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Introduction

➢ All storytelling is interactive, it’s one of the defining features of the art form.

➢ Adults and children naturally want to share their “half” of the storytelling conversation

 The difference is that adults will wait until the end of the story, children want to jump in right away

➢ Interactive Storytelling is where the teller prepares the story and the audience for a higher amount of 
interaction during the telling, thus creating an outlet for the audience’s response(s) to the story. 

 This is ideal for young children (PreK-5th grade) because you work with the child’s natural 
impulses, not against, to tell the story together. You create an outlet for “interruptions” to become 
“interactions,” a good behavior that adds to the overall experience.

 Preparing happens in two parts: 
 Pre-presentation Prep
 Preparing the Audience

Why

➢ General benefits of Storytelling

 Storytelling is a pre-literacy skill
 Storytelling is a time-tested tool for social-emotional learning (SEL)
 Increases learning retention

➢ Benefits of Interactive Storytelling

 Interactive Storytelling increases the amount of learning retention by activating more areas of the 
brain, by being an active participant in the story

 It gives children a sense of co-ownership and increases confidence in their own telling or writing 
ability. It empowers the child “story-helper”

 Gives kids guided interactions, how to participate in the storytime in a way that’s good behavior, 
rewarded behavior. Creates a more positive overall experience.

 Students often spend the day in “crowded isolation.” Interactive Storytelling gives students a voice, 
and outlet during their day, and a chance to move around depending on the interaction you introduce.

 Keeps the child’s attention – and helps you gauge if they’re still paying attention!
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Pre-Presentation Prep

➢ All storytelling involves 1 of 3 types of preparation:

 Improvisation 
 Scripted/Memorization
 Extemporaneous (blend of the prior two)

➢ Interactive Storytelling for Young Children utilizes extemporaneous preparation

 Extemporaneous prep allows you to have the structure, the plot, already but there’s room for you & 
the child audience to fill in your own details. 

 According to storyteller Mij Byram, one of the key differences between telling stories to adults 
verses children is that “Adults want you to paint the picture for them. Children don’t. They want 
action. They can fill in the details themselves.” By utilizing this approach you allow the children to 
fill in the details for you as a part of the storytelling experience.

➢ In your Interactive Storytime, you should expect to:

 Find and prepare some planned interactions beforehand
 Expect the kids to do some impromptu interactions 
 You can improv some interactions in the moment (as long as it does not violate the story)

➢ Considerations for selecting a story (or stories):  

 Tell a story you like or love. 
“A children’s story enjoyed only by children is a bad children’s story.” ~C.S. Lewis

 What is the purpose of the event or storytime? Can you incorporate interaction that reinforces the 
purpose of the event? (“To Have Fun” is an acceptable reason for having an event!)

 Age & Abilities of the Audience. Be sure that your interactions are something they can do.

 Time restraints. Interactions add to your overall time. If your time restraint is 15 minutes, the story 
itself shouldn’t be longer than 10 minutes. Give time for the interactions when calculating the overall
time.

 If you’re telling more than one story, what is the continuity between the stories? Is there an 
interaction you can add to increase the continuity? (Ideally, if I’m telling more than one story, I try to
have 1-2 call & response that is done for the entire storytime, plus 1-2 interactions for each story 
[that can be improvised])

http://www.storytellermistymator.com/
mailto:storytellermistymator@gmail.com


Interactive Storytelling for Young Children Workshop
conducted by Misty Mator

www.storytellermistymator.com
storytellermistymator@gmail.com

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 Does the story have multiple opportunities for interaction? Is there an opportunity for interactions 
within the first few minutes? If you choose a “grand” call & response, make sure the children have 
multiple chances to do the response within the first few minutes of the first story.

➢ Types of Interaction:

 All types of interaction can be categorized into 1 of 3 types:
 Audience supplied
 Call & Response
 Discussion (normally after the story)

 Interactions can be done individually or as a group

➢ Finding Call & Response Interactions in a Story:  

 Is there a theme/moral/purpose? 
 Are there numbers or counting? Spelling?
 Are there sound effects? Can there be
 Movements that represent sounds, waves, actions (gestures or American Sign Language) 

*movements are particularly effective over Zoom/online shows
 Songs?
 Decide your “call” word or action and their “response” 

➢ Finding Audience Supplied Interactions in a Story:  

 Names of characters, places, items
 Colors, descriptions of places
 Describe a scene (food at a banquet, items in a store, etc)

➢ While you can call on individuals, give opportunities for everyone to participate (group call & response 
will do this)

Things to Remember before the Show:

➢ Be Yourself! Kids can smell fake a mile away. Whatever your personality is, let that shine through. It 
adds to the story, and kids enjoy all kinds of tellers.

➢ Experience the story with the kids. This is guided tandem-telling through play. Be in the moment with 
the kids, and they will be too.

➢ Even with guided interactions, there will be interruptions when performing for kids! That is OK, and is
not a sign that you are doing poorly. It can, in fact, be a sign that you are doing very well!
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➢ Kids are more important than the story. They are the focus of the event. The story serves the kids, not 
the other way around (although it may look like the kids are serving the story, they’re actually serving 
each other). You’re there to create a positive experience for the kids.

Preparing the Audience

➢ Preparing your Audience before the show starts is a key element to the success of an Interactive 
Storytime!

➢ Set the stage that something special is happening to get attention
 Costuming
 Music
 Incorporate something funny up front

➢ Inviting to Interact (setting expectations)  

 Expectations should be:
 short & simple
 easy to meet
 easy for everyone to understand

 Ensure adequate safe space, wiggle room, be kind

 Put phrasing in positive terms: 
 what you want them to do, as opposed to what you don’t (“make the story magic loud when it needs 

to be loud, and quiet when it needs to be quiet” as opposed to “don’t talk”)

 Introduce & Demonstrate the Call & Response
 Let them practice
 Compliment them on a good job
 Be prepared to do their response with them, especially the PreK-3rd group

 Repeat this step if introducing a new call & response before a new story

➢ Throughout the Storytime  

 Look for instances of good behavior, reward it, call attention to it, as individuals or especially to the 
group

 Once you’ve established call & response, you can do impromptu invitations (either planned or 
improvised, ex: “stir the cauldron with me!”)

 Use mirroring to help guide children’s behavior & interactions during the story
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 Never respond in a way that makes you look good at the child’s expense. 

➢ At the End of the Storytime  

 Thank them for telling the story with you & compliment them again on a job well done!

Responding to Interruptions

➢ Interruptions are a part of storytelling

 Episodic ballads and epics and wonder tales – those breaks are technically “interruptions”

 Folktales were told while people were engaging in everyday tasks, these kinds of interruptions 
shaped the short length of some tales.

 You will have more interruptions telling stories at home and at family events than in a formal 
performance setting, especially if you are the child’s primary caregiver. It’s traditional, it’s a part of 
the package. That does not mean you’re doing it wrong.

 Storytelling creates connection. While a child may start telling about their personal fishing trip when
you call for an Audience Supplied answer, the fact they’re telling you about that fishing trip means 
you’ve successfully established connection. 

➢ Address the Motive behind the Interruption  

 Desire to be validated, acknowledged
 Desire for power

 Tools to use:
• Reflective Listening
• Quick Acknowledgment
• Respond to wanted behaviors
• Relinquish Power & Give a Job
• Mirroring

• Note on when your own child is in the audience:
• Give them “special” job or knowledge beforehand
• Be in situations where another adult can be their guide
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➢ What if there is a child within the group not doing the Interactions?

 Do not force them to participate.

 Children can be reserved or extroverted. That does not mean they are having a bad time. They are 
still a part of the group. 

 Once one has volunteered for individual participation, give instructions, not further requests. “Please
pull on the cord” verses “Would you be okay with pulling on the cord?”

 Sometimes children take time to warm up to you, or are internal processors. You might be surprised 
with what they bring up in discussion afterwards or to you personally after the storytime

Additional Resources:

Kid Control: Behavior Management for Children’s Entertainers by Julian Franklin
Dressing the Naked Hand: The World’s Greatest Guide to Puppets, Puppetry, and Puppeteering by Amy White
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