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P ART SIX focuses on narration, or story-telling.  In what situations and for what purposes might we                 
need or want to narrate a story?  

1. To tell the truth about an event that really happened—to the police or in a court of law; to                    
someone in a position of authority; to a reporter; and in other situations. 

2. To make good conversation by sharing our real experiences—to reveal something about                       
ourselves, to make a point, or to help someone else avoid danger or a mistake. 

3. To entertain someone—perhaps a sick person, a child, a friend, or a new acquaintance at a party.  

To be effective, the language of narration should be well-organized. To be as clear, we should probably               
tell stories in time order—beginning with the setting or situation and then describing the events one after 
another as they happened. We should check that our listeners are following our sequence of events.  
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The best stories make a point, communicate a 
message, or “teach a lesson.” So that our listeners 
get our point, we should be careful not to leave out 
any significant events. On the other hand, we 
shouldn’t include irrelevant details—those not 
pertinent or unimportant to the sequence of the 
narrative or its significance. A story with too many 
words—or with a lot of repetition—will confuse 
listeners. They’ll get lost—or miss the message.  

There are several kinds of stories:  

A TRUE STORY. When we narrate a sequence                   
of events that really happened, either a true story 
from the news or a personal experience, we 
should be truthful and accurate in our 
description. Unless it’s clearly for exaggerated 
entertainment purposes, “fake news” can be 
damaging or destructive.   

A FICTION STORY. When we tell a story to 
please people, we can change or add details.                       
We can also use our voice—and our timing—to 
make the story more exciting or funnier.  

A JOKE OR AN ANECDOTE. An amusing story 
with a punch line is the most difficult to tell 
successfully. That’s because each detail is 
important, and good timing is essential—                            
if we want listeners to laugh.  

Do you want to be a good story-teller? Here are 
some pointers from “the experts.” 

 Narrate your story for your listeners, not for 
yourself.  As in all speech-making, consider your 
audience. Are you talking to adults or to children,       
to native or to non-native speakers of English?                 
In any case, tell the events in a style that they  
will understand. If your listeners are not following your narrative, go back to clarify some 
points. Otherwise, your point or “punch line” (joke) will “fall flat.” 

 Use your voice skillfully to make your meaning clear.  If your story is exciting, speak with  
enthusiasm or emotion. If it is serious, tell it in a calm or serious tone. Raise and lower your 
voice, speed up or slow down, and pause before an important event or point—in order to get 
your audience more involved in your narrative. But don’t laugh at your own joke while you are 
telling it! 

 Especially if you are talking to children, use 
facial expressions and gestures to “punctuate” 
the story.  Mere words, especially when spoken 
in a monotone, may put listeners to sleep.                    
To keep your listeners interested, “tell” your 
story with more than just your mouth moving.  

Where can we hear 
examples of Narrative 

Story-Telling? 
Everyday conversation: ordinary or 

unusual events (an accident, an 
emergency, a crime, etc.)  

Social events: speakers’ or other  
conversational anecdotes and jokes 

Story-telling sessions for children, 
at schools, in public libraries, etc.  

Television: news programs, 
documentaries like “survivor 
stories,” talk shows, interviews 
about people’s experiences,        
stand-up comedy routines that 
include jokes 

Video: Stories, usually for kids,  
often animated or acted out.  

Radio: news and news feature 
programs, story-telling shows 
(usually for children) and book 
readings.  

Audio: Full and condensed      
readings of fiction books—for 
children or adults.   
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SAMPLE SPEECHES 6B 
FORM: Fiction Stories 1-5   

TOPIC: Fables and Anecdotes (Jokes)  

W ell, I guess I get the point—“there’s strength in unity.” But I have a story with a better 
lesson. Here it is . . . . 

STORY 2: The Two Travelers and the Bear 
One evening, while two travelers were walking through the forest, the first man was feeling a little 

scared. “It’s getting dark. This may be dangerous,” he told his companion. “But there are two of us, and 

we are good friends. If we stick together, we’ll be safe.” 

Wouldn’t you know it? At that moment, a bear suddenly showed up. The first traveler yelled. Without 

thinking about his companion, he climbed up a tree. The second man knew he didn’t have a chance alone 

against a bear, so he threw himself down on the ground. Without moving and hardly breathing, he lay still. 

He had heard somewhere that a bear will not touch “dead meat.” 

The bear sniffed at him, walked around him, and pushed at his head and body with his nose. The man held 

his breath. After a few minutes, the bear growled quietly and left. He thought the man was dead. 

With a sign of relief, the first traveler climbed down from the tree. “Whew,” he 
said, laughing. “That was close. What was that bear saying to you when his mouth 
was at your ear?” 

“He told me about friendship,” said the second man. “He said never to trust anyone 
who says he will stand by you and then runs away as soon as there is trouble.”  

STORY 1: THE BUNDLE OF STICKS 
A old man knew he was going to die, so he called his three sons to his bedside. They were always 
fighting, and it made the man sad to think that his family would not be living in peace after he 
was gone. So he asked the oldest son to gather a bundle of sticks and tie them together. 
To please his father, the young man did what he was told. “Now,” said the father. “Break 
those sticks.”  
The oldest son tried and tried to break the bundle, but he couldn’t do it. The second 
son tried and failed, too. The third son took his turn and was unable to break a 
single stick. 

“Untie the bundle,” said the father. “Now see if you can break the separate sticks.” 
All three of the brothers took some of the sticks and broke them easily.  
“Do you get my point?” asked the father, with a weak smile. “If you fight and go 
your separate ways, you will be weak, and anyone can come along and break you. 

Y eah, yeah . . . . I get it. It’s like the old saying, “Misfortune tests the sincerity of friends”                 
Let me give that one a little thought . . . .  

W hat you just 
said reminds 

me of a story. Let’s 
see. . . . How does it 
go? Oh, yeah. It goes 
like this. . . .  
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T hat’s pretty awful—and who hasn’t heard that old joke before? Anyway, speaking of speaking, 
here’s another story. . . . 

STORY 4: “An ‘F’ Grade” 
A student in a college speech class prepared a long time to give the sixth speech in the course—an 
amusing story or anecdote. But when it was his finally his turn to speak, he was so nervous he left                 out the most important details. He repeated himself times. He added irrelevant facts. He talked too     
fast, and most of the class had trouble following his narrative. He talked much too long. And just                 when it was time for the punch line, he lowered his voice, so no one got the joke. There 
was no laughter—only embarrassed silence. The speaker got an “F” grade on his speech. 
“Hey, that’s not fair,” he protested loudly and clearly. “I don’t think a deserve an ‘F’. 
“Neither do I,” said the instructor. “But that’s the lowest grade available.” 

STORY 3: “The Joke-Writers Convention” 

A friend of mine invited me to a meeting of the best joke writers in the city. “You’ll love their 

humor,” he encouraged. “They’re the funniest group of guys and gals I’ve ever heard.” 

When we arrived in a large meeting hall, one of the joke writers was making his way to the stage.  

He walked up to the microphone, took a deep breath, and then said loudly, “Seventy-three!”  

The audience burst into laughter. A second writer went up to the mic, called out “forty-eight,” and 

again the listeners laughed long and hard. Others got up on the stage and shouted out, “nineteen,”                

“a hundred two,”  “two hundred eight-eight,” or some other number. Each time, the speaker was 

rewarded with laughter, appreciation, and sometimes even applause. 

“All right,” I said, mystified. “What’s going on here?” 

“This is the annual convention of comedy writers,” my friend explained. “They’ve heard or thought of 

all the good jokes in the world,  so they’ve numbered the best ones. To save time, all a speaker has 

to do is call out a number. The audience remembers the joke and has a good time with it” 

“Well, that sounds pretty easy,” I smiled. I want to try it too. So before my friend could stop me, I 

was out of my seat, on the stage, and in front of the microphone. Confidently, I said, “Seventy-six.” 

There was dead silence. No one even giggled or cracked a smile. Embarrassed, I tried to save 

myself. “Two hundred twenty!” I shouted out with enthusiasm.  

Again—nothing but an audience of silent, serious faces. 

“Twenty-nine!” “Fifty!” “A thousand three hundred six!”                 

Not a grin or a sound. Totally humiliated, I left the stage and 

went back to my seat. My  friend was red in the face with 

embarrassment. 

“Wh...What happened?” I asked. “I did exactly what 

everyone else did! Why didn’t anyone laugh?” 

“Well, I guess it’s all in the delivery,” was the answer.  

H ere’s an old, old joke . . . .  Stop me if you’ve heard it. . . . 
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H a, ha, ha. That’s an old joke too! It’s not bad, but I don’t think much of your delivery. 
Anyway, I’ve got a better one.... 

C OMPREHENSION CHECK: Did you get the point of Sample Speeches 6B—the lesson 
or moral of Stories 1 and 2 and the humor or joke of Stories 3-5? Then answer 

these questions about each story in as few words as possible: 

1. What is the point, the lesson or moral, or the joke of story? Why do you think so? 

 

 

2. Do you get the humor (find the story funny)? Why or why not?  

STORY 5: “Apple Pie & Coffee” 

For the first time in his life, a man from “the old country” was coming to visit his sister in                             

the United States. The newcomer knew no English. He arrived in New York on Friday evening and                  

spent a pleasant weekend with  relatives. But when Monday morning came, his sister had to get                     

back to work, so the man had to amuse himself—alone—in herapartment. He got very bored. 

When the sister got home from work, her bored brother begged her to teach him a few words of 

English so that he could go out on his own the next day. She did. She sat down with her brother                    

and taught him—slowly and carefully—to pronounce the phrase “Apple pie and coffee, please.” Again 

and again, he repeated the phrase, “Apple pie and coffee, please”—until he could say it clearly—with                 

a New York accent. Then—the next day while his sister was at work, he ventured out on the street                

on his own—for the first time. He went into a nearby coffee shop and sat down at a table. When                   

the waiter came to take his order, he pronounced the words slowly and clearly, “Apple pie and     

coffee, please.” To his delight, the waiter soon brought him a sweet dessert and a good, strong                   

cup of coffee. He ate and drank and then went home. 

The very next day, he did the same thing. He went to the same coffee shop, sat down, ordered                   

“apple pie and coffee” from the same waiter, ate and drank it happily, and left. And the next day,   

too—again he ordered “apple pie and coffee.” And the next...and the next...and the next.  

Finally, he grew very, very tired of “apple pie and coffee.” So when his sister got home from                     

work that day, he begged her to teach him more English—something else to order at the coffee                     

shop. Again, she was happy to help him. Slowly and carefully, the brother learned to pronounce                     

the phrase, “A chicken sandwich, please.”  

Happily, the next day, the visitor went back to the very same coffee shop. This time, he sat at                        

a different table, and a waitress came to take his order. “A chicken sandwich, please,” the man                  

said as clearly as he could.  

“Sure, honey,” answered the waitress quickly. “Will that be on white, 

wheat, or rye bread—or a roll? Do you want it with mayo or mustard? 

Tomato and lettuce? Pickles on the side? And will that                

be with potato salad, cole slaw, or fries? 

The visitor was silent for a moment. Then he said—                 

slowly and carefully, “Apple pie and coffee, please.”  
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I NSTRUCTIONS: For this “Game of Gossip,” you will need a collection of short 
fiction stories (for children or adults), anecdotes (amusing stories with a point 

or “lesson”), or jokes based on a “universal” kind of humor. To practice retelling 
fiction, follow these steps:   

1. Work in groups of three. Each speaker will receive a card with a different fiction  
story, anecdote, or joke on it. Read your selection for meaning. Before you try to tell 
it to others, make sure you get the point or the humor! It you don’t get the “message” 
or the joke, choose another selection to read and retell.  

2. To be successful in this fiction story chain activity, your must get your listener to 
react appropriately—either with fear, a tear, a sigh, laughter, or at least a grin.     
How can you be sure to do this? Think about the best way to get across the 
“atmosphere,” the point, or the joke. Plan to use the right tone of voice, to explain 
the events clearly, to emphasize the important words and sentences, and to pause at 
the right times to make sure your listener is following your narrative. Especially if you 
are retelling an anecdote or joke, pause before you deliver the punch line!  

3. In your group of three, tell your narrative in your own words to the person on your 
right. You can look at your notes or your story, but don’t read 
your card aloud.  Your listener may ask for repetition or 
clarification to make sure he or she is following the narrative 
correctly. Did your listener “get the point or the joke?”      
Check it out before he or she tries to retell the story                 
the second time.  

4. Pay attention as your listener retells your story to the third 
person in your group. You can help him or her to be accurate 
or just jot down suggestions for later.   

 ORAL PRACTICE 6B 
FORM: Retelling Stories in the “Game of Gossip,” etc.   

TOPIC: Fiction with a Point        

 



 



NOTES: To make a set of fiction cards for games, collect selections of about the same 
length and difficulty from magazines, short-short fiction story books, human interest 
magazines, joke books, or appropriate online sources. For continuity in this activity,  
the selections might all be of the same kind—perhaps horror, adventure, or love 
stories; folk tales or fables from various cultures; or “clean” anecdotes or jokes.                  
On each card, paste up a different selection. Number the cards, starting with 1.   
Each group receives the same or a different set of three story cards for this activity. 
(Keep the cards for review and use in other kinds of story-telling later on.)   
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5. Finally, listen carefully as the third person in your group retells your fiction story to you. 
Is the story essentially the same as the one you read and told originally? If not, discuss 
the differences—in both content and story-telling style. Where and how did the story 
change? Whose version was most effective? Why? 

6. So that all group members get a chance to tell  the stories they read—and to hear their 
stories retold—repeat Steps 3 to 5 two more times. (a) The second group member tells 
his or her story to the third person, that speaker retells the same 
story to the first member, and the first person retells it to the 
original story-teller. (b) The third group member narrates his or                   
her story to the first, who tells it to the second, who tells it back     
to the original speaker.  

7. If there is time, a few speakers can retell 
the three different stories to the whole 
group or class. If the people in the 
audience already know the stories, they can 
help these speakers narrate them 
accurately, expand them or keep them 
short, and generally do a good job at 
fiction story or joke telling. They can make 
comments and give suggestions for 
improvement in style.  

8. For more practice, you can play another 
version of “Game of Gossip” with four other 
fiction stories, anecdotes, or jokes. This 
variation is described in Step 8 on page 69.   

 

I NSTRUCTIONS: Do you want yet another way to practice story telling?                
Then try this fiction version of the “Matching Game” (similar in concept to                  

Oral Practice 2 on page 18): 

1. Use the Card Deck of “Two-Part Fiction Stories” that comes with this Speaking text,                     
or divide the stories you have collected into two parts—the main narrative on one card 
and the ending on another. Each participant receives one card. Read your story part 
quickly for meaning and find your partner—the person with the matching story                
narrative or ending. Together, discuss the events and the point of the narrative. 

2. When it is your and your partner’s turn to retell your story to the class or whole group, 
the person with the main part of the narrative tells the important events. If he or she    
is a good story-teller, the audience should be able to make a good guess at how the 
story will end.  

3. The second partner in each pair tells the “real” ending (what the author of the story 
wrote). Did the audience guess correctly? Why or why not? Or were the listeners’ 
suggested endings even better than the “authentic” one?   

Want more feedback, practice, review, and opportunity                      
to improve your story-telling styles and reactions?                               

Use technology and other creative means to recordm,                 
play back, and work with presentations and interactions.   
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I NSTRUCTIONS: Can you tell a short fiction story (a tale of horror, adventure, 
folk wisdom, love, etc.) or get across the humor of an anecdote or joke 

effectively? To find out, follow these steps:  

1. Have you heard, seen, or read any scary, exciting, sad, sentimental, amusing, or 
hilarious short stories recently? Or do you remember your favorite stories from the 
past? Choose one simple story, anecdote, or joke to tell to the whole group or class. 

2. Try telling yourself the story in your head. If you wish, make a few notes on the 
essential points of the story or joke. Then practice telling it aloud—to a mirror or                   
a recorder. Tell the story to family members or friends. Do they get the point or                  
the joke? Keep telling the story until you have it “down pat”—until you can tell it                     
without forgetting the details, putting in unnecessary words, or hesitating. 

3. In turn, tell your story to the whole group or class. You may refer to your notes, but 
be sure to talk naturally, not read aloud. To make your meaning clear, speak louder or 
softer, faster or slower, and higher or lower when appropriate. Use facial expressions 
and gestures to help your audience understand, and check that your listeners are 
following.  If you are telling a joke, your “timing” is essential. Be sure to emphasize the 
details your listeners need to understand the humor and to pause before delivering the 
punch line. If you get an appropriate reaction (facial expressions, laughter, etc.) from 
most of your audience, you have probably been successful in your story-telling.  

4. As other speakers tell their stories or anecdotes, listen carefully for the essential 
points. If they are telling jokes, try not to laugh before you hear the punch lines.                   
If you’re not sure you are following, it may be “kind” to ask for 
clarification before you miss the point. You don’t have to laugh if you 
don’t “get it” but don’t “fake” a frown if you are truly enjoying 
yourself. To give each speaker helpful feedback, you might answer 
some of these questions: 

 Did you enjoy the story? Why or why not? 

 Was it easy to get the point or the joke? Why or why not? 

 How did the story make you feel—scared, sad, excited, relaxed, or 
amused? Why?  

 Could you do a better job at telling the same story or joke? Perhaps 
the speaker will let you give it a try!  

MINI-SPEECH 6B 
FORM:  Telling a Fiction Story 

TOPIC:  Fiction with a Point or a Punch Line 


