‘The Helicopter’ Story Telling and Story Acting Technique: A Powerful Tool For Developing Children’s Confidence, Curiosity, Creativity and Communication Skills

I) INTRODUCTION

It is widely accepted that the ability to talk, listen and interact with other people is essential for a child’s social, emotional and academic development. Verbal skills of young children starting school are declining however (Palmer2006), with associated negative and life-long effects on behaviour, literacy, social relationships, social inclusion and mental health (Aram et al 1984, Cantwell and Baker 1987, Glascoe and Sturner 2000, and Total 1988). 

The demise of children’s speaking and listening skills has led to a recent increase in government initiatives to promote speaking and listening skills in schools and to promote the idea of meaningful conversation between adults and children which lead to ‘sustained shared thinking’  (EPPE Project, 2003). At the same time there has been a drive within education for greater inclusion and involvement of all children (Every Child Matters, Government Green Paper, 2003, Laevers, 1994) and listening to and respecting children’s voices (Lancaster and Broadbent 2003). 

In addition, what the adults around them do and how they do it impacts greatly on children’s learning. If adults use positive interaction strategies with children, children’s self esteem and language development are enhanced (Girolametto, L. and Weitzman, E. 2002, Griffiths, 2002, Hall 2005, Kelman and Schneider, 1994, Wells, 1985, Yoder and Warren 2001).

As part of a speech and language therapy project operating in mainstream nursery and reception classes the present authors began extending the use of the whole class ‘helicopter’ story telling and story acting technique to develop, monitor and record children’s  Personal Social and Emotional (PSE) and language skills. The authors wanted to investigate whether the technique could be used to develop children’s confidence, curiosity, creativity and communication, particularly for children with EAL, those who were shy or withdrawn or who had language and communication difficulties. They were interested in developing a system to capture change in the children and devised recording forms using the Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage. As the project evolved the authors also questioned whether the technique could be used to enable practitioners to reflect on the quality of their interactions with children.

The following paper gives an overview of the technique, provides a rationale for its use and describes how it was implemented.  It then sets out results available to date, both in terms of outcomes for the children and adults, discusses the benefits and drawbacks of the approach and offers suggestions about refinements for further research.

I.1) Background to the Technique

The ‘helicopter’ story telling and story acting technique was originally devised and used by the educationalist Vivian Gussin Paley in Chicago, USA and was brought to the UK by Trisha Lee of ‘Makebelieve Arts’, a London-based theatre and education company. The name ‘helicopter’ comes from Vivian Gussin Paley’s book ‘The Boy Who Would Be A Helicopter’ (1979) which describes the use of the technique as a key factor in the inclusion and remarkable progress of an autistic boy in her kindergarten classroom.  

The ethos of the helicopter technique is that it should be completely child-centred and child initiated. The adult imposes rules such as stories being no longer than a page, no physical contact, and coming on to the stage when invited, but otherwise children feel ownership. Children dictate their stories to an adult or older child (e.g. a ‘buddy’). Stories can be told at a ‘story table’ with objects that can be manipulated or can be dictated wherever the child happens to be. 
Words are written down exactly as they are said; only pronunciation errors are corrected (e.g. in ‘the police finded the tar’, ‘tar’ would be corrected to ‘car’, but ‘finded’ would be accepted). The rationale for this is that correcting the grammar would lose the poetry of the children’s self-expression. The ‘helicopter’ acknowledges that the perceptions and premises of young children are not the same as those of older children or adults. 

The words of the child are repeated whilst they are being written down.  This ensures the scribe has heard the child correctly, slows the pace of the child’s dictation and makes explicit the link between the spoken and written words. 

The story is then read back to the child and all characters/objects to be acted out are confirmed. The child decides what character they want to play (if any), and how many children will form a ‘shop’ or a ‘car’ for example. The number of children acting buildings etc. may need to be negotiated depending on how many children there are in the group.  

Stories should be acted out fairly soon after being dictated and always within the same day. Vivian Gussin Paley talks about the child giving part of themselves when they tell a story – like a gift. To act out the story is to accept the ‘gift’ and recognise the child’s contribution to the classroom. All children should be present when stories are acted out. The children sit in a rectangle or circle and the space in the middle becomes the ‘stage’ where roles are acted out.  

The child who has dictated the story has already chosen which character they will play. The stories are read out by the practitioner to the next character in the story and children get up from their place around the stage to act out the characters. This means that children can explore themes from different viewpoints so that, for example, boys can be mummies and girls can be Action Men. If they do not wish to act their decision is validated with the phrase ‘Good, we need story listeners too’.  

The children act with their own ideas but if a child is unsure (due to lack of confidence or lack of understanding of word meanings), the storyteller is consulted. The practitioner is free to gauge how much or how little to involve the audience in actions e.g. ‘Can everybody cry?’, ‘Can everybody make a sandwich?’,  ‘Can we all dig in the sand?’ etc.  

I.2)  RATIONALE FOR USING THE TECHNIQUE

The authors decided to develop the use of the helicopter in Early Years settings for a number of reasons as detailed below.

The helicopter technique is based on the deep-seated human drive to tell and listen to stories. The technique appears simple but in fact provides a sophisticated structure giving adults copious information about the children’s interests and preoccupations which can inform planning. Furthermore it allows all children access to the experience of being listened to, having their story scribed in their own words and represented in a physical dimension. As a result the children feel a high sense of ownership and autonomy which enhances their confidence and self- esteem and hence their involvement with lifelong learning. The authors were interested in exploring the use of the ‘helicopter’ further given that it could yield a high level of engagement from the children and create more opportunities within the classroom for spoken language. 

The authors also noted the potential of the technique for including children who find it more difficult to express themselves through words and/or who may lack confidence.  For these children, manipulations they make of objects can be made into a story by saying what they do when sitting at the ‘story table’ and then writing the words down e.g. (child playing with dolls’ house and dolls, child picks up boy doll) … Is that Jamal?  (Jamal nods… moves ‘Jamal’ to bedroom of doll’s house.)  ‘Jamal in bedroom, Jamal jump … jump on the bed … mummy jump on the bed, mummy lie down … finished!’ 

The authors were working in an area with very high proportions of children with English as an Additional Language (EAL) and had noted practitioners’ comments that these children initiated communication rarely. They recognised and were interested in exploring the potential of the ‘helicopter’ to include and motivate children at the early stages of learning English, given that in story telling words could be supplied by the adult if necessary and in acting out the meanings of words were repeated and reinforced and speaking was not necessary. 

Story telling and story acting was attractive to the authors because it offered a whole class method of working which could develop a diverse range of skills covering many of the Personal, Social and Emotional (PSE) and Communication, Language and Literacy (CLL) areas of learning within the Early Learning Goals. These include developing children’s skills and confidence in speaking, listening and trying something new, developing literacy through the explicit links made between spoken and written language and developing creativity and imagination through telling the stories and acting them out.

As speech and language therapists bringing a focus on communication skills of individual children, the authors wanted to  use the technique to enable practitioners to set SMART targets for children with language difficulties based on the observations generated e.g. “for x to look and listen without adult prompting for the whole time his story is acted out after x sessions”.  Progress in terms of achievement of targets could then be noted.  

Finally and very importantly, the technique could enable practitioners to focus on their interactions with children. This was a central tenet of the speech and language project. The underlying philosophy of the ‘helicopter’ is that practitioners listen actively to children and take a lead from them. Learning to listen and to follow a child’s lead is often the hardest aspect of the technique for adults who otherwise embrace it.  It is difficult for adults to put aside their adult-world agendas and to resist a natural instinct to steer or guide children by asking questions and pinning children down. Often adults have very different interpretations of how to represent, for example a ‘star’ or a ‘tree’, ‘cooking’ or ‘sleeping’ than children. Adults also need to wait for children to express themselves during story telling when composing their stories and during story acting when creating a role on stage.
II) METHOD

One nursery and five reception classes in six separate schools were involved in the project. The schools were situated in inner city London, in areas of high deprivation and with a high proportion of children learning English as an Additional Language, where an Education Action Zone project had previously been running. As part of a Speech and Language project within the Education Action Zone the authors had worked with four of the schools over a period of one to three years on related packages of whole – class intervention. In the other two schools the authors became involved following consultation with the local Early Years Advisory Team. Staff in all schools already had a basic knowledge of the technique. They were keen to extend its use and therefore took up the option when this was offered.  

The input was provided over an eighteen month time span and varied from six weeks to four months in duration. This allowed the project to evolve and for the learning from the technique in one setting (such as the introduction and use of adult targets and the development and refinement of observation sheets) to inform the input to the next. Most of the schools where intervention lasted only six weeks were visited later in the evolution of the project when shorter blocks of intervention were advised by the project’s Steering Group. 

A summary of input in chronological order is provided in Table 1 below. Also included are percentages of children in each class learning English as an Additional Language. Schools B and F were faith schools and had a lower proportion of children with EAL (10% and 50% respectively). The rest had a proportion of children with EAL of between 70-95%.   

Table 1

Summary of Input in Chronological Order

	
	Class
	Proportion of Children with EAL
	Time Scale
	Number of Children Focussed On and Area of Need

	School A


	Reception
	90%


	Oct 04 – Mar 05 

(5 months)
	5

(all EAL- confidence)

	School B


	Nursery 
	10%


	Oct 04 – Mar 05 

(5 months) 


	3

(1 EAL- language development, 2 confidence)

	School C


	Reception
	85%
	Nov 04 – Feb 05

(4 months)


	5

(all EAL- confidence, 2 with additional SLI needs)

	School D


	Reception
	95%
	June – July 05 (6 weeks)
	3

(all EAL- confidence) 

	School E


	Reception
	70%
	Nov 05- Feb 06

(4 months)
	4

(all EAL- confidence)

	School F


	Reception
	50%
	Feb –March 06

(6 weeks)
	4

(2 confidence, 1  suspected social  communication disorder, 1 Autistic Spectrum Disorder(ASD)


All practitioners in the target classes, including teachers, nursery nurses and Learning Support Assistants (LSAs), attended an INSET training session run by the Speech and Language Therapists at the beginning of each block of sessions. Members of the Senior Management Team and other interested staff members (e.g. the EAL advisor) also attended where possible. The therapist introduced the technique in the first session and the teacher in each class ran all subsequent sessions (minimum of six). All story acting sessions were videoed at Schools A, B, C and F and, as a minimum, at least the initial and final sessions at School D and E.  

At the end of the first session a small number of children were identified whose PSE and language development needed investigation and support. It was not possible to have a control group of children because by its nature the ‘helicopter’ is an inclusive technique and time limitations meant that multiple baselines could not be taken. In total 24 children were targeted (between three and five in each setting). Nineteen of the 24 were learning English as an Additional Language and of these 18 were also deemed to be lacking in confidence in using English at school.  Four English-speaking children in the target group were identified by the teachers as lacking in confidence and two children with EAL had additional Speech and Language needs. The target group also included two children with social communication difficulties (one of whom had EAL).

The project therapists devised a termly observation sheet to record  the children’s  progress in the areas of confidence and imagination in acting, turn taking, attention and listening and in narrative skills such as providing a sequence of story events, statement of character, place and time and use of connective and book language (see Appendix 1). This form incorporated many of the Early Learning Goals from the areas of PSE, CLL, Creative Development (CD) and Physical Development (PD) and was drawn up in consultation with education colleagues. 

The form was used as a baseline and final measure and was completed by the teacher and therapist following the initial and final videoed story acting sessions. For Schools D, E and F, where the technique was introduced later, it was proposed that children should move forward ‘one box’ by the end of the intervention. Each box was deemed to equate with one ‘Stepping Stone’, starting with the beginning of the Foundation Stage at entry to nursery and finishing at the end of the reception year. 

The authors also developed a weekly observation prompt sheet for children not yet at the level of the Stepping Stones (see Appendix 2). Where possible nursery nurses and other staff made observations during the sessions and the sheet allowed a relevant target to be set and reviewed as appropriate. 

Adult interaction targets were also introduced in Schools D, E and F as the project evolved. These were also jointly agreed and regularly reviewed (see Appendix 3 for examples of targets). Practitioners at these schools also completed pre and post confidence questionnaires and all schools completed a final overall questionnaire.  

The therapists hoped that the effectiveness of the technique would be demonstrated through improvements in children’s PSE, CLL, CD and PD skills captured by the termly observation sheet and through the children reaching the targets set via the weekly observation sheet. In addition the effectiveness of the technique for adults would be demonstrated by achieving interaction targets set as measured by video evidence, reported increase in confidence in running the ‘helicopter’ sessions and a willingness to run sessions regularly in the future.  

III) RESULTS      

III.1) Children  
All 24 target children made progress of at least two ‘points’ over all of the PSE measures assessed (items 1-4 on the termly observation sheet), achieving total increases of between 2 and 10 ‘points’, where points were awarded on the following basis: 1 for achieving the ‘Beginning’ box, 2 for achieving the ‘Developing’ box, 3 for achieving the ‘Consolidating’ box and 4 for the ‘Achieved’ box.  The average progress per child on PSE measures was 5 ‘points’. Child 8 (who was lacking in confidence) and Child 17 (lacking in confidence and EAL) made substantial gains in confidence, moving from six to 16 and three to 12.5 ‘points’ respectively. 

Of the individual PSE measures children made most progress in turn taking (i.e. being aware of and waiting for his/her turn to act), followed by confidence to participate and ability to listen and concentrate. As the children’s confidence grew, they needed less support and suggestions about how to act out a role using their own imagination and ideas. Support for acting out roles created by other children continued to be needed however due to demands placed on their language abilities.     

Similarly all target children except three who stayed the same, made progress on at least one of the language measures assessed (items 5- 8 on the termly observation sheet). The average progress per child was 2.3 ‘points’. Child 6 (who was selected as a target child due to concerns about her listening skills and confidence) and Child 8 (who lacked confidence) moved from six to 11.5 and eight to 14 ‘points’ respectively. Children made more progress on the individual language measure of ‘statement of events’ than they did on the measure of ‘statement of character, time and place’. Table 2 below summarises change in ‘points’ for individual PSE and language measures.

Table 2 

Summary of change in ‘points’ for individual PSE and language measures by school

	School
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	total

	MEASURE
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Confidence (PSE)
	4
	3
	4
	5
	4.5
	6
	26.5

	Support to act out (PSE)
	5
	6
	2
	5
	2.5
	4
	24.5

	Attention (PSE) 
	5
	3
	5
	2.5
	5
	6
	26.5

	Turn taking (PSE)
	6
	8
	5
	4
	5
	7
	35

	statement of events(cll) 
	2.5
	5.5
	4
	2.5
	2
	2
	18.5

	statements of character / time/place(cll)   
	2
	2
	5
	1
	1
	1
	12

	Total
	22.5
	27.5
	25
	20
	21
	26
	


With regard to children with English as an Additional Language (19 out the total of 24), the PSE results show an average gain of 4.4 ‘points’ (ranging from 2 to 9.5). The language results show an average gain of 2 ‘points’ (ranging from 2 to 4.5). Many of these children were chosen due to lack of confidence in expressing themselves using words. 

The children with specific language impairment (children 9 and 13) made gains of 4 and 5 respectively for PSE measures and 4 and 2 respectively for language measures. Children with suspected communication disorder and Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD), (children 22 and 24 respectively), made gains of 5 and 5 for PSE measures and 2.5 and 0 for language measures.

Of the children who did not make progress on language measures, one was the child with ASD (child 24), and one had no data collected for language as he did not tell any stories (child 20). Child 3 and child 17    made no progress on language measures but made two and nine and a half ‘points’ progress on PSE measures. Child 20 made 2 ‘points’ progress on PSE measures.

The results for individual children for PSE and language measures are summarised in graphs 1 and 2 below.

Graph 1: Children’s PSE Scores in Baseline and Final Story Acting Sessions

[image: image1.emf]1

4

7

10

13

16

19

22

0

5

10

15

20

Child

PSE Measures

baseline

final


Graph 2:  Children’s Language Scores in Baseline and Final Story Acting Sessions
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With regard to length of intervention, Schools D and F were visited for 6 weeks only, yet results were comparable to those of schools visited for 4-5 months.

Case studies of a child with EAL (Child 14) and the child with ASD (Child 24) are provided in Appendix 4.

III.2) Adults
Adult interaction targets were jointly set with the teachers at Schools D, E and F. Each teacher identified two or three   consecutive targets from the following 

· Waiting for the child to act

· Referring back to the child whose story it was for ideas about how to act a given role

· Involving the audience 

All teachers achieved their targets by the end of their blocks.

Final questionnaires were completed by all teachers involved. 

The teachers at Schools D and E reported increased confidence in taking stories from children in the classroom and were able to give children with EAL or less confident children the time they needed to express themselves. They also reported increased confidence in leading the story acting sessions and attributed this to regular opportunities to discuss how to conduct the sessions and how to involve all children. The teacher at School E rated herself with a 10 for confidence on a scale of 1-10 in the final questionnaire. 

The teacher at School F moved between 3 and 7 points on the confidence questionnaire for all measures except extending into other activities by the end of the block.  She moved from 3 to 10 points in leading story acting and from 5 to 9 points in using children’s story themes to inform planning.

All teachers were very enthusiastic about continuing to run ‘helicopter’ sessions. 

IV) DISCUSSION

The authors had set out to determine whether the ‘helicopter’ technique could be used to develop children’s confidence, curiosity, creativity and communication, particularly for children with EAL, those who were shy or withdrawn or who had language and communication difficulties.  They had also wanted to develop a system to capture change in the children and had devised recording forms using the Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage.  In addition as the project evolved the authors had explored whether the technique could be used to enable practitioners to reflect on the quality of their interactions with children.

The schools involved provided significant Senior Management Team support in terms of offering time for INSET. Training, modelling and belief in the ethos are needed, preferably for and in all staff in the classroom in order for the technique to work. ‘Helicopter’ is not an activity that all practitioners initially embrace freely. By its nature of being truly child-centred the technique may present as ‘organised chaos’ especially at the beginning where upwards of 15 children may be up on stage moving about in an activity which is indeed one step up from play.

These schools also gave time for teachers to discuss and reflect on target children and adult interaction targets on a regular basis. This allows the school to take ownership and is vital for the continuing use of the technique in a setting.    

 It was found that the group of target children, which included a substantial proportion with EAL, made considerable progress in their confidence and willingness to participate. This could be attributed to increased familiarity with the approach, but by using the ‘helicopter’ recording forms the teachers had evidence of change in behaviour otherwise difficult to quantify. All but one of the target children were very enthusiastic to tell their stories and in many schools children had to put their names down on a story ‘waiting list’. Children frequently used themes from each others’ stories. Similarly in the acting sessions children were often reluctant to act when the technique was first introduced but by the end of block of sessions showed marked change in their willingness to act in new roles across gender boundaries. 

 The technique allowed children’s creative imagination to develop unimpeded by an adult’s agenda. During story acting each child was able to take several roles as a story teller, an actor, a director and as a member of the audience. For example children were encouraged when acting to think about how to represent a ‘slide’ or how a giraffe might move. One girl commented when asked why she liked the helicopter, ‘I can be what I like’ and another said ‘I like it.  I like my mum; I like to be my mum’.  Because children can dictate stories in the ‘helicopter’, they can develop ideas unhampered by concerns about recording.  This will stand them in good stead for later in their school careers. As a SENCO commented: ‘By Years 3 and 4 children can do the mechanics of writing but often can’t think of any ideas’.  The use of the ‘helicopter’ technique can hopefully change this state of affairs. 
The results show that the target children made the largest gains in their turn taking, listening and concentration skills. Turn taking was fostered through waiting when in the circle and also by the notion of a turn on the ‘story list’ for story telling.  One practitioner noted ‘the technique keeps a whole class of 30 children attentive because no one knows what will happen next and what the next story will contain’. This echoes Vivian Gussin Paley’s comment: ‘Nothing that happens in the classroom is as interesting for a child as what another child says’ (Video: The Child Who Could Tell Stories, 2000). As part of the ‘helicopter’ children are encouraged to clap and give compliments to each other about their stories, and in one school specific praise was modelled by the teacher e.g. ‘I really liked the way you showed us a slide’. As a result the teacher noted that the children were now complimenting each other at other times of the day.

The technique was  extremely potent because it made explicit both the links between the spoken and written word for older children in story telling and the link between the action and spoken word for younger children in the story acting. Children dictated stories at the level that was appropriate for maximum learning during story acting. Thus a child using single words had much greater ‘weight’ given to the acting-out of each word to aid reinforcement. Children in one school also gained a better understanding of the meanings of words describing feelings. Their teacher noted ‘the children who started doing the helicopter last term are easily able to act out PSE themes such as sharing at circle time when these are discussed.  The helicopter has definitely had a big impact on the children’s ability to understand and act out such themes.  Before I had to give them a script e.g. ‘Reem, say: ‘yes you can share’’.  Now they spontaneously act”.  
Spoken narrative skills have also shown quantifiable gains. For example Child ‘M’ at School D (see case study in Appendix 4 below), where stories developed from listings of nouns to verb and time phrases within weeks, was helped by seeing stories acted out and gaining reinforcement of the meanings of words via the acting and her total engagement with the acting-out. One of the teachers was very impressed by how the ‘helicopter’ made children talk. She said: ’I was really surprised when in June the children with EAL who‘d never really spoken to me all year suddenly had lots to say and told really long stories’. Length of stories increased in all classes and children, who would speak very little in other situations, for example at a community clinic speech and language therapy appointment, regularly gave stories of one A4 page. 
The technique has also been observed to provide a ‘way in’ for many children who have been reluctant to write and read. One child, who had not wanted to make marks on paper through most of his reception year at School C, pretended in the summer term to scribe another child’s story and then asked the therapist if she would tell him a story so he could scribe it. Children enjoyed writing their own name and the stories provided meaningful material to read. Eventually some children in reception classes attempted to write their own stories to be acted out.

In addition the ‘helicopter’ also provided a range of benefits for the adults involved.  Practitioners gained information about what was important to their children, their interests and concerns. Using the termly and weekly observation sheets practitioners gained a wealth of valuable information covering many of the PSE and CLL areas of the Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage, and moreover, in areas that were otherwise difficult to chart. 

Practitioners also commented that the termly observation sheet in particular, provided strong evidence for and links with EAL record keeping in the Early Years and that they would continue to use them. Specifically they noted that the termly sheet allowed practitioners to track children ‘at a glance’ and that this evidence could be included in the children’s profiles. One teacher commented that the weekly observation sheet prompts ‘could be used as actual objectives within my literacy lessons’.  

The use of the ‘helicopter’ technique as a vehicle for exploring adult interaction strategies is one of its particular strengths. Many studies (e.g. Girolametto and Weitzman 2002) point to the far-ranging benefits for children’s language development when the adults in the settings they attend use helpful interaction strategies which foster their communication skills. The development of adult-child interaction strategies leads to adults and children engaging in meaningful conversation and having ‘periods of sustained shared thinking’; the ultimate spoken language goal for Early Years settings (EPPE project, 2003).

The use of the technique enabled practitioners to focus on positive interaction strategies, both at the story telling and story acting stages.  Before taking down a story, an adult could reflect on their body language, how long they waited, and how they observed, smiled and let the child take the lead. They could praise and ask questions only tentatively and sparingly e.g. ‘Anything more?. During story acting they could model active listening, waiting and curiosity. Waiting was a key strategy.  It was difficult for some of the adults involved to wait initially but, once mastered, this waiting was a powerful strategy to be transferred into other classroom activities.
V) CONCLUSIONS

This study has shown that the helicopter is certainly a powerful tool for practitioners that can be used to develop children’s confidence, curiosity, creativity and communication. Children with EAL, children who are shy or withdrawn or those who have language and communication difficulties can particularly benefit. The authors have trialled an efficient recording system to capture change in the children which practitioners greatly value and are continuing to use. The system allows practitioners to consolidate observations on children’s PSE, CLL, Physical (PD) and Creative Development (CD) areas of learning. This in turn can feed back into planning to create an even more appropriate and effective Early Years curriculum. In addition the authors have demonstrated that as an additional focus the technique can be used to enable practitioners to reflect on and enhance the quality of their interactions with children in both one to one and group situations. 

The group of children tracked predominantly included those with EAL (and a related lack of confidence) because these children were highlighted by practitioners. A future study could focus on the benefits of the technique for SLI children by using the observation forms and devising SMART targets. The progress of these children could be compared with controls with normally developing language within the same class.  Having a control group would give practitioners more opportunities to develop their confidence in using positive interaction strategies with every child. Although in the present study only four children with SLI and social communication difficulties were tracked, the authors firmly believe that the ‘helicopter’ can offer an effective and practical means for delivering speech and language therapy in a classroom environment.

A future study could further explore the technique’s potential for developing practitioners’ awareness and use of helpful interaction strategies. When practitioners use positive strategies such as waiting, listening actively, following a child’s lead and reducing questions in ‘helicopter’ sessions, they can have a potent and lasting effect on   children’s self esteem and language. As a result the ‘helicopter’, together with other carefully planned, inclusive and multi-modal activities, can contribute to raising the levels of speaking and listening for every child in our schools. In addition a refinement for a future study would be the use of multiple baselines to demonstrate that changes occurring during the helicopter intervention could be attributed specifically to the technique.

The ‘helicopter’ is so appealing and effective because its many different facets can meet the needs of every child in the setting. Telling stories is a very basic human drive and acting them out makes ‘sense’ of them and rounds off the experience. Children feel (and are given) ownership within the broad framework provided by the ‘helicopter’ and their home world of Spiderman, motorbikes, castles etc, is thus allowed to enter the classroom. 
The technique can be summarised best by the following quotation:

‘The best thing of all is seeing Jurrel watch his story come to life – albeit chaotically. At first shy and mumbling, he visibly blossoms as the enormity of it all gradually dawns on him. This is his story and it’s been made into a play, and everyone’s watching’.

(Primary TES, February, 2001)

Acknowledgements 

Many thanks to Trisha Lee, Maisie Hayon and all staff and children in the participating settings.

References

Aram, D., Ekelman, B. and Nation, J. 1984:  Pre-schoolers with Language Disorders: 10 years. Journal of Speech and Hearing Research 27:232-244.

Cantwell, D. and Baker, L. 1987: A prospective follow-up of children with speech/language disorders.  Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 26: 546-553

Every Child Matters, Government Green Paper, 2003, Dfes

Girolametto, L. and Weitzman, E. 2002:  Language facilitation in child care settings: A social-interactionist perspective.  In Enhancing Caregiver Language Facilitation in Child Care Settings. Proceedings from the Symposium- October 18, The Hanen Centre.

Glascoe, F.P. and Sturner, R. 2000: Surveillance and Screening.  In J. Law, A. Parkinson and R. Tamhe:  Communication Difficulties in Early Childhood: Radcliffe Medical Press Ltd., Oxon

Griffiths, F. 2002: Communication Counts, David Fulton Publishers, London

Gussin Paley, V. 2001: The Boy Who Could Tell Stories’, video

Gussin Paley, V. 1979: The Boy Who Would Be A Helicopter’, Harvard University Press

Hall, N. 2005: Communicating Matters, Manchester Metropolitan University

Kelman, E. and Schneider, C. 1994: Parent–child interaction: an alternative approach to the management of children’s language difficulties. Child Language Teaching and Therapy 10: 81-96

Laevers, F. 1994: The Leuven Involvement Scale for Young Children, LIS-YC Centre for Experimental Education, Leuven

Lancaster, Y.P. and Broadbent, V. 2003: Listening To Young Children, Open University Press

Lee, T. 2002:  Helicopter Resource Pack, MakeBelieve Arts, London 

Monsters and Superheroes 2002: Video, MakeBelieve Arts, London

Palmer, S. 2006: Toxic Childhood, Orion Books, London

Palmer, S. and Bayley, R. 2004: Foundations of Literacy, Network Educational Press

Sylva, K., Melhuish, E., Sammons, P., Siraj- Blatchford, I., Taggart, B. and Elliot, K. 2003: Effective Provision of Preschool Education Project (EPPE), Summary of Findings, Institute of Education, University of London

Total, P. 1988:  Developmental Language Disorders.  In J.F. Kavanagh and T.J. Truss:  Learning Disabilities:  Proceedings of the National Conference: 181-272, Parkton, MD: York Press

    
Wells, G. (1985): Language Development in Pre-school Years.    

    
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge

Yoder, P. J. and Warren, S. F. (2001). Relative treatment effects of two pre linguistic communication interventions on language development in toddlers with developmental delays varying by maternal characteristics. Journal of Speech and Hearing Research 44: 224-237

APPENDICES

Appendix 1 Termly Observation Sheet

	Helicopter storytelling & Story acting: Termly Assessment

Child:

	Beginning

	Developing
	Consolidating
	Achieved

	1) Be confident to try new activities e.g. act in a group, take on individual new roles 
-With prompts and relating to own story

	Be confident to try new activities e.g. act in a group, take on individual new roles, with prompts and relating to own story and 1-2 other stories depending on role given  (i.e. prefers favourite role /same gender role)  
	Be confident to try new activities e.g. act in a group, take on individual new roles across gender, with fewer prompts. Child will take most roles given
                              
	Be confident to try new activities e.g. act in a group, take on individual new roles across gender, in all appropriate situations

                                     

	2) a) Needs support & numerous suggestions about how to act out role in own story
	a) Needs numerous suggestions about how to act out any given role       


	a) Needs occasional suggestions about how to act out a role     


	a) Moves with imagination and in safety when acting out

Acts out any given role with own ideas and without prompts  

	 3) Maintains attention, concentration and sits quietly for the duration of 1 story (approximately 2-3 mins)
	Maintains attention, concentration and sits quietly for the duration of 2 stories
	Maintains attention, concentration and sits quietly

for the duration of 4 stories
	Maintains attention, concentration and sits quietly for the whole story-acting session (up to 6-7 stories)

	4) Works as part of a group or class but needs prompting to take turns due to lack of

· Confidence

· Understanding that they have to wait for a turn
	Works as part of a group or class waiting for his/her turn at least once per session without prompting 

	Works as part of a group or class waiting for his/her turn most of the time
	Works as part of a group or class taking turns appropriately throughout the session

	5) Story comprises a simple listing of items (labelling), actions or events


	Story comprises short phrases but these lack order
	Story made up of simple sets of sequences most of the time
	Tells a simple story consistently with statements of events clearly linked

	6) Child uses no conjunctions or begins to use simple conjunctions to link ideas (i.e. no time element present), e.g. ‘and’
	Child uses simple conjunctions to link ideas and events (i.e. time element emerging), e.g. ‘then’, ‘when’
	In addition to previous, child uses conjunctions to explain events and motives e.g. ‘because’, ‘but’
	Uses a variety of conjunctions appropriately to link events e.g. ‘until’ in all stories

	7) Story has no statement of character, place or time


	Story includes 1-2 elements (e.g. character and place)

	Story includes character, place and time but not consistently 


	Shows an understanding of the elements of stories such as main characters, sequence of events, openings and endings consistently by using them in most stories



	8) 

No book language used


	Child begins to use book language occasionally


	Child begins to tell a story heard in class and to use book language in most stories consistently as appropriate


	Uses vocabulary and forms of speech that are increasingly influenced by experience of books

Uses book language such as ‘my title is’, ‘all of a sudden’, ‘they lived happily ever after’, ‘the end’ consistently in all stories as appropriate



	9) No action words 

used
	Child uses a limited number of simple action words e.g. ‘like’, ‘see’.
	Child uses a wider range of action words e.g. ‘cried’, ‘run’, ‘bought’. 
	Uses a variety of action words 

	10) No describing words 

used
	Child uses a limited number of simple describing words e.g. ‘big’, ‘little’.
	Child uses a wider range of describing words to describe appearance and feelings e.g. ‘sad’, ‘happy’, quickly.
	Uses a variety of describing words


Any additional comments:

Appendix 2
Weekly Observation Prompt Sheet     

Name:

1. Story Acting (own story)




	Focus
	Observations

	
	Date:
	Date:
	Date:
	Date:

	Does child need prompting to act their chosen character?
	
	
	
	

	Is child able to direct other children when necessary?
	
	
	
	


2. Story Listening (others’ stories)
	Focus
	Observations

	Does child

· Wait for turn to act

· Maintain attention by concentrating and sitting quietly for most stories
	
	
	
	

	Is child motivated to join in with actions when in audience

(prompting needed?)
	
	
	
	

	Is child confident & enthusiastic to act on stage when turn comes

(compare to own story)
	
	
	
	

	Does child act out a given role with own ideas?


	
	
	
	


Next Step For Child:

Story telling

	Focus
	Observations

	
	Date:
	Date:
	Date:
	Date:

	Does child want to act in own story?
	
	
	
	

	Is child introducing and referring back to characters so that the story makes sense?
	
	
	
	

	Is child clear how many children they want to act out objects/ characters mentioned in the story e.g. shop, crowd, climbing frame?


	
	
	
	


Theme of story

Has it been used before by the same child or another child?

Does it relate to real life experience?

Presence of:

· Beginning

· Middle

· End

Use of language of stories e.g. 

“Once upon a time”, ‘That’s the end of my story’.

Is child able to ‘step back’ and comment on telling a story, e.g. ‘this story is not long’.

Appendix 3

List of Possible SMART Adult Targets
· During story telling for (Practitioner’s name) to wait five seconds in 90% of appropriate opportunities before prompting child e.g. ‘Have you finished your story?’, by the end of the block of sessions.

· During story telling for (Practitioner’s name) to give child three pieces of specific praise e.g. ‘I liked the way you described your mum’, ‘You wrote your name beautifully’, by the end of the block of sessions.

· During story telling for (Practitioner’s name) to ask one question at most e.g. ‘what happened next?’ in each session, by the end of the block of sessions.

· During story acting for (Practitioner’s name) to involve the audience in actions in 90% of possible opportunities before the end of the block of sessions.

· During story acting for (Practitioner’s name) to refer back to the child whose story it is in 90% of possible opportunities, for suggestions about how to act a part/where buildings should stand etc. by the end of the block of sessions.

· During story acting for (Practitioner’s name) to wait five seconds after reading the next part before talking or making any non- verbal suggestions (excluding getting child to stand up), by the end of the block of sessions.

Appendix 4

Child 14 (School D), who had very little English and had newly arrived in class, showed a large gain on PSE measures and a smaller gain on language measures.  She was observed using the termly observation sheet. A case study is provided below. 

	Case Study of ‘M’

‘M’ (5 years 3 months on 19 July 2005) is a little girl who came into the reception class only a few weeks before the therapist first visited (i.e. in late May 2005).  Previously she had been at home as no reception place had been available for her in any nearby school. Her first language is Arabic. Her first story on 9/6 was a listing of objects around her and items in a dolls house she was playing with, with her teacher. Her teacher reports that she was very keen to dictate a ‘story’ to her teacher after seeing how stories could be acted out earlier in the initial circle session.  She became even more enthusiastic about story telling and story acting after seeing her own ‘story’ coming to life as a play that afternoon. M told five stories as follows:

09/06/05

Dad, mum. Brother, sister, baby

tree, car, cat, dog, water

sand, house, pen, table, chair

bag, school, teacher, tea

28/06/05

Mum, brother, sister, ball, cat car – eat. Look! Van, duck, rabbit, hand, ears, eat. Go to he! You bag.

05/07/05

Daddy, mummy, baby, sister, ball, cat, dog, television, van, custard when you eat daddy and mummy. She’s putting the baby in the chair and eat. And spider and Capri Sun what you drink.

Book in a story– watch. Talk, duck, snake, finish.
12/07/05

Daddy, mummy, big sister. Mummy and daddy morning in car. When you go morning go in swimming pool. Go in water. Sister go in splashing, splashing. Mummy and go and splash the sister. And baby crying and daddy play on him computer and the floor she play on floor baby. And splashing she go to sister to baby. Daddy laughed and sister and baby play. And look and mummy laughed and sister laughed to baby.
19/07/05

Daddy, baby, mummy, home. Baby play in water. And watch, look on TV. And sister play in game. Daddy play with sister, play in claps and in car. Me go in the water. When you go in water – splash! Go in train and mummy and daddy and baby and sister go play in the fly.

As can be seen, listings on 9 and 28 June give way on 5 July to a list plus short phrases with occasional verbs and move to descriptions of a coherent sequence of events on 12/7 and 19/7. Four out of the five stories were acted and this may well have contributed to M’s rapid development in confidence and linguistic skills, as the teacher demonstrated excellent progress on her interaction targets which gave M the space and time to ‘bring her story to life’ as she wanted it.  

In this way, by the final session, M was so confident in the knowledge that the teacher would refer back to her and give her time to think how the words should be acted, that this newly-arrived class member was spontaneously showing her classmates how to stand as a TV, how to work on the computer or how a ‘mummy’ would move. The acting-out would, of course, also have reinforced for M, via gestures, facial expression and body postures (e.g. children bending pretending to be a ‘ball’ or a ‘TV’) the meanings of her words and this perhaps fed into her week on week rapid progress.


Child 24 (School F) was statemented with full-time support and had a diagnosis of Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD). His first language was Lingala. A case study is provided below.

Case Study of ‘P’

‘P’, 5 years and 3 months, was observed using the weekly observation prompt sheet.   

P was enthusiastic about the ‘helicopter’ from the beginning. He got up willingly from the circle in the baseline videoed session in two separate stories and stood as a ’prince’ and ‘princess’ for the duration of each story.  Following the baseline session an initial target around story telling was agreed to develop P’s use of spoken language. The target was for P to tell a story of at least 10 words in 90% of opportunities by the end of the block. He achieved his first target by week 3. 
In the third session (28/02/06) P’s story, dictated to the teacher, was acted out. The story was as follows:

Dinner, reading, feel, sneeze, dinner, dinnertime, this going where? , cow, pigs, sheep, what’s that dog, a lamb, finished.

P was on the ‘stage’ by himself and smiled broadly throughout.  He spontaneously acted ‘reading’, ’feeling’ and ‘dinner’ and copied the audience when they were encouraged to show ’pigs’. P got up enthusiastically and acted in three other children’s stories in this session, as a ‘dog’, as one of some ‘horses’ and as a tree-chopper, moving his hands in a chopping motion with no prompting.

As P had achieved his first target, P’s target was changed to focus on his looking and listening skills in the acting sessions. 

From the fourth session on he sat in the circle next to his teacher, but without direct support from his LSA. His new target was for P to participate in actions as part of the audience in 90% of appropriate opportunities for 2 stories by the end of the block.

In the fourth session (07/03/06) P’s second story was acted.  His story was as follows:

Baby, Dinner, Dinnertime, What King? Fly, What’s that? Dancing, Finger, Scary, Sleeping, Where’s going? Going to [indistinct], It’s wake up, House, What’s that? Finished. 

P got up spontaneously and acted the story by himself with the teacher encouraging the audience to participate with ‘we need to help P out on this one’.  P spontaneously put his hands on his head to indicate a King’s crown and acted ‘dancing’.  He followed the suggestions of the audience for the other actions. 

P was also very enthusiastic about acting in four other stories, well exceeding the target set. He acted as a ‘fish’, showed  ’walking’, pricked his finger and acted as a ‘prince’ (all following the lead of other children).  He spontaneously made a ‘scared’ face when acting as a ‘fish’ having a ‘shark’ swim towards him. When sitting in the circle at the end of the session however his attention waned and he participated only fleetingly.

In the fifth session (14/03/06) P’s third story was acted.  His story was as follows:

Dragon, Bus, Cakes, Oh no!  Sleeping 

P again acted by himself on the ‘stage’.  He spontaneously acted as a ‘dragon’, eating ‘cakes’ and ‘sleeping’.  

The teacher explicitly highlighted how P was in charge of how his story was acted with ‘Watch P and copy what he does’, and, ‘Look! P’s showing us sleeping like this…let’s all do it like this’.

P acted in one other story and came up to form a ‘castle’ easily.  He did not participate as part of the audience but it was noted that he was unwell that day.  In the final session (21/03/06) P’s fourth story was acted.  His story was as follows:

My name is dragon, [In acting P wanted to change this to ‘King’] dinner, doggies, Natty and Amaro, Elena, Marion, Georgina, Alexander. Finished.

P spontaneously acted as ‘King’ and showed ‘dinner’ by eating from the floor like a dog. The teacher was careful to highlight for the other children how they should watch how P wanted ‘dinner ’to be acted and follow his idea.  Again, P beamed as his story was brought to life and for the first time his classmates joined him on the stage to act as themselves.

P also joined in spontaneously and acted in the story which came after his, pretending to be ‘trees cutting themselves down’. He also spontaneously acted as part of the audience, pretending to cut his finger, putting a   plaster on it and ‘sleeping’.  In the final three stories however he did not participate as part of the audience.

Overall, P achieved his second target of joining in as part of the audience in 90% of appropriate opportunities for the duration of two stories in the final three sessions. He had thoroughly enjoyed and been fully included in a whole-class activity and had had the meanings of words reinforced by acting out his own stories as well as from acting out others’. P’s confidence grew markedly through the sessions, boosted by his teacher’s increasing skill in letting P know he was ‘in charge’ of how his story was acted out.  

By the end of the block he was listening attentively for the duration of at least two stories and his LSA no longer needed to sit with him to help him focus. In total P acted on 33 occasions over the five weeks, 16 times spontaneously.
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