the
formulation of theoretical schema or models to explain those concepts. ‘Analyzing’, in turn, consists of the examination of the causes
and effects of something from objective, scientific perspectives and/or the evaluation of one’s own and other people’s subjective
ideologies. Finally, ‘applying’ prompts students to act in the world by reproducing a knowledge operation in a context which is similar
to the original context or by mixing and remixing existing elements in complete divergent ways, which leads to creative forms of action
and perception.

In the specific case of EFL primary school storytelling, Reyes-Torres and Portalés Raga (2020) and Ellis (2018) have applied the
multiliteracies pedagogy approach to the design of activities for specific picture books such as The snow lion (Helmore & Jones, 2018)
and Bluebird (Staake, 2013). Taking The snow lion as an example, Reyes-Torres and Portalés Raga (2020) present an example of how to
exploit pedagogically key constituents of the multiliteracies approach, namely the four knowledge processes and the pictorial and
written condition of this picture book. The activities these researchers provide, among others, include asking children questions about
the book cover to connect with the main topics (i.e., loneliness, friendship or imagination), thereby articulating the knowledge process
‘experiencing’. Other activities seek to activate the ‘conceptualizing’ process by raising children’s awareness of literary elements like
plot or figurative language and visual elements such as color or composition. ‘Analyzing’ is dealt with by prompting children to express
their opinions on dilemmas or emotionally charged moments in the story, Finally, ‘applying’ is also present in the proposal, as children
are requested to videotape an interview with a family member about three important life changes. In sum, activating these four
processes in EFL storytelling for children involves developing ‘the knowledge that allows them to grasp and evaluate information,
organize ideas, exchange perspectives, construct meaning and reflect critically on a variety of sociocultural contexts’ (Reyes-Torres &
Portalés Raga, 2020, p. 99).

At this juncture, it is important to highlight that, while situated itself within the orbit of multiliteracies pedagogy, the present study
does not address the full spectrum of this approach to literacy. Specifically, we explore the realization of sociocritical meaning-making
using a written version of a classic tale in which we highlighted the underlying presence of a gender imbalance. In doing so, we hone in
on the processes of ‘analyzing’ and ‘applying’, both of which are closely related to higher order thinking skills and reflection on issues
of social justice, and yet have not been explored sufficiently in available research (Bland, 2023). This is not to deny the potential of
visual literacy in storytelling pedagogy, nor the importance of ‘experiencing’ and ‘conceptualizing’ as knowledge processes. Indeed,
both elements are commonly integrated in traditional (language-driven) approaches to storytelling. Illustrations in picture books are
regularly used to promote ‘experiencing’, when children are prompted to make connections between their realities and that of the
story, and ‘conceptualizing’, when associations are established between pictorial and linguistic representations of meaning.

Since available research has focused either on theoretical models or pedagogical proposals which have not been tested empirically,
exploring teachers’ views on a sociocritical epistemology of storytelling emerges as a relevant line of research. As one of the main
stakeholders in formal educational processes, teachers might contribute valuable insights into the viability, the strengths and weak-
nesses and further areas of development for pedagogical approaches designed along these lines (Bland, 2022; Mosley-Wetzel et al.,
2017). Focusing on the opinions of pre-service teachers would also seem necessary since, while they might provide fresh and inno-
vative ideas., they might also entertain misconceptions and limitations that need to be addressed (Mosley-Wetzel et al., 2017).

Another contribution of our study to available scholarship stems from the conception of EFL storytelling implemented. Rather than
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as an instrument to solely enhance students’ lexical and grammatical competence, the norm in the field (Mourao, 2016; Reyes-Torres &
Portalés Raga, 2020), we advocate a participatory model of storytelling in which the story acts as a springboard to prompt students to
also use language sociocritically, i.e., as a vehicle to analyze, evaluate and propose solutions to situations related to issues of social
injustice. As discussed later, the use of drama techniques is of utmost importance when it comes to implementing this sociocritical
understanding of storytelling as these techniques facilitate students’ inter and intra-personal engagement with the story. The dearth of
empirical research in relation to a sociocritical understanding of storytelling makes the present study relevant in the field.

As mapping out the previously-mentioned innovations and limitations could shed light on the practice of storytelling, while also
helping to establish a set of pedagogical guidelines, the present study sets out to explore future primary school EFL teachers’
conception of EFL storytelling which goes beyond linguistic instrumentality, and to map out the challenges they faced while
attempting to integrate it into a teaching proposal. The following research questions were formulated:

RQ.1. What challenges did the trainees face while applying the sociocritical approach to storytelling (language, thinking skills and
social justice activities) to LRRH?

RQ.2. What guidelines for conducting EFL Primary storytelling from the sociocritical perspective can be established from the re-
ported challenges?

4. Method
4.1. Participants and context

The participants in this study were 25 final-year trainee teachers (22 women and 3 men) enrolled on an undergraduate EFL degree
in Primary Education at a university in Spain. The ages of the participants ranged from 21 to 25 years old and they all had, at least, a B2
level of English according to the Common European Framework for Languages (CEFR).

This study was framed within a course on children’s literature taught by the first author which included a module on storytelling for
Primary Education EFL. The module approaches storytelling not only from theoretical stances but also as a practical endeavor. This
practical orientation responds to the reported benefits for trainees when theoretical concepts are put into practice in the safety of
university classrooms before trainees even implement them in real-life educational contexts (Janssen et al., 2015; Sayeski et al., 2019).

Prompting trainees to incorporate critical thinking and issues of social justice into their teaching artifacts also sought to familiarize
students with the new Curriculum for Primary Education (2022), which, in contrast to the previous one, does not conceive of EFL as a
merely linguistic exercise, but also as a sociocritical endeavor. Therefore, the researchers also conceived the assignment set for trainees
as an opportunity for them to experience and put into practice a novel orientation to EFL.

4.2. Timeline of the intervention
The intervention consisted of four 2-hour sessions carried out over a period of four weeks which unfolded according to this timeline:

(1) Session 1. Theoretical explanation of the sociocritical epistemology of storytelling (Reyes-Torres & Portalés Raga, 2020) with a
focus on its three-fold aim: the elicitation of language development, higher order thinking skills and awareness of social justice.
As for the elicitation of language development, the explanation focused on remembering basic principles of picture book sto-
rytelling to elicit linguistic competence, including the modeling of target lexis and/or linguistic patterns through a series of
resources including the story images, flashcards, body language, or realia. Regarding thinking skills, Bloom’s taxonomy of
thinking skills (as revised by Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001) was reviewed and the importance of including activities to activate
the whole spectrum of thinking skills to the right proportion was emphasized. Trainees were then briefly introduced to critical
applied linguistics (Crookes, 2021), and, specifically, to the notion that social justice in instructional practice (including EFL) is
essential to raise learners’ awareness and tolerance of manifestations of alterity in society, whether the female, the LGTBIQ+ or
the racialized other, to give just a few examples.

(2) Assignment for trainees after Session 1 in which they had to design a storytelling session following the principles of the target
approach to storytelling (see data collection section for a detailed description of the assignment). The assignment had to be
completed at home and submitted before Session 2. The instructor emphasized the task did not consist of providing a script of
how trainees would tell the story but on designing activities targeting higher order thinking skills and social justice drawing on
the story plot.

(3) Instructor’s analysis of the activities designed by the trainees to identify the challenges they faced when introducing the
sociocritical approach to storytelling previously defined in class.

(4) Sessions 2 and 3. Trainees engaged in whole class discussions and formed groups of five members to elaborate on the feedback
and guidance received from the instructor about the previously designed activities. This feedback targeted perceived problems
in trainees’ articulation of the sociocritical approach to storytelling and acted as a scaffold for their developing knowledge and
expertise. The instructor also prompted trainees to propose solutions for identified challenges.

(5) Session 4. Elaboration and ranking of a set of guidelines for teaching stories to young EFL learners in small groups followed by
whole class discussion.
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4.3. Data collection

Data for this study were gathered qualitatively through two main instruments to assure triangulation. One of them consisted of an
open question to be responded by the trainees as a homework assignment. The description of the assignment is as follows:

e Design a set of activities for a storytelling session (90 min) for 11-to-12-year-old learners (A2.1 level according to the CEFR) in
which you target the following three constituents of the approach to storytelling defined in class: language, thinking skills and
social justice. Base your intervention on the provided script of LRRH.'

The second data source was the video recording of the instructional sessions which the instructor could view when a more fine-
grained understanding of certain aspects was required.

LRRH was selected as the literary piece for the storytelling intervention for a series of reasons. First, the story contains lexical and
grammatical contents in line with those established in the Curriculum for Primary Education Year 6 EFL, among them past verbs,
adjectives of emotion, and sequence markers. Second, the story contains ethical dilemmas (whether or not to eat granny and LRRH,
killing the wolf, obeying mum, following the woodcutter’s advice...). The exploration of such dilemmas can lead to the expression of
personal opinions and the exploration of both learners’ and character’s feelings. This, in turn, implies a boost in learners’ motivation to
learn the FL, while also eliciting empathy, higher thinking evaluative skills, and personal growth.

Third, LRRH offers the opportunity to delve into issues of social justice, more specifically the presence of gender stereotypes in
relation to the fact that the female characters of the story are saved by a man. The previously-mentioned motivation-related and social
justice-related operations have been highlighted as common advantages of using literary texts for FL learning in comparison to using
other types of texts (Bland, 2018; Férez Mora et al., 2022; Lazar, 2009). As mentioned before, the Spanish Curriculum for Primary
Education (Years 5 and 6) advocates EFL lessons should prompt students to think critically and promote democratic values, a concept
to which awareness of issues of social justice is central.

One final reason which led us to work with LRRH concerned time from a practical point of view. As children were likely to be
familiar with the story, trainees did not have to focus children’s attention so much on understanding the events of the story (the case
with a completely new story) but on participating actively in the classroom interaction, and on engaging in critical thinking stimulated
by the story plot. Dealing with the in-depth comprehension of the story and the participatory activities in a 90-minute session would
not have been feasible.

It is important now to emphasize that the potential of LRRH to activate awareness of social justice and critical thinking is not
contained in the text itself. That is, the plot of the story does not explicitly prompt readers to address gender imbalances or think
critically. This is not to say, by any means, that the story cannot be used as a vehicle to elicit student reflection and opinion by
connecting the dilemmas that project from the story with learners’ realities.

4.4. Data analysis

The trainees’ responses to the assignment were analyzed by the two researchers independently. This information was open-coded
line by line (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) to identify relevant textual segments related to the trainees’ challenges emerging during the task
design. Then, codes which referred to similar actions were grouped under concepts. Finally, related concepts were collected within
three categories (Table 1). Interrater agreement in this respect was found to be 94% and any disagreements were resolved by
discussion.

5. Findings

5.1. RQ.1. What challenges did the trainees face while applying the sociocritical approach to storytelling (language, thinking skills and
social justice activities) to LRRH?

The challenges facing trainees were identified in their responses to the open question which had prompted them to provide ex-
amples of content and/or activities they would introduce in the model defined in class as applied to LRRH, specifically language,
critical thinking, and social justice; and during in-class group work as documented in class recordings. Table 1 provides the challenges
reported, a total of three. This section also draws on the solutions to these challenges, which trainees worked out in the in-class sessions
in which the instructor provided feedback on trainees’ responses to the open question.

Challenge 1. : Including activities for raising awareness of social justice

Designing a storytelling session that did not solely target language learning led to a series of challenges. An important one con-
cerned trainees’ low turnover of activities related to social justice. Despite the fact that the instructions for the assignment had clearly
requested trainees to target issues of social justice along with thinking skills and linguistic content, students focused on the latter
content. In fact, all 25 trainees provided examples of activities targeting linguistic content, including lexis related to parts of the body

! Trainees were provided with the written text from Gennady Spirin’s (2010) version of LRRH since the language level was considered appropriate
for 11-12-year-olds.
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Table 1
Challenges facing the trainees.

Challenges

- Limited presence of activities targeting social justice
- Limited understanding of higher order thinking skills
- Limited understanding of learner participation in the story

(5 students), emotions (9 students), verbs of movement (7 students), the past tense of verbs (9 students) and sequence markers (12
students). All these activities were formulated as language modeling activities in which the teacher would emphasize target forms
while telling the story and ask students to repeat them. EFL storytelling strategies for teaching lexis and grammar were also referred to.
These included emphatic and slow-paced use of language (1 student), gestures (3 students), props (2 students) and flashcards and/or
realia to refer to concepts that young learners might not know (5 students).

Regarding social justice, only 4 students (of 25) targeted this content, three of whom highlighted that, when dealing with social
justice, selecting a story whose main topic has such a projection was essential. In this respect, two foci in LRRH were identified in
students’ journals: The use of violence (1 student) and gender stereotypes (all 4 students). In the feedback sessions, trainees justified
the absence of socially-oriented activities on the grounds that they had not been trained how to deal pedagogically with such issues.

The 4 trainees who incorporated a social dimension into their lesson plan did so in a limited way, as their activities encouraged
children to merely give yes-no opinions about a problematic issue in the story, for example, ‘Do you think the wolf should eat granny?,
as one novice teacher wrote. Although proponents of critical applied linguistics consider reflection necessary to raise awareness of
social justice, they also advocate that encouraging learners to be proactive towards the topic and relating it to their own realities and/
or knowledge of the world, are essential to fully exploiting enhanced awareness (Huh, 2016). The trainees not only welcomed these
lines of development but successfully provided examples of activities targeting the previously-mentioned three dimensions inherent in
social justice awareness. These are some examples of activities which trainees came up with in their groups: ‘Do you think what the
wolf is doing is right? Why? Why not?’ (reflection); ‘What would you do to protect yourself while walking in a forest on your own?’
(sociocritical proactivity); ‘Can you think of a situation around you where men and women are not equal?’ (connection of the story
with children’s own realities).

Challenge 2. : Promoting higher order critical thinking

The activities suggested by the trainees to activate children’s critical thinking revealed an overwhelming presence of those tar-
geting text comprehension (e.g., ‘Explain what happens after the woodcutter scares away the wolf’ (17 students) or questions that
required yes/no answers (e. g., ‘Does LRRH follow the woodcutter’s advice?’) (5 students). Only 3 students proposed activities which
went beyond textual comprehension in seeking to elicit personal opinions from the children. These activities were: ‘Give your opinion
about why the wolf wants to eat LRRH’, ‘Is it fair the woodcutter kills the wolf?” and ‘What can granny do to repel the wolf?’.

This overemphasis on comprehension questions meant the cognitive focus was on low order thinking skills, more specifically
remembering and understanding, while simultaneously disregarding the activation of more demanding (higher order) thinking skills
such as analyzing, evaluating, or creating (Anderson & Krathwhol, 2001). The activities showed the trainees’ limited understanding of
what a child is capable of doing in cognitive terms. After revisiting the taxonomy of thinking skills with the instructor, once again the
trainees targeted young learners’ higher order thinking skills more successfully. These are some examples of activities provided by the
trainees: ‘Write a description of LRRH’s personality. Justify your answer’ (analyzing); ‘In pairs tell your partner if you like this story.
Why? Why not?’ (evaluating); ‘In groups, create a new character for the story that helps granny so that the wolf does not eat her. Draw
that character and present it to the rest of the class’ (creating).

Challenge 3. : Maximizing children’s participation in the storytelling session

The final aspect identified in trainees’ responses to the open question was their limited understanding of children’s participation in
storytelling sessions, as seen in the activities originally planned for developing the critical thinking and social justice agendas. All 25
trainees targeted participation through speaking or writing activities, mostly following the story (7 students), thus revealing their
conception of participation as low-level cognitive engagement with the story plot. The trainees’ proposals failed to incorporate the
principle of meaningful learning, considered essential for children’s development (Ausubel, 2000; Novak, 2013). It was then pointed
out that the key to promoting richer and more engaging forms of participation lay in designing activities which might facilitate
children’s personal engagement with the story. On the contrary, focusing exclusively on children’s comprehension of the plot, might
lead them to perceive the story as a perfected whole in which they could not participate, rather than as a piece of living content.

The trainees were thus requested to come up with solutions to foster more active and more explicit forms of participation. However,
this proved difficult since, although they understood the instrumentality of designing activities which would allow the children to
participate in stories with their own ideas and beliefs, they did not know how to achieve this. Yet, when the trainees had planned for
higher order thinking (challenge and solution 2) some of those activities had projected parts of the story into the children’s worlds,
experiences and points of view (e.g., when students are prompted to introduce a new character to save granny). The key factor,
therefore, to foster more dynamic and meaningful participation on the part of children was to work ‘out from’ the text rather than
focusing simply on comprehending content ‘inside’ the story, which encouraged on lower-level thinking skills.

The notion of working ‘out from’ the text was a source of concern for 5 students who believed that involving children directly in the
story (e.g., by role-playing a different ending in which granny beats the wolf) might lead them to ‘switch off’, since the magic inherent



P.A. Férez Mora and Y. Coyle Thinking Skills and Creativity 49 (2023) 101360
to the storytelling would disappear. However, in line with one of the foundations of Dornyei’s (2018) model of motivation, most novice
teachers thought that involving children actively in the story would boost their motivation. In this sense, the instructor proposed
trainees should use drama techniques (Bland, 2015a; Farmer, 2011), including role playing, thought tunnel, hot seating, freeze frames
& thought tapping, and role on the wall, among others, as ways of inviting young learners into a story (see Table 2). Since the trainees
were unsure at which points in LRRH they should introduce drama activities so that the coherence of the storytelling activity was
maintained, they were asked to identify three high points and/or the dilemmas in the story and to consider stopping the narrative at the
time when a drama technique might profitably be introduced (for instance, the narrator stops the narration when the wolf is knocking
on the door of granny’s house and introduces a thought tunnel or a hot seating). Table 2 shows the techniques suggested by the groups
and the moments chosen to exploit them.

5.2. RQ.2. What guidelines for conducting EFL primary storytelling from the sociocritical perspective can be established from the reported
challenges and solutions?

In the problems and the solutions discussed in the previous section, there appeared to be grounds to generate a series of guidelines
for practitioners who might be interested in conducting sociocritically-oriented storytelling. On the assumption that other teachers
might face similar problems, in the last session the trainees were asked to systematize the knowledge they had acquired throughout the
module in the form of a checklist of the steps to follow in order to implement this innovative approach to storytelling. The final
guidelines created from the contributions of the students are outlined below.

(1) Choose a story which allows for the exploration of not only linguistic content but also higher order thinking skills and social
justice (‘analyzing’ and ‘applying’ to use terminology related to the multiliteracies approach and its four knowledge processes).
As for the other two knowledge processes, teachers should be made aware that ‘conceptualizing’ occurs naturally during the
storytelling process by (i) modeling with children target lexical items and grammatical patterns; and (ii) by posing compre-
hension questions related to the story plot. In relation to ‘experiencing’, before beginning the storytelling activity, and
throughout, children can be prompted to express their own feelings and experiences in connection to the main events and mood
of the story.

(2) Balance the presence of the linguistic and the sociocritical dimensions, avoiding exclusively linguistically-driven approaches to
storytelling. For shorter lessons, adjustments in the steps below should be considered.

(3) Adapt the original text of the story (if necessary) to match the children’s competence.

(4) To ensure children’s comprehension while telling the story, model target lexis and/or linguistic patterns with visuals, body
language, realia or the pictures in the book (given this resource is used), and promote repetition and rehearsal (see Reyes-Torres
and Portalés Raga (2020) for exploitation of visual features).

(5) Decide on (i) three or four activities to foster children’s active engagement with the story (tableaux, thought tunnel, etc.)
depending on the difficulty of the target activities; and (ii) the linguistic and beyond-the-linguistic demands (higher thinking
skills and social justice contents) these activities involve. If the aim is to teach new language rather than to review it, two options
are available: pre-teaching the key linguistic elements before beginning the story or teaching them on-demand when the story is
interrupted to introduce a drama technique. In this case, once the forms have been modelled, the children would participate in
the dynamic activities.

(6) Decide at what points in the narrative activities highlighted in step 4 can be included.

It is important to note that steps 2, 3, 4 and the two procedures to articulate instruction of forms highlighted in step 5 were brought
up by different groups of trainees during the last session, which was devoted to systematizing the hands-on approach to sociocritical

Table 2
Drama techniques used by trainees and moments of the story when they were introduced.

Drama technique

Moment in the story

Thought tunnel (the class is divided into a should and a shouldn’t group and
students individually have to advise a character as they walk through a
tunnel formed by students).

Hot seating (students interview a character).
Freeze frame and thought tapping (students in groups ‘freeze’ a scene from the
story; the rest of the class guesses the scene. Then, the teacher taps students

involved in the scene on their shoulders and they voice their feelings).

Role on the wall (students map the expected psychological and physical
characteristic of a character onto a simple outline of a human figure).

Role play.

When the wolf is knocking on the door of granny’s house to eat her up (Groups
1, 4 and 5); when the woodcutter is about to enter granny’s house to kill the
wolf (Groups 3 and 6); when LRRH stops on her way to granny’s house to pick
some flowers (Group 2).

To explore the wolf’s motivations after he has eaten granny (Groups 2, 4, and
5); to target the woodcutter’s feelings after he has killed the wolf (Group 1).
When the wolf is about to eat up granny (Group 3); when the woodcutter arrives
at granny’s house and catches the wolf chasing LRRH (Group 1); when the
woodcutter is about to kill the wolf (Group 5); when the woodcutter takes
granny out of the wolf’s belly (Group 6).

To explore granny’s and the wolf’s perceived personalities (Group 2); to create
an empowered personality and physical appearance for LRRH and granny
(Group 4).

To stage an alternative ending in which LRRH is not saved by the woodcutter
but saves herself (Group 3); the woodcutter tries to convince the wolf to leave
alone granny and LRRH (Group 6).
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storytelling which had been defined at the outset of the intervention. Although these constituents had not appeared before, trainees
considered them of utmost importance for practitioners to successfully implement the approach. As the rest of the class and the
instructor agreed, they were included in the final check list.

6. Discussion

The present study was intended to (i) analyze the challenges facing pre-service EFL teachers when designing a storytelling session
aimed at promoting young learners’ linguistic competence, while simultaneously activating their higher order thinking skills and
raising their awareness of social justice issues; and (ii) define a comprehensible set of guidelines from the challenges facing the trainees
which teachers (and teacher training programs) interested in approaching EFL storytelling from this sociocritical perspective might
usefully employ with younger learners.

In terms of the reported challenges, our findings cannot be compared with previous research since, to the best of our knowledge, the
exploration of pre-service teachers’ difficulties when it comes to designing sociocritically-oriented EFL storytelling for young learners
has not been attempted to date. However, we can certainly tap into the possible sources of the reported challenges. One of them seems
to be trainees’ lack of knowledge of some of the constituents of the sociocritical approach. Simply, some of the improvements proposed
by the teacher (i.e., the introduction of topics of social justice) were new to trainees and, therefore, they may have felt they were not
ready to put them into practice. The partial application of already-known content stands as the second source of challenges. This seems
to apply to trainees’ limited understanding of children’s participation and to their conception of critical thinking merely as the
activation of low order thinking skills. Despite being familiar with Anderson and Krathwhol’s (2001) re-elaboration of Bloom’s (1956)
taxonomy of thinking skills, and with the need to conceive learner participation in more active and dynamic ways (Ausubel, 2000)—
two integral contents in Education programs—, our students might simply have forgotten parts of these paradigms or might have
resorted to traditional teacher-led pedagogical approaches (Kumaravadivelu, 2012) with which they were instructed in the past and in
which student higher thinking skills and participation failed to be contemplated.

Far from problems, the previously mentioned challenges should be considered clear evidence that our trainees were in the process
of learning their profession and, consequently, they needed more practical experience. In general, pre-service teachers highly value
training programs that provide possibilities to put into practice theoretical concepts in the safety of university classrooms before they
operationalize them in real-life educational contexts (Janssen et al., 2015). These practical lessons seem to be especially useful if they
come in conjunction with instructors’ formative feedback on perceived problems (Sayeski et al., 2019). The following excerpt from the
class video recordings, in which one participant expressed the trainees’ general feeling during the informal assessment of the story-
telling experience, reveals that our trainees also attached importance to the practical orientation of the lessons and the feedback
received:

Putting theories into practice is very important to learn our future profession but we do not normally do this in our degree. But here
we did and you explained to us [student refers to the instructor] the reasons why it was important to introduce elements that we had
missed in our activities. That was really useful to really understand the pedagogical importance of looking at storytelling this way [the
sociocritical approach].

On the assumption that other trainees might encounter similar difficulties to those reported above, it could be useful for teacher
trainers to hold back the presentation and pedagogical explanation of the steps of the sociocritical model until revising their
comprehension of the basic concepts that led to the challenges. In the case of the trainees surveyed in the present study, such basic
concepts included the taxonomy of thinking skills (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001), drama techniques and the notion of social justice
and how it can be articulated (Huh, 2016).

The checklist of steps defined for implementing EFL storytelling from the sociocritical and participatory perspective, which
emerged from trainees’ challenges and proposed solutions, is also a novel development in the field of EFL storytelling and, therefore,
there is no ground for comparison with previous research. This checklist sits at practice-oriented procedures which target the acti-
vation of processes including, as we know, higher-order thinking, social justice awareness, and dynamic child participation. Available
models to implement the activation of these dimensions in EFL Primary Education storytelling include Bloom’s taxonomy as revised by
Anderson and Krathwohl (2001), the multiliteracies pedagogy approach with its four knowledge processes (Cope & Kalantzis, 2015),
and the thinking dispositions as developed by Project Zero of the University of Harvard (Tishman et al., 1999). This latter model
suggests that for learning to occur, both ability (thinking skills) and inclination (motivation) as well as sensitivity towards the target
content are required. Since the pedagogical success of the sociocritical approach to EFL storytelling might depend on the appropriate
articulation of these processes, we now provide a series of recommendations on how to operationalize them. Although worked out
specifically for storytelling, most of these procedures can also be applied to EFL teaching in general when we seek to activate such
processes.

e Higher thinking skills. To foster the inclusion of this dimension, EFL practitioners might use a picture book, or any other text, as a
platform to elicit children’s analytical, evaluative and creative responses (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001; Cope & Kalantzis, 2015;
Tishman et al., 1999). That is, rather than merely focusing young learners’ attention on the content present in the text, some of the
activities integrated into the storytelling session should also request children to move out of the text and into their own realities.

e Social justice. To articulate this horizon, working with texts whose topics children might find sociocritically or emotionally relevant
seems to be essential. In our case, trainees explored the violence and the gender imbalances present in LRRH. However simple this
recommendation might appear, primary teachers in general still seem to naively approach EFL as a practice concerned with lin-
guistic development unfolding in a ahistorical and a-ideological void (Bland, 2022; Mourao, 2016).
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e Dynamic child participation. To promote this type of participation, practitioners might use drama techniques as not only do they
favor active forms of participation but also have specific linguistic forms attached to them (e.g., the modal “should” in thought
tunnels, question formation in hot seatings, or lexis of physical appearance and personality in roles on the wall).

e Language instruction. The language contents targeted in the participative activities could be taught prior to the storytelling session
as such, or, alternatively, when the narration is interrupted and children are requested to enter into the universe of the story by
completing communicative activities. Although both are viable options, children might find the latter more motivating to learn
target forms because there is a genuine communicative purpose, one of the tenets of meaningful learning (Ausubel, 2000; Novak,
2013).

7. Conclusion

The present study sets out a beyond-the-linguistic understanding of Primary Education EFL storytelling based on how literary texts
are used in the multiliteracies pedagogy approach (New London Group, 1996). More specifically, we propose a conception of this
practice which can foster more dynamic forms of learners’ participation and the enhancement of not only linguistic competence, but
also critical thinking and awareness of issues of social justice—in this case, students targeted gender stereotypes present in LRRH.
Results showed that trainees agreed with this holistic and humanistic approach to storytelling, although they experienced several
difficulties due to lack of knowledge when it came to putting it into practice.

The guidelines for conducting EFL storytelling with children from a sociocritical perspective are likely to coincide with the dif-
ficulties future practitioners might encounter when planning and implementing the model in class. Raising awareness of the steps and
challenges involved might make sociocritical storytelling smoother and faster and, therefore, more likely to be introduced in English
classrooms. In the present study, the guidelines defined are not only theoretically sustained but, more importantly, empirically tested
through the practical articulation of the model with future teachers of young learners. These guidelines outline a hands-on approach to
storytelling, not the norm at all in a field which is dominated by the provision of general theoretical guidelines.

Like all studies, ours is not without its limitations. Given its exploratory nature, future research might consider including a larger
number of participants to allow for statistical validation of the proposal. Likewise, it would be interesting to gather information on the
model as applied in young learner classrooms, where data on teachers’ and children’s perceptions of the experience, and on the
language learning, critical thinking skills and awareness of socially important topics that may emerge from participative storytelling
sessions warrants further attention. Finally, the exploration of the visual dimension of picture book-based storytelling from a socio-
critical perspective also merits further research. This task could be undertaken following the same methodological approach defined in
the present study: by tapping into the challenges facing trainees to help define a teacher-friendly checklist of steps to follow.
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