
     

 

 

   

 

“Many 

children do 

not have the 

necessary 

tools that 

would 

enable them 

to achieve 

the life that 

they deserve 

to live.” 
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Feature: The Power of  Story - getting personal 

Luke Swann draws on personal experience to explore how 

personalised stories can engage and motivate children to read, thus 

improving their life chances.  

Story is a core feature of the human condition 

through which children can safely and authentically 

make sense of a vastly complex world: providing 

order, creating meaning, elucidating their identities 

and their place in the world, and learning social 

values. Simultaneously, it is also a means through 

which inspectors, via teachers, can measure 

attainment in a landscape characterised by 

standardisation and the measurement of ‘progress’ – 

an incredibly stressful pressure. Story, therefore, is of 

the utmost importance to young children and 

innovations in teaching around this mode of discourse 

are imperative. 

Earlier this year, at the Teach First Innovation 

Booster, most of the attending educators of an 

‘Education Landscape’ presentation were wrong in 

identifying which factor affected GCSE performance 

more: income deprivation affecting children index 

(IDACI), KS2 results, per pupil spend, class size, 

school type or percentage of pupils with SEN. KS2 

results were the only clear predictor of GCSE 

performance.   

A tendency in primary education, in respect of 

reading, has been for teachers to receive and employ 

texts that aren’t challenging enough to provide 

adequate progress for year 6 pupils. As a result, 

children are unprepared for KS2 reading tests, which 

in turn means they aren’t prepared for secondary 

school, its ultimate conclusion and the remainder of 

their lives; and as highlighted in the opening sentence, 

the repercussions of this are far greater than GCSEs: 

many children do not have the necessary tools that 

would enable them to achieve the life that they 

deserve to live. 

This issue is greater for those we may refer to as 
‘reluctant readers’: those children who seemingly 
have no desire to read and, when forced to, derive 
little or no pleasure from it and so cease engaging in 
its activity. An incessant approach to this issue has 

been to employ operant conditioning by means of 
high-stakes accountability, which is consistently 
found to undermine teaching and learning – 
particularly for low-achieving students. The casual 

disregard for research that clearly demonstrates the 
detrimental effects on not just pupils’ attainment but 
on their well-being and on teachers’ well-being, is a 
further indicator of how policy-makers fail to learn 
well from operant conditioning since they, largely, 

continue with – or even increase – the severity of this 
failing practice.  

Rather, more effective teaching of literacy requires 

greater intrinsic motivation where children are 

reading the text because they enjoy the activity of 

reading itself: it is meaningful, interesting, 

pleasurable and purposeful. Particularly for boys, 

engagement on subjects that are of interest to them is 

much more productive than ignoring those interests in 

exchange for more classic texts. A glaring initial issue 

with this proposal is that each individual child is 

exactly that – an individual – and so what may be 

meaningful to one isn’t meaningful to another.  

The power of story -  
getting personal 



     

 

 

   

 

But there is another solution: personalised stories. Up until 

now, they have primarily been used as a commercial commodity 

for family members to purchase for children. The leading 

provider of such books has sold over 2 million copies and their 

customer rating is 9.8/10, which is an indicator of how well these 

are received by children across the board. What they and others 

have failed to do, however, is to employ personalised stories as 

an educational tool. 

The Childhood Trust’s Chief Executive, Laurence Guinness, 

endorsed this novel approach, stating that: ‘The project sounds 

like a wonderful way to engage and motivate children to read. As 

a literacy mentor myself for children with SEBD difficulties I 

know how much a resource like this is needed’. 

Personalisation in children’s books can take many forms. 

Practically all of them offer text variables, which tend to be the 

child’s name and can sometimes include their location, age or the 

name of their best friend or parent(s), though this year sees the 

emergence of personalised stories that offer additional 

customisable elements like a happy childhood memory or what 

the child’s ideal future is. Another type of personalisation is in 

customising the image variables – skin tone, hair and eye colour 

– though this is less common.  

From a literary perspective, changing these variables to 

personalise a story meets many of the requirements of what 

research suggests works for an engaging piece of children’s 

literature: attention is focused on the effect of the reader; the 

texts are meaningful since they concern the self; they are tailored 

to the needs of individual child and can draw on their 

experiences and backgrounds; their creation involves digital 

texts, which have a key role in reading, requiring access to and 

expertise in ICT – a particularly useful classroom culture in 

which boys read and write well; and it enables teachers and 

p u p i l s  t o  w o r k 

collaboratively, with the 

t e a ch e r  h a v i n g  t h e 

opportunity to demonstrate 

the process of writing. In 

summary, they are clearly 

effective capturers of 

attention with increased 

mean ing,  wh ich  a re 

pleasurable, purposeful and 

interesting to children. 

From a psychological 

p e r s p e c t i v e ,  A l b e r t 

Bandura’s social learning 

theory can further explain 

some of the educational 

benefits. Children, like all 

people, learn more from 

models they perceive as 

being similar to themselves: 

black girls from black 

women, white boys from 

white men. With a 

personalised story, children can read an empowering tale about a 

character (a version of themselves) with a tremendous degree of 

similarity to them in both text and image. Empirical data from 

the social learning theory suggests that this focuses attention, 

increases intrinsic motivation, identification, the sense of 

belonging and the attainment of the story’s ideas, as they 

essentially become their own model from which to learn. The 

theory would predict that greater levels of personalisation 

increase each of these outcomes.  

The world's leading researcher into personalised stories, Dr 

Natalia Kucirkova of UCL's Institution of Education, has found 

that: ‘This generation of children describe personalised books as 

a magical moment’, whilst going on to suggest: ‘Parents and 

teachers can harness the motivational power of personalised 

books to engage reluctant readers or challenge bookworms’.  

The uses of personalised stories as an educational tool are vast. 

Initially, accessing publishers that offer them as e-books can 

make for a free or cheaper classroom activity that ties in with 

ICT. Preparation for the lesson(s) should involve brief navigation 

of a suitable publisher’s website to gain familiarity. The process 

of personalisation itself can be educational. For instance, 

inserting the name field can be used as an opportunity to explore 

the difference between common nouns and proper nouns; 

similarly, types of pronouns can be discussed when inputting 

gender. Although, if time is of the essence, this can be skipped in 

order to explore the story as a class, meaning inputting such data 

can be achieved in a few minutes.  

A class could consist of pupils’ (and teachers’) independent 

reading of their own personalised story on a computer or tablet. 

Instructions can be given for pupils to write down their initial 

thoughts and feelings when they have finished reading, which 

should allow for different rates of reading whilst also providing 

the opportunity for the development of their own ideas before 

they are discussed as a group. Alternatively, segments of the 

story can be read by different pupils as a more collective 

experience.  

The form of the lesson may then resemble a typical class on 

any areas of language and literacy in the reading curriculum, 

whether in word reading and/or comprehension. The benefits of 

the personalised story model imply that greater engagement and 

attainment should occur. Further to this, children can write their 

own version of their lives if skills in transcription and 

composition are to be taught as an extension.  

A presently untapped use of personalised stories is to implicitly 

and explicitly tackle the issues of lack of diversity and equal 

representation in children’s literature and education. Choosing an 

avatar that matches a child for gender and roughly for ethnicity is 

not only a way for oft-unrepresented children to be depicted in 

fiction, which provides a greater sense of belonging, but can be 

“More effective teaching of literacy 

requires greater intrinsic motivation where 

children are reading the text because they 

enjoy the activity of reading itself: it is 

meaningful, interesting, pleasurable and 

purposeful.” 
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discussed in relation to 

typical children’s 

l i t e r a t u re .  Many 

children will be 

encouraged to read if 

they feel the character 

represents them – 

though we shouldn’t 

rely on this as a long-

term solution. Rather, 

it provides a starting 

point to engage many 

more children in the 

wonders of reading. 

Following this, it would be productive for all children to engage 

and empathise with all types of characters in order to acquire the 

immense benefits stories typically offer. 

Alternatively, teachers may download or order multiple 

versions of the story, using the same details but changing only 

one variable, to see pupils’ responses. For example, it could 

prove worthwhile to have the same story but with a boy and girl 

archetype or, say, a white and South Asian archetype to explore 

with a class. A discussion can ensue: if proven to be the case 

with personalised stories as it is with many others, why are boys 

reluctant to read stories with a female protagonist? In this 

scenario, gender is the only element that has changed; the rest 

stays the same. 

Innumerable further possibilities exist using the personalised 

story method – with a little creativity applied. The increased 

attention, meaning and intrinsic motivation can be used as a 

springboard for pupils to access other literature that covers 

similar themes but that focuses on another protagonist, which 

offers a great opportunity to relate the self and others, moving 

towards a focus on the latter, which will aid their development in 

an emotional, intellectual, cultural and social sense. The initial 

excitement, which may be a first for some readers, should 

encourage wider reading and demonstrate how pleasurable it is to 

explore other lives and their subsequent tales, which should 

become more meaningful and richer through the relation to the 

self.  

In this postmodern era, where the line between reality and story 

is increasingly blurred, the personalised story is a likely product 

that can be capitalised on for bold literary aims. By making the 

inextricable link between story and life explicit, confidence can 

be gained as children realise they actually already have a great 

intuitive and experiential grasp of narrative. 

Paraphrasing part of John Keats’ contentious penultimate line 

in Ode on a Grecian Urn, perhaps present your class with the 

following statement, and receive their responses, to hopefully 

change their psychological perspectives and begin or continue a 

love for literature in all its glory, for: 

‘Story is life, life story’ 

37 NATE Primary Matters Autumn 2018 

Luke Swann is a children's visionary, author 

and educationalist. His experiences of poverty, 

academia and a deep desire to do 'everything 

for every child' have influenced the creation of 

his award-winning community for children, The 

Prologue, which produces personalised stories 

to change the narrative of young people and lay 

out plans for a World Education System.  
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