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3 secret hacks 
to build a 
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PLEASE STAND UP



Yes.  Really. 



I can see you.



PLEASE STAND UP



CLOSE YOUR EYES





The brain cannot tell the difference  
between stories and reality. 



The brain cannot tell the difference between 
stories and reality. 



What makes a memorable story?

• It has to be comprehensible 
• It has to be input 
• It has to be compelling 

       



What makes a Story?
      movie clips  

picturetalk  
choosing interesting class readers 

writing your own stories 
Story-Listening 

Storytelling (Storyasking)



• 3 SECRETS FOR KILLER ATTENTION-GETTING STORIES 

• What makes a COMPELLING Story? 

• DOPAMINE 

• OXYTOCIN 

• ENDORPHINS



Stories are felt in the body
When you are talking to people, you 
can control  the effect your story has on 
them. 

Anyone can be a great storyteller 



A compelling story engages our entire 
being in visualizing the story.  The brain 
releases dopamine in response to a cliff-
hanger.   

It releases Oxytocin in response to 
empathy with the character or 
storyteller.   

It releases endorphins in response to a 
pleasurable story conclusion. 



MAKING AN  

ENTRANCE



What makes a memorable story?

• It has to be comprehensible 
• It has to be input 
• It has to be compelling 

       



• Does it matter if we are providing comprehensible 
input, it doesn’t engage our students’ attention?



• There is no such thing as multi-tasking.  Divided 
attention reduces learning ability in the teenage 
brain.



We don’t 
pay 
attention 
to boring 
things. - 
BRAIN RULES



OVERVIEW
• THE BRAIN CANNOT TELL THE DIFFERENCE 

BETWEEN REALITY AND STORIES 

• GOOD STORIES 
• 1.  CAPTURE ATTENTION 
• 2. DUMP CHEMICALS INTO THE BRAIN 
• 3.  THE BRAIN REMEMBERS STORIES LONG-TERM



SECRET #1



TRIGGERING DOPAMINE

Build suspense 

Launch a cliff hanger 

Cycle of waiting and expecting 

Foreshadowing 

Action scenes



ACTION in acting out Stories



Physical activity INSIDE of 
Storytelling



"In the trees this 
afternoon, he was 
a giver of bread 
and teddy bears. 
He was her best 
friend. And he 
was a month 
from his death.”

― Markus 
Zusak, The 
Book Thief 



•don’t give away the ending 
•build suspense.



Stories are about 
conflict that can't be 
avoided, because in 
real life we're wired to 
avoid conflict.



•“The novel stimuli – the unusual, 
the unpredictable,  

•– are powerful ways to harness 
attention.”  (Pg. 76, Brain Rules.) 

•“Emotions get our attention.”  (Pg. 
79, Brain Rules.) 



Let me tell you a story….



funambulism

funambulismo

•  une funambule


https://en.bab.la/dictionary/french-english/funambule


SKELETON
(Character) goes to 
_____________ 
S/he wants __________

GRAB ATTENTION 

WAIT FOR ATTENTION 
  
DOPAMINE  
Cliffhanger 
suspense 
Foreshadowing a secret 
Unexpected prop 



SKELETON
There is a girl.  She is 7 years old. 
Her name is Tatiana-Mosio Bongonga. 
She sees a tightrope walker. 
She wants to be a tightrope walker. 



SKELETON
There is a girl.  She is 7 years old. 
Her name is Tatiana-Mosio 
Bongonga. 
She sees a tightrope walker. 
She wants to be a tightrope walker. 
She practices every day. 
She goes to a school for tightrope 
walkers. 
There is a problem.



SKELETON

There is a problem. 
It is hard because she is a girl. 
It is hard because it takes a 
lot of practice. 
It is hard because it is 
dangerous. 
Sometimes tightrope walkers 
fall.



http://expositions.bnf.fr/cnac/grand/cir_0195.htm

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uS5Y0wkE3-YWith a net

With a net

Low wire

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uS5Y0wkE3-Y

http://expositions.bnf.fr/cnac/grand/cir_0195.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uS5Y0wkE3-Y




SKELETON
There is another problem. 
She wants to be a 
highwire walker.   
She wants to be the best 
highwire walker. 
It is hard because 
highwire walkers fall. 
It is hard because 
sometimes highwire 
walkers die. 



She still wants to be 
famous. 
She wants to walk without 
a net. 
She wants to walk without 
a safety wire. 
She knows she will not fall. 
She knows she will not die. 
She wants to walk where 
people will see her.  
She wants to walk where 
no one has walked before.



OVERVIEW
• THE BRAIN CANNOT TELL THE DIFFERENCE 

BETWEEN REALITY AND STORIES 
• 1.  CAPTURE ATTENTION 
• 2. DUMP CHEMICALS INTO THE BRAIN with a 

cliffhanger and cycle of waiting and expecting 
• 3.  GET PHYSICAL



Karl Wallende, 1978

















1:53-4:40

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gPZWefDFuDY


SECRET #2



The Wonder Drug of Storytelling: 
Oxtytocin

It is what enables us 
to identify and 
empathize with the 
hero/protagonist  
in a story.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O7c1lYwJYG4


Oxytocin

Generosity 
Trusting  
Bonding 



When Oxytocin is released 
during  a story arc, we begin 
to empathize with their 
pain. 



Oxytocin - the love hormone 
bonding behaviour 
creates empathy and trust 

Mirroring 
Listeners experience similar brain 
activity to each other AND to the 
storyteller. 



STORIES VS DOCUMENTARIES VS 
NOTHING
In a 2015 study, participants who watched 
Mad Men or The Good Wife scored higher in 
empathy than those who watched 
documentaries or simply took the test without 
first watching anything. 
The empathic skills we build with stories are 
transferrable to the rest of our lives. 
47 percent more of the neurochemical 
oxytocin in their body than those who didn’t 
feel empathetic toward the characters.



Mirroring Altruism and Heroism

Witnessing acts of altruism and heroism 
in films led to more giving in real life.  

The stories that we tell matter. 
Who we hero-worship - or don’t - 
matters.



"In the trees this 
afternoon, he was 
a giver of bread 
and teddy bears. 
He was her best 
friend. And he 
was a month 
from his death.”

― Markus 
Zusak, The 
Book Thief 



The Hero’s Journey

•We empathize more deeply 
with characters who need to 
overcome a struggle in order 
to persevere.



SECRET #3



Endorphins
•Endorphins trigger a happy 
peaceful feeling in our brain. 
They ward off anxiety and 
sadness. Endorphins are 
triggered by laughing and 
finding something amusing. 



WHAT IF YOU AREN’T FUNNY?





LAUGH WHEN STUDENTS ARE 
FUNNY



WHEN FUNNY THINGS HAPPEN IN 
YOUR REAL LIFE, NOTICE





https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X3-3vRtSvlM


• feel more creative 
•more relaxed 
•help us pay attention 
•brain activity increases. 



• Endorphins produce the“runners 
high”.  

• We experience pleasure and 
satisfaction.  

• Critical in driving “buying” decisions in 
book selections.



•The science behind laughter has to do 
with the actual physical action of laughing 
rather than just finding something 
amusing. 



Endorphins are released through 
funny stories. When you make 
your audience laugh through one 
of your stories, they feel more 
relaxed, creative and focused. 



Storytelling is long-term memory. 
Good stories stay with us and in 
us long after we’ve heard them 
or read them.  A good, happy 
ending releases endorphins.  
Stories literally make us high. 



Wired for Story, Lisa Cron 
“Michael Gazzaniga. Used to be director of the Center for Neuroscience when I 
did my PhD.” - Dr. Chris Petkov 



FEEL FIRST; THINK SECOND

Stories are about 
conflict that can't be 
avoided, because in 
real life we're wired to 
avoid conflict.



GET DETAILS 

You have got to make your story 
specific enough to have an 
emotional impact.  
That’s the magic of a story.  
Feelings can be generated by 
being specific in a story.



If you think about something, 
you can decide not to. But if 
you feel something, then the 
storyteller has your attention. 



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_VJ9F9UFmAI


3 secret hacks  

Unresolved Tension 

Make an Entrance 

Cliffhanger 

Emotion  

Personalization / Empathy 

Laughter 

 Happy Ending 

The brain cannot tell the difference  
between stories and reality.  



•JK Rowling kept the Harry Potter story going for 
from 1990 until 2007 —- for 17 years. 
•



•We only need to keep it going for about 45 
minutes.



“Of course it is 
happening inside 
your head, Harry, 
but why on earth 
should that mean 
that it is not real?”  
Albus Dumbledore, Harry 
Potter and the Deathly 
Hallows, JK Rowling
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