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A Storyteller’s Approach to Teaching Character Education,  

Virtues and Values and History:  

Applies to Real-life and Not So Real Characters 
by Jim Weiss  greathallproductions.com 

 

A WORKSHOP WITH JIM WEISS 

 culture passes down its values through its 

stories. Stories that endure reflect universal 

values, epitomizing the highest standards of 

character development in making choices, problem 

resolution and critical thinking. These stories 

demonstrate thematic virtues such as perseverance, 

charity, compassion, faith, empathy, loyalty, honor, 

responsibility, etc. Children and adults have an 

insatiable need for stories that offer hope and 

direction for living clean, ethical lives.  As Henry 

David Thoreau wrote, “Tis the reader that makes the 

story good,” meaning that s/he can extract and 

apply the meaning that is pertinent to his/her life 

right now. 

 

THE OUTLOOK OF THE STORY 

ome stories have clear meanings.  Aesop's 

fables, certain Zen stories, or Native-  American 

teaching tales are good examples.  In these, one 

has the option of stating the moral, as is often done in 

fables, or of having a character state it. When I tell 

"The Tortoise and the Hare," I have the tortoise tell 

the hare that, "slow and steady wins the race." 

In other stories, the moral is there, but may be less 

explicitly stated. For example, one can tell Greek 

myths as grand sagas, straightforward adventures, 

comic folk tales, or as a mixture thereof; but always, 

they offer an opportunity to learn from the 

character’s choices. When I tell a Hercules story, 

whether to adults or children, I portray the serious 

events that drove Hercules on his road in the first 

place; act out the astounding action scenes of his 

Labors; delineate the diverse characters he 

encounters; and lighten all this with the humor that is 

intrinsic to Hercules’ character. Always, however, at 

the core of the story is the character’s growth. 

Hercules knows that everyone is given some special 

gift or talent, yet unwisely misuses his own gift of 

strength, causing pain to himself. and others. His 

adventures thus constitute a learning process that 

brings the wisdom he needs to use his gift positively, 

live harmoniously and contribute to the world. I bring 

out this element of the myth, but stop short of 

announcing the moral in an Aesop-like statement. 

 

JIM WEISS’ RECIPE FOR A STORY 

 have come to believe that 99% of the stories you 

and I know, or will ever know, follow the same 

essential structure. The details change a story from, 

say, a mystery to a fairy tale, but the inherent 

structure is the same. So in interpreting an existing 

story, or creating an original story, here are the 

ingredients that must be included, and upon which 

you can embellish with colorful details. 

 

BEGINNING (in which we learn about the main 

character prior to the main events) 

 Meet the main character(s) and see what is 

distinctive about him/her. This person’s nature will 

determine the course of the story, dictating how s/he 

meets challenges. (Examples: Sherlock Holmes’ 

ability to observe details and draw conclusions; 

Scarlett O’Hara’s selfishness; Robin Hood’s loyalty 

and courage.) 

 Determine the time and place of the story 

 Who tells the story (a narrator; a character; 

alternating characters?) 

 Whose story is it? (The Wizard of Oz is not 

about the wizard!) 

 What event propels the character(s) into the 

journey to follow? 

MIDDLE (in which most action and character 

development occur) 

 Someone offers information or tools to help 

the hero/heroine 
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 Challenges confront the character, generally 

growing more difficult or meaningful 

 How the character meets challenges will be 

based on his/her essential nature or skills, which we 

learned about at the beginning of the story 

 The character’s opportunity to learn or grow 

from the process 

 The Turning Point, when the character faces 

the culminating challenge 

END (in which we see the results and learn any 

lessons) 

 The moment of "AHA!" where it all comes 

together, and we see if, and how, the earlier 

elements allow the character to face that culminating 

challenge 

 Resolution of events leading up to this point 

 Changes in the characters’ situation(s) as a 

result of the resolution 

 Lesson or moral, either stated or implied 

 

THE STORYTELLER'S INTERPRETATION 

he audience expects the storyteller to offer an 

interpretation of the story.  How far you go in this 

often depends on the source and on the 

audience. In telling a piece first written or told by a 

particular author, one ought to be mindful of the 

author’s intent or perspective. A fairy tale, folk tale, 

myth or legend may appear in many versions, 

allowing a teller more flexibility or choice in shaping 

a telling. Similarly, some stories can be successfully 

told in different ways for audiences of different ages 

or levels of sophistication; others may simply be 

inappropriate for certain audiences. 

 

APPLYING STORYTELLING TO READING ALOUD 

he mere physical presence of a book can be very 

comforting to an audience of young listeners.  

Seeing an adult lovingly handle and read from a 

book can have a soothing, magical effect and serves 

as an unspoken endorsement of reading. This is a 

sure way to help build a new generation of book 

readers. 

Many of the tools you bring to "telling" a story also 

apply when reading aloud. Even if you plan to read 

the text word for word, you might: 

 Read the story ahead of time. Try to fit the 

story to the audience’s level; anticipate audience 

questions; add appropriate related activities, such as 

songs, sound effects, finger games, creative 

dramatics, movement exercises, related visual art 

projects, etc. 

 Stop to ask thoughtful questions, or to briefly 

clarify a point. Be sure to renew the mood afterward 

by saying, “Now were were we?” or “Well, let’s see 

if that is what Jack actually did,” etc. 

 Discuss points of special interest after the 

story. (“That’s a great question. Let’s talk about it 

after we see what happened to Rapunzel.”) 

 Substitute or simplify words or phrases that 

might be too difficult or verbose for your audience 

 Make the presentation clearer, and more 

enjoyable, with a variety of character voices by 

changing pitch, volume, pacing. Consider what it is 

about the character that you wish your listener to 

know, and how a voice could indicate this quality. 

Even slight alterations can signal a different 

character. This also permits you to leave out phrases 

such as ”asked the queen” once the listeners know 

the voices. 

 

AFTER THE STORY 

t is important to encourage students to think 

critically about the story and its outcome. Ask 

meaningful questions (“How does this story apply 

to your life today?” “Was Jack right to steal back the 

things the giant had stolen from Jack’s family?”) 

Encourage students to compare and contrast the 

story’s values, such as kindness vs. selfishness. 

Present provocative questions (“What would you 

have done?” “What might this person have done 

differently, and why?”) As an alternative, go back to 

a point in the story at which the character had to 

make a choice, particularly a moral choice, and 

make up a new ending based upon what s/he might 

otherwise have done. This is fun, and also teaches 

that our choices bring varied consequences. 

It is important to realize that we need not explicitly 

examine every story we tell for the lessons it contains. 

Children who grow up with stories that exemplify 

positive values become accustomed to working on 

that level, even when the adults in that child’s life do 

not introduce the subject. These children will begin to 

ask the right questions themselves about the stories 

they hear or read, and eventually, they will ask those 

questions about the actions of those they encounter in 

their own lives. 
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Similarly, readers or listeners above a very young 

age are not well-served by painting our heroes or 

heroines as nearly perfect. One becomes heroic only 

by overcoming ones flaws or weaknesses in order to 

achieve a worthwhile goal, and unrealistically 

idealized heroes may be beyond our capacity to 

emulate. From the Bible to modern historical figures, 

the greatest inspirational stories tell of seemingly 

average people who achieve great things. 

 

THE POWER OF STORIES 

he unique power of stories to teach rests in the 

fact that they touch our minds and our emotions 

simultaneously. We have all been confronted 

with lists of raw data to memorize, such as columns 

telling the dates of certain historical incidents. We 

may learn such abstractions, but without some 

context or a demonstrable use for them in our own 

lives, we may not retain them. 

A story provides that context. This may occur 

because we see an obvious, specific application to 

what we are doing at the time. However, even if the 

challenges faced by the characters in the story are 

not those we are facing, the process of how they 

face the challenges provides lessons in what does or 

does not work, and about what will or will not 

ultimately help us to feel good about the kinds of 

decisions we make. 

 

STORYTELLING: REFLECTIONS ON CHARACTER 

DEVELOPMENT AND VALUES 

im Weiss has dedicated his life’s work to telling 

stories that have endured since the beginning of 

civilization. All of Jin’s stories reflect character 

development and strong values that epitomize the 

highest standards especially in making difficult 

choices, problem resolution, and critical thinking. In 

this workshop, Jim will tell stories that exemplify 

virtues such as perseverance, charity, compassion, 

faith, empathy, honor, and more. Jim will reference 

literature that is pertinent to the CK curriculum 

Critical Thinking Component: Provocative questions 

like: “Was Jack right to steal back the things that the 

giant stole from his family?”   Tortoise and the 

Hare…”Is justice always served? What happens 

when it’s not?” 

Project Idea: Students can collect quotations in a 

“Quotation Journal” of quotes that personally 

resonate with them and can add a comment about 

the virtues associated with each quote 

Concepts: Unfaithfulness vs loyalty; anger vs 

meekness (self control); alertness vs carelessness; 

availability vs self-centeredness; Kindness vs 

selfishness; compassion vs indifference; decisiveness 

vs procrastination; dependability vs inconsistency; 

forgiveness vs rejection; generosity vs stinginess; 

harshness vs gentleness; loyalty vs unfaithfulness; 

resourcefulness vs wastefulness; truthfulness vs 

deception (From Achieving True Success: How to 

Build Character as a Family,  

www.focusoncharacter.org) 

Other Concepts: Diligence, gratitude, hope, 

heroism, wonder, love of country, graciousness, joy, 

courage, mercy, wisdom 

Core Virtues: Mary Beth Klee, www.linkinstitute.org 

(very attuned to CK stories and virtues) 

Especially Applicable Core Knowledge History: Abe 

Lincoln, Thomas Jefferson, Archimedes, Old 

Testament figures, 

Especially Applicable Core Knowledge Language 

Arts: Aesop, Greek Mythology, Emperor’s New 

Clothes, Little Red Hen, A Christmas Carol, King 

Arthur, Romeo and Juliet, Jack and the Beanstalk, 

Arabian Nights 
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A PARTIAL BIBLIOGRAPHY AS RECOMMENDED BY 

JIM WEISS 

This list of materials serves as a beginning of a 

wonderful collection of resources for making history, 

language arts, storytelling, character education 

come alive 

Greathall Productions, 800 477-6234 

www.greathall.com 

Award-winning storytelling recordings by Jim Weiss 

featuring classical literature, history and science 

Bauer Wise, Susan and Jessie Wise. The Well-
Trained Mind, A Guide to Classical Education. New 

York, NY: Norton, 2004 

Bauer Wise, Susan. Story of the World v. I-IV. New 

York, NY: Peace Hill Press, 2005 

(An excellent guide to presenting curriculum including 

HISTORY. A concise, family/student-friendly, history 

of the world in story/text format. A fantastic 

reference as well as an interesting read. Available in 

paperback and audio) 

Durant, Will. The Story of Civilization v1-11. New 

York, NY: Simon & Schuster 

(An excellent eleven-volume account of world history 

a fantastic reference that is available at many public 

libraries. This is the first reference Jim turns to for 

overview, and returns to for interesting details) 

PrestonSpeed Publications  570 726-7844 

www.prestonspeed.com 

Publisher of highest quality Henty books, and a 

wonderful new magazine, The Captain, A Journal of 

History and Literature for the Whole Family 

Brown, Hazel and Brian Cambourne. Read and 
Retell; A strategy for the whole-language/natural 
learning classroom. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 

1990 

(A parent resource on teaching children how to 

assess what they read and re-tell, using their own 

words, feelings and thoughts) 

Bellerophon Books 800 253-9943 High quality 

coloring, art and cut out books. Related to literature 

and history 

Interact 800 359-0961 www.teachinteract.com. 

Publishes creative SOCIAL STUDIES 

packets/simulation 

Teacher Created Materials  PO Box 1040 , 

Huntington Beach CA 92647. Publisher of  Thematic, 

Social Studies, Cross Curriculum, Literature Units  and 

Assessment Books that promote creativity and critical 

thinking 

Candlewick Press Cambridge, MA (ISBN: 0-7636-

0055-5). Publisher of  The Roman News, and other 

titles in a very exciting set of books that depict all 

aspects of life at various times in ancient history 

Kelly, C. Brian. Best little stories from the Civil War : 
more than 100 true stories. Naperville, IL: 

Cumberland House, c2010 

(More than 125 stories about the American 

Revolution that depict the war and its holistic effect 

on all the participants. Other titles include The Civil 

War. ISBN: 1-58182-006-2) 

Meyer, Lisa. Quotes for Kids: Today’s Interpretations 
of Timeless Quotes Designed to Nurture the Young 
Spirit. Hershey, PA: Reach Press, 1998 

(A book of quotes from  famous people in literature 

and history with thought-provoking commentary. The 

quotes are organized into character/virtue genres) 

Running Press Book Publishers   800 345-5359 

(Highest quality coloring books featuring literature 

and history) 

Dailey, Sheila. Tales of Tools: The Power of Story in 
the Classroom. The National Storytelling Association. 

Jonesborough, TN: National Storytelling Press, 1994 

Tierney, Tom. Paper Dolls  ISBN: 0-486-40372-6  

Titles such as  Nicholas and Alexandra 

Klee, Mary Beth. Core virtues: A literature-based 
program in character education (K-6). Redwood 

City, CA: The Link Institute, 2000. 

(A beautiful program that examines virtues like 

courage, responsibility, gratitude, stewardship, 

hope, etc. and how these apply to all people at all 

times. Includes a comprehensive resource guide) 

Achieving True Success; How to Build Character as a 

Family. Although the implication of this book is for 

families, it is a great reference for Character 

Education in the classroom ISBN 0-9679941-0-1, 

www.charactercities.org 

Chinaberry Book Service, inc. 800 776-2242. A 

superb consumer catalog featuring books, audio, 

etc., categorized by age 

Moore, Robin. Awakening the Hidden Storyteller. 
Boston, MA: Shambhala, 1991 

(Particularly strong in shaping family history into 

stories and creating new stories) 

Zorn, Stephen. Bulfinch's Mythology Coloring Book. 

Philadelphia, PA: Running Press, 2002 
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(Greek myth texts with coloring pages, based on the 

Bulfinch classic text on mythology) 

Sawyer, Ruth. The Way of the Storyteller. New York, 

NY: Viking Press, 1962 

(A classic book that offers time-tested ideas, 

techniques and examples) 

Mooney, Bill and David Holt. The Storyteller’s Guide. 

Little Rock, AR: August House,  1996 

(A comprehensive resource guide for all aspects of 

storytelling) 


