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The Power of Story-Logic
 Making Language Learning More Meaningful

Ever have a 
lesson flop?

The room 
goes flat. 
Learners 

check out. 
Nothing 

sticks. 
How to Flop Easy

• Strip out all elements of story in 
lessons 

• No characters, no motives, no 
object of desire 

How to Flop Easy

• Don't deal with problems, 
solutions, results 

• No conflict, no risk, no 
danger, no stakes 

• No resolution, no 
attempted extrication

But what happens 
when we teach and learn 

with story-logic? Joseph Poulshock 
Senshu University 

ReadOasis.com

So, does story-logic really 
seize attention, stir emotion, 
and drive real-world action?

Zak (2015) tracked twelve different 
signals, across multiple experiments, 
from brain chemistry to real-world 
behavior — to see if and how stories 
‘zap’ the brain

Zak had subjects engage with a true 
story about a father savoring precious 
moments with his young son, who was 
dying from brain cancer.

Tier 1 -- Strongest Indicators

• Oxytocin in blood:  "connection” molecule; linked to empathy and donations. 

• ACTH in blood: strong attention/arousal signal; paired with oxytocin for biggest 
behavioral impact. 

• Cortisol in blood: tension/stress signal; rose in compelling dramatic arcs. 

• Vagus nerve activity (ECG): proxy for oxytocin release; tracked empathy in real time. 

• Heart rate (ECG): reliable attention marker; spiked at key story moments. 

• Skin conductance: measures changes in sweat on the fingers, showing moments of 
heightened emotional arousal.

Tier 2 -- Strongly Supported Behavioral Outcomes

• Monetary donations: core real-world behavior Zak used as “impact” metric. 

• Empathy & concern (survey): correlated with oxytocin and predicted donations. 

• Narrative transportation (survey): predicted recall and post-story helping.

Tier 3 -- Indirect Indicators

• Story recall (survey): predicted by narrative transportation, not physiology directly. 

• Ad likability ratings:  people’s stated preferences didn’t match their physiological 
engagement, showing that stories can influence us below the level of conscious 
awareness. 

• Sales bumps: Escalas (2004) found that story-based ads increased real-world sales, 
supporting the idea that story engagement changes behavior.

All 12 measures in Zak 
(2015) point to one thing:

Story seizes attention, 
stirs emotion, and 

drives real-world action.

But what about studies focused 
on second language learners? Glad you asked!



Photo BBC

Do you know Chaser the dog who 
learned 1,000 words?

Experiments

• Compared two groups of 
English learners responses to 

• Story-logical and  

• Non-story texts about Chaser 

• Experiment #1 +  

• Experiment #2 (replication) 
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Introduction 

Educators in the humanities may only occasionally use the logic of story to 

enhance teaching and learning, for they likely see story as something that only 

applies to the dramatic arts. This seems true for education in the sciences, the liberal 

arts, and language teaching, which is the focus of this paper. And this is a problem 

because the logic of story can make all learning more engaging, comprehensible, 

interesting, and memorable (Haven, 2014). For teaching with story-logic, we1 must 

see story as more than storytelling. Because human brains are wired for story (Cron, 

2012), this paper claims that we can infuse story-logic into every form of teaching, 

learning, and communication. That is, with story-logical teaching, we are asking the 

question: how can we weave the structure and principles of story into education to a 

logical maximum so that they saturate all aspects of teaching and learning? Thus, 

this paper will show that educators can infuse story-logic into the teaching of 

languages though the implications are much broader, reaching into the teaching of 

the arts, humanities, and sciences. In what follows, we will review how educators 

have used story for education, focusing specifically on language teaching and the 

research that supports it. We will look at a definition of story, a theory for using 

 
1 In this paper, the use of the pronoun "we" follows "classic writing style" (Francis-Noël & 
Turner, 2011 and Pinker, 2014) where "we" refers to writers and readers in conversation and 
where writers direct the gaze of readers to a reality in the world. In some cases, depending on 
context, "we" refers to actions that the writers undertook in doing this research. 

Teaching Language and Communication with Story Logic 

〔 49 〕 

 

Teaching Language and 
Communication with Story Logic 

 

 

 

Joseph Poulshock 
Reiko Ikeo 
Munehiko Miyata 

 

 

Introduction 

If we1 ask the average language teacher or learner if they intentionally 

approach language learning and teaching while using story-based materials or the 

structure or logic of story, many of them might say "No." And when language 

teachers and learners inadvertently shut out story from learning, we could say that 

they are making a kind of story mistake. We make a story mistake when we think 

story works only for entertainment, when we think story structure does not work 

best for communicating facts, and when we think story logic does not mesh with 

every aspect of language education. 

And why should we think it a mistake not to use story as an essential 

framework in the teaching of language and communication? As we will see below, 

humans generally experience messages in stories as more understandable, interesting, 

enjoyable, and memorable. Story works as a most powerful way to put information 

into human brains. And story stands as a cultural universal that taps into both the 

emotional and logical sides of human brains. In a word, story packs a powerful 

impact. 
                                                           
1 The use of "we" follows "classic writing style" (Thomas & Turner, 2011 and Pinker, 2014), 
where the pronoun "we" refers to writers and readers in conversation and where writers direct 
the readers' gaze to something real in the world. Depending on context, "we" also refers to 
actions that the writers undertook in doing this research. 

QUIZ
Which text is story-logical and which text is non-story? 

Dogs are popular pets. A lot of people like dogs 
because they are smart. They learn tricks such as "sit," 
"wait," and "shake hands." There are many kinds of 
smart dogs: Labradors, Golden Retrievers, and 
Poodles. But Border collies are the smartest. Border 
Collies work with sheep. To do this work, they must 
listen to their master's words. They must follow 
directions. So, Border Collies are special. They are 
the smartest dogs for understanding language.

A
Maybe John Pilley loved dogs too much. John studied 
animals at university. And for 16 years, he worked with 
his dog Yasha. But now John held Yasha in his arms, 
and he cried, "My dear Yasha, don't die!" John did 
everything to save his dog. But Yasha was too old and 
sick. And when Yasha died, John felt his heart break.  
  
So, John promised himself, "I will never love a dog 
again." 

B Results of Study 1 + Replication Study

• Enjoyment 
• Students enjoyed the story-logic text more. 
• This result was strong in both studies and very unlikely 

to be random.

Results of Study 1 + Replication Study

• Character Likability 
• Students liked characters more in the story-logic text. 
• This result was strong in both studies and very unlikely 

to be random.

Results of Study 1 + Replication Study

• Difficulty 
• Students rated both texts as equally easy to read. 
• Any small differences were likely just due to chance. 
• Story-logic doesn’t seem to make texts harder.

Results of Study 1 + Replication Study

• Recall 
• Students remembered more from the story-logic text. 
• This result was strong in both studies and very unlikely 

to be random.

New in Second Study

• Empathy 
• Students connected more deeply with characters in the 

story-logic text. 
• This difference was strong and very unlikely to be 

random. 
• No clear difference for author’s intent, flow, or value 

of the text.
AI Border Collie Who Kinda Looks Like Chaser

More enjoyment, more character likability, 
better memory — with no extra difficulty.

Let's Define Story and Story-Logic

• A character with a goal 
• Meets problems, trouble, conflict, danger, risk, challenge 
• Attempted resolution, win or lose 
• So, here's our minimal formula that works across genres

(Gottschall, 2012) 

Character + Conflict + 
Attempted Extrication

What about a theory for 
story-logical language 

acquisition?
We best acquire 

language by 
understanding 

and...  

recounting 
messages 

infused with 
story-logic



Beyond Storytelling

• Applies to fiction -- of course 
• Works powerfully with non-fiction, too.  
• Works in biography, history, science writing, linguistics

Beyond Storytelling

• Energize any classroom task with story-logic 
•  Grammar, pronunciation, vocabulary, listening, 

speaking, writing, presentations, lesson structure... 
• And extensive reading

We Underuse Story-Logic

• Most teaching treats story as decoration 
• Story-logic is a natural scaffold for meaning-making 
• Story-logic boosts engagement and comprehension

How Story-Logic Boosts Learning

• Compelling Input – engaging with story-logical content 
maximizes attention and comprehension (Krashen, 2011) 

• Narrative Output – retelling and reconstructing stories 
in story-logical form strengthens learning. Fiorella & 
Mayer, (2016). 

• Schemas – story structures act as memory frameworks

The Perfect Marriage – Story-Logic and ER

• ER provides large, level-appropriate, enjoyable input 
• Story-logic boosts intrinsic motivation 
• Story-logic makes this input stick in memory

Meaning Focused Input

Meaning Focused Output

Fluency Development

Language Focus

Infused with STORY

NATION'S 4 STRANDS (Nation, 2013)

Meaning-Focused Input

• Use story-rich ER materials 
• Teach learners to understand story-logic (more later).  
• Help learners choose good stories or story-styled texts.  
• "Whisper" great stories to learners (Miller, 2009). 

Meaning-Focused Output

• Retelling from memory 
• Alternative endings and creative adaptations 
• Role-play key story scenes

Fluency Development

• Reread short, engaging stories for speed 
• Timed retellings to build ease and automaticity 
• Speed up read aloud with story-logical texts 
• Story-driven 4-3-2 retelling activities. 

Language Focus

• Teach grammar and vocabulary 
in story contexts 

• Story: "Jack climbed the 
beanstalk"  

• Target grammar: Past tense 
verbs (climbed, reached).

Language Focus

• Pop-up grammar tied to the 
narrative moment 

• "Dorothy was running home 
when the storm hit." 

• Notice: was running — is past 
continuous. We use it...

Choosing Story-Logical ER Texts

• Predicament-powered 

• Dilemma-driven, Incident-
embedded,  

• Problem, solution, result 
focused factual content

Spot the Story-Logic

• If learners understand story-logic, they can 
• better identify, understand, enjoy, and create stories.  
• So, how can we help learners spot the story-logic? 

Spot the Story-Logic

• Teach story-logic to learners.  
• Use the 3-step spotting guide (Character, Conflict, 

Attempted Resolution). 
• Practice with short arcs before tackling full texts.

4-step Story-Logic Spotting Guide

• (1) Character – Who is it? What do they want? 
• (2) Conflict – What’s in the way? 

• Inner and external problems, troubles, conflicts, 
dangers, risks, conflicts, etc.  

• (3) Attempted Resolution – How do they try to overcome?

The Wizard of Oz

A Kansas farm girl, Dorothy, is swept away by a killer storm. She 
lands in a strange land ruled by an evil witch. The witch sends 
wild animals to hunt her. The Dorothy's only goal: get home 
alive. She joins a scarecrow without a brain, a tin man without a 
heart, and a lion without courage. They fight through haunted 
forests, poisoned fields, and the witch’s traps. She attacks the 
witch’s lair, destroys her, and wins the power to return home.



Retell Stories with Story-Logic

• Who was the main character, and what did they want? 
• What was the main problem or danger?  
• What did the character do to solve it? 
• How did things end, and how was the character 

different?

Audience Try-Out – Story Versus Non-Story

• Read and recall a text with character, conflict, resolution 
• Read and recall a paragraph without story elements 
• Compare retention

The Lion King Story Arc

A young lion prince sees his father crushed in a 
stampede. His uncle plotted the kill. Hunters drive the 
young lion away. He escapes into the wild. He makes 
funny friends, and they help me grow up to be strong. 
He returns home. He strikes. He takes back his crown 
from his uncle and secures his family’s future.

Lion King Fact List

• Released in 1994 
• Directed by Roger Allers and Rob Minkoff 
• Produced by Walt Disney Feature Animation 
• Music by Elton John and Hans Zimmer 
• Stars Matthew Broderick as Simba 
• Voice of Mufasa: James Earl Jones 
• Won 2 Academy Awards 
• Box office: over $960 million worldwide

Quiz

• When was the film released? Who directed it? 
• Who played Simba’s voice? 
• What happened to the young lion’s father? 
• What drove the young lion away? Where did he go?

Plan Lessons and Classes with Story-Logic

• Learners are heroes; teacher is the guide (not the hero) 
• Frame lessons with Problem → Solution → Result. 

• Each topic reframed as "hero's challenge." 

Reading in the Liberal Arts - Spring, 2025.                                           Name: _______________________________ Student #____________________
Joseph Poulshock, PhD — Professor, Senshu University — School of International Communication — Email: the0933@senshu-u.jp 

With this portfolio, you track your progress. It's for you — not your teacher. Bring it to every class.

We often overdo grammar translation, drills, and test prep. But we really need to communicate with meaningful input, output, and fluency. In this 
class, you’ll grow language, culture, and thinking skills by responding to powerful stories at your level. You’ll respond through speaking, writing, 
problem-solving, presenting, and fluency practice. You’ll also do big, easy reading in and out of class—it’s the best way to power up your English.

Date Read stories, prep for quizzes *before* class. Date Read stories, prep for quizzes *before* class. 

4/16 Introduction, Goals, Portfolio, Survey 6/11 The Wisdom of Socrates 

4/23 How to Fail at Crossing Cultures! 6/18 The Post-Truth World

4/30 Beauty, Goodness, and Truth (Par ts 1-2) 
6/25

The Father of the Game Boy

5/7
How to Attain Presentation Zen (Step 3) QUIZZES: (4) The Wisdom of Socrates (5) The Post-Truth World

QUIZ: (1) How to Attain Presentation Zen (Step 3) 7/2 The Trial of Galileo (Step 2)

5/14 Make Communication More Fun 7/9 The Drama of Darwin (Step 2)

5/21 The Grammar of Jokes
7/16

Number 42 (Step 1)

5/28
Are Lectures Effective? QUIZZES: (6) The Trial of Galileo (Step 2) (7)  The Drama of Darwin (Step 2)

QUIZZES: (2) Make Communication More Fun (3) The Grammar of Jokes 7/23 Peer Presentations (Summarize a story in your own words)

6/4 Why Study History 7/30 Final Deadline for Big Reading and Quizzes

WORD COUNT LEVEL GAME — FILL IN ✍  OR CHECK ☑  BOXES AS YOUR WORD COUNT GROWS

Word Count 2K 4K 6K 8K 10K 12K 14K 16K 18K 20K 22K 24K 26K 28K 30K 32K 34K 36K 38K 40K 42K 44K 46K 48K 50K

LEVEL WHITE LEVEL YELLOW LEVEL GREEN LEVEL BLUE LEVEL PURPLE LEVEL

Progress □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □
Word Count 52K 54K 56K 58K 60K 62K 64K 66K 68K 70K 72K 74K 76K 78K 80K 82K 84K 86K 88K 90K 92K 94K 96K 98K 100K

LEVEL BRONZE LEVEL SILVER LEVEL GOLD LEVEL PLATINUM LEVEL DIAMOND LEVEL

Progress □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □
Point System 

20K=13 PTS 
100K=30 PTS

20K 21K 22K 23K 24K 25K 26K 27K 28K 29K 30K 35K 40K 45K 50K 55K 60K 65K 70K 75K 80K 85K 90K 95K 100K

13 13.5 14 14.5 15 15.5 16 16.5 17 17.5 18 18.5 19 19.5 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30

ATTENDANCE — 15 POINTS — Keep track of your own attendance. 

Dates 4/16 4/23 4/30 5/7 5/14 5/21 5/28 6/4 6/11 6/18 6/25 7/2 7/9 7/16 7/23 Total ↓

Points

QUIZZES — 30 POINTS —  (5 points extra possible) Track quizzes for ReadOasis stories DONE IN CLASS. See My Quizzes at ReadOasis. 

Quiz Quiz 1 Quiz 2 Quiz 3 Quiz 4 Quiz 5 Quiz 6 Quiz 7 Totals ↓

Score ____/5 ____/5 ____/5 ____/5 ____/5 ____/5 ____/5 ____/30

WORD COUNTS — 30 POINTS — Track word counts from the My Info Page at ReadOasis. Update the chart below every class. ____/30

ACTIVE LEARNING TASK — 15 POINTS (TBA — Presentation, Speed Reading, Listening Task, Essay, Other) ____/15

Write your total ATTENDANCE points from above. ____/15

READING RINGS — 10 POINTS (Scale: 75 rings = 10, 68 rings = 9, 60 rings = 8, 53 rings = 7, 45 rings = 6, 38 rings = 5, 30 rings = 4, 25 rings = 3, <25 rings = 0) ____/10

Calculate your total grade for the course. _____/100

How to Fail at Crossing Cultures!

• Problem: Students face misunderstandings, 
embarrassment, or culture shock abroad. 

• Solution: Learn common pitfalls and strategies to adapt. 
• Result: They can navigate new cultures with confidence 

and fewer mistakes.

The Grammar of Jokes

• Problem: Jokes in English fall flat or confuse learners. 
• Solution: Break down joke structure and timing. 
• Result: Students can tell (and understand) jokes that 

actually land.

The Father of the Game Boy

• People wanted the newest games. But one man turned old 
parts into something amazing. Sadly, few knew his name. 

• Gunpei Yokoi worked at Nintendo. He built the Game Boy. 
His big idea was “use old things in a new way.” 

• At first, co-workers laughed and called it useless. But the 
Game Boy spread around the world. It showed great ideas 
did not need new tools — only new thinking.

Stories stick
Story-logic 

makes language 
stick.

In Short

•When we engage with story-logical content, 
•It's no harder to process 
•We remember more 
•We like (& empathize with) characters more 
•And we simply enjoy it more

Thank You 
(Download PDF at ilinguist.net)
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