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Halim 2012). Stories have even been used to facilitate
communication and efficiency among members of an
organization (Gargiulo 2005). And stories have been
used in a wide range of subjects, such as economics (Col-
ander 2000), history (Wills 1992), chemistry (Kitson
2005), foreign languages (Mokhtar, Kamarulzaman, and
Halim 2012), nursing (Lordly 2007), and mathematics
(Borasi, Sheedy, and Siegel 1990). Despite numerous spe-
cific examples and particularly broad use in K–12 and in
professional training, stories can nurture student learn-
ing further if we view stories from a broader perspective.

Stories are useful in the classroom because humans
have a natural disposition for interpreting our experien-
ces as stories. For example, in a famous experiment,
Heider and Simmel (1944) showed that when shown a
movie depicting a series of geometric shapes moving
around on a screen, student observers attributed motives
and intentions to the shapes. Rather than interpret the
movements merely as a series of spatial shifts, students
saw individuals in conflict, with most interpreting the
movements as two men competing for a woman’s atten-
tion. We also experience stories not just in a novel or a
movie, but they also form the basis of dreams, marketing
pitches, songs, jokes, political commentary, legal cases,
gossip, dinner-table conversations, and more. Stated sim-
ply: humans are “storytelling animals” (Gottschall 2012).
Interpreting our world through a lens of characters,
action, and interaction is a fundamental part of our neu-
ropsychology (Mar 2004, 2011; Boyd 2009). We naturally
detect agency, be it as an opportunity or a threat. We
comprehend events before we can even speak. We natu-
rally recognize and discriminate among individuals and
evaluate relationships. And we are particularly attuned
to faces, emotions, and interactions. Neurons in our pre-
motor cortex called mirror neurons fire not just when we
perform an action but when we see another perform the
same action or even part of the action (Rizzolatti and
Craighero 2004). Quite literally, we see ourselves in
others. When presented with autobiographical informa-
tion, or when we attribute intentions and emotions to
characters, what psychologists call “theory-of-mind,” we
engage our hippocampus and much of our cerebral cor-
tex (Mar 2004; Rabin et al. 2010). Even just experiencing
the act of storytelling can engage our brain. Our brains
can be activated with metaphorical language (Lacey,
Stilla, and Sathian 2012). Stories can increase brain con-
nectivity (Berns et al. 2013) and synchronize the brains
of storyteller and listener (Stephens, Silbert, and Hasson
2010). They also allow us to simulate our social experien-
ces (Mar and Oatley 2008).

Our predisposition for story was likely adaptive for
our evolutionary ancestors. Living in small social groups,
they undoubtedly relied on social information. An

individual’s success would have been predicated on pre-
dicting the behavior and intentions of those with whom
they interact repeatedly. Boyd (2009, 134) discusses how
our minds “exist to predict what will happen next. They
mine the present for clues they can refine with help from
the past—



might be represented structurally as story D character C
predicament C attempted extrication (Gottschall 2012,
52). I employ this more general focus of story for several
reasons. A character- and resolution-driven perspective
comports with the general view offered by Boyd (2009)
and Gottschall (2012), who discuss evolutionary explana-
tions for the human predilection for story. It also corre-
sponds with the view often taken by cognitive
psychologists and neurobiologists who study the neuro-
psychology of stories. As Mar (2004) describes, the basic
elements of a story include an agent (character) that
experiences impediments and/or assistance toward a par-
ticular goal. It is this evolutionary and neuropsychologi-
cal predisposition that provides a broad foundation for
using stories to facilitate learning. Finally, taking a gen-
eral view of story simplifies the language and focuses the
aims of this article, which I intend for a broader audi-
ence. I assume a broader range of readers will have a gen-
eral sense of what is meant by “story” rather than
“narrative.”

Given our predisposition for stories and their
potential as a universal teaching tool, my goal in this
article is to offer a general, interdisciplinary “how-to”
article for using stories in the college classroom.
When viewed in a broader, more general context, sto-
ries may be applied in more creative ways to a wider
range of disciplines than is currently appreciated. I
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and provide a human element for them to associate the
day’s material. He argues that such “interest interludes”
add relevancy and increase the interest level for his stu-
dents, particularly in non-majors and introductory
courses.

When construed more broadly stories can also be
used to link broadly-related concepts (Table 2). When
teaching a particular concept, many of us likely share an



Challenges vary depending on the story used, how it is
used, and its relationship to course content. First, to
ensure a story has pedagogical utility, it should have a
clear objective, of which there could be many (Table 3).
Is it meant to entertain, connect to a broader trend or
concept, create an engaging element of surprise, or pro-
vide a problem-solving opportunity? Failing to consider
a story’s objective does not rule out a story being benefi-
cial, but it likely increases the risk it is ineffective. Stu-
dents may become disengaged and perceive the story as
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