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Aaron’s kind of different in this class,’ 
said four-year-old Becky, a girl from a 
kindergarten in Indiana, USA.

‘Aaron’s kind of different in this class? Aaron, 
can you be a different kind of tree?’ said Vivian 
Gussin Paley.

‘He don’t know what you are talking about 
because he don’t know…’  Becky replied.

‘No, I think Aaron could be a flower or a 
tree.’

‘A tree,’ said Aaron.
‘Stand up and be a tree then, two trees, let’s 

change our story.’
(For a moment Aaron stays, and then he 

wanders outside the stage area and stands 
there quietly watching.) 

This event happened 14 years ago and was 
captured on film in The Boy Who Could Tell 
Stories, recorded for the Child Care Collection 
from Ball State University in Indiana. It is part 
of a clip that I show regularly in training and it 
is as poignant to me today as it was when I first 
witnessed it in 2001.

I had flown from London to Indiana the night 
before, and I arrived in the classroom early 
that morning, jetlagged but excited. This was 
the first time I would see Vivian Gussin Paley’s 
work in action. Although we had met before 
and been in contact regularly for the past 
two years, I couldn’t wait to watch the person 
who’d created Storytelling and Story Acting 
at work. Since we’d been corresponding, I’d 
been delivering what I thought was the same 
approach and what I expected on that cold 
autumn morning was a mirror of the work 
I’d been promoting in the UK. I realised very 
quickly I had a lot to learn.

Vivian at work
I arrived at the kindergarten before the 
children, and just in time for the morning 
briefing between Vivian and the teachers. 
‘There’s one boy, Aaron, who doesn’t join in; 
he can be a bit difficult. He’s on the autism 
spectrum. We are happy to take him out.’ 
Vivian looked surprised. ‘Is he normally part 
of this classroom?’ she asked. The teachers 
nodded. ‘Then I’d rather we kept him with 
everyone else.’ 

I remember the conversation clearly, although 
at the time I was unaware of how significant 
these few words would be for the way I worked 
with children from that moment onwards. Since 
then I’ve been asked similar questions far too 
often, and although I know they are meant with 
the best intentions, to enable me to do my work 
without interruption, what these questions forget 
is that interruptions are the lifeblood of the 
classroom, and how we deal with them sets out 
the morality of our work. 

As the morning unfolded I watched Vivian 
accept the way that Aaron rolled around the 
stage when all the other children sat quietly 
around the edge. I listened to her reminding 
the children that they had to be careful not 
to step on him or the plastic animals he had 
placed in the centre of the taped-out stage 
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sat next to the stage as soon as the tape was  
put down. 

Malika, a girl in a setting in Westminster who 
struggled with speech and language, spent 
every session I worked in her classroom pulling 
me around the room and showing me different 
objects that she wanted to include in her story. 
As she introduced me to each object I said the 
name of it and wrote it down. ‘Dinosaur, lion, 
car…’ She then began miming driving around 
the classroom in a pretend car so I wrote 
that down too. When we acted out her story 
she joined in with other children playing the 
dinosaur, playing the lion, before finally driving 
around the stage in her car. If I had any doubt 
that the words I had written down reflected 
what she was sharing with me these thoughts 
quickly vanished when I saw the connection 
she made with them through the acting.

I have seen Helicopter Stories signed by 
children, while the practitioner carefully signs 
back the words she has heard and then writes 
them down. One reception-aged girl who was 
a selective mute and had not spoken to an 
adult in her school since starting the previous 
year, whispered to me the word ‘princess’. This 
followed weeks of her watching as I scribed 
stories from her peers and supported the whole 
class in acting them out. The secret of how all 
this happens is the easiest part of all: there 
is no pressure on any child, because it is an 
activity where they cannot fail.  

I invite all children to act in the stories or to 
tell me a story, but if they say no, then that’s 
fine. I tell them they can be a story listener, as 
equally important a role as a storyteller and 
a story actor. And the next time I see them I 
ask them again. It is just as important to keep 
checking with a child to see whether this time 
they are happy to join in or not; however, it is 
vital not to force them to take part. 

When I think back to that cold day in 
Indiana, and Becky telling Vivian that Aaron 
was ‘kind of different in this class’, I remind 
myself of how many wonderful kind of 
differences there are in our classrooms. This 
is why it is so important that approaches like 
Helicopter Stories exist; they allow children 
to see the value that each of us brings to this 
world and to hear the stories that each of us 
has to tell. 

Trisha Lee is the founder of MakeBelieve Arts, 
a theatre and education social enterprise 
offering high-quality early years and special 
educational needs training programmes  
(www.makebelievearts.co.uk). You can 
watch her in action at http://youtu.be/
UkJl8dyzRQQ/ Her book, Princesses,  
Dragons and Helicopter Stories, is published 
by Routledge. 

when they were about to start acting. I heard 
her accept Becky’s description of Aaron as 
‘kind of different’ and yet still include him in 
whatever way he needed. And then at a coffee 
break on the second day, I observed Aaron 
bring those same animals, along with a plastic 
base in the shape of a zoo, and place these at 
Vivian’s feet. Vivian’s focus immediately shifted 
to Aaron. The group of us who were privileged 
to be in the room moved out of the way and 
the film camera started rolling. 

Aaron began playing with the animals, 
moving them through the water, up the hill 
and then placing them in an orderly line on 
the edge of the carpet. Vivian began adding 
words to his story. ‘The cow splashed in the 
water, splash, splash, walked up the hill and 
then stood over there. The lion splashed in the 
water, splash, splash, walked up the hill and 
then stood over there.’ 

As I watched Vivian dictate Aaron’s story 
in the most uninvasive of ways, I finally 
understood the potential of this approach to 
reach all children.

My practice changed forever after those few 
days, as I’d had the opportunity to see first 
hand what a truly child-centred environment 
looks likes.

The UK approach
The Helicopter Stories project in the UK, 
which is based directly on Vivian Gussin 
Paley’s approach, aims to develop the sense 
of community in the classroom, building an 
environment where the experiences and needs 
of all children are valued. 

It’s a simple approach. Children tell their 
stories and the practitioner scribes them word 
for word, exactly as the child dictates. Then 
the class gather together to act out the stories 
around a taped-out stage area. The ethos is 
one of inclusion. The differing needs of all 
children are respected, and the approach 
allows for a celebration of every child.

If a teacher suggests that they should take 
a certain child out when I am working with 
them, I always stop them and ask them to allow 
the child to be the way they are. The teacher 
should keep an eye on them to ensure that 
they are safe, but other than that I am happy 
to manage the interactions of the group and 
to support all children, even the ones who are 
‘kind of different’. 

Mattie, a boy with autism whom I worked 
with, wanted to stay in a wigwam near the 
stage while the acting out took place. As the first 
story happened, he poked out his head. During 
the second story, his whole body came out,  
and by the third story he had crawled behind 
one of the other children and was peering 
around them. After three weeks, he eagerly  
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