
1 

SHARING FAMILY HISTORY STORIES TO FOSTER A SENSE OF BELONGING  

IN GRADE 3 BOYS 

Barbara Kinkead and Emma Noble 

St. Mark’s School of Texas, Dallas, Texas, United States 

 

Abstract 

This project aimed to foster a sense of belonging in Grade 3 boys by nurturing an understanding 

of empathy at the beginning of the school years. The task of writing and sharing family history 

stories created a forum to allow boys to listen, learn, and appreciate each other. Thirty-six boys 

took part in our research project during Spanish, library, and homeroom times. These classes 

were team-taught by both researchers.  The boys and their parents were instructed to talk about 

and create a family history story together. The boys then orally shared these stories with their 

thirty-five classmates. Qualitative data were collected through observations and we recorded 

the stories and the resulting discussions. Quantitative data were collected through pre- and 

post-questionnaires. Our findings indicated that this project increased the boys’ sense of 

belonging as a group. We realized that this was an ideal getting-to-know-each-other activity for 

the beginning of the school year. 

Introduction 

We all have a story worth telling. What’s yours? 

The United States is a nation of immigrants. Virtually all of us and, by extension, all of our 

families, began our stories on the shores of a distant continent. Someone in our past – an 

intrepid ancestor – took that first brave step to chart the course of future generations. And, 

when they finally arrived in America, many were greeted by the Statue of Liberty in New York 

Harbor, on which are inscribed the words of poet Emma Lazarus: “Give me your tired, your 

poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free." The story of their journeys has defined 

our lives, and we owe it to them to keep their memories alive.  

The United States is one of the most diverse nations on earth and, as a country, we celebrate and 

thrive on our differences. We love to tell OUR story, the “story of US,” and we are at our best 
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when we take the time to listen to the stories of others. Of course, measuring the success of a 

story or storytelling is no easy task and is often subjective. Nevertheless, we were determined to 

measure the power of storytelling to create a sense of belonging by evaluating the expression of 

empathy among the boys.  We defined empathy as experiencing the feelings and thoughts of 

another’s situation in either the past or present. “Empathy facilitates prosocial or helping 

behaviors that come from within, rather than being forced, so that people behave in a more 

compassionate manner” (Empathy, 2019). Through this, our goal was to foster a sense of 

belonging among the boys. In our research, a “sense of belonging” and “sense of community” 

work together. The more people feel a sense of belonging to a community, the stronger the 

community becomes. 

Literature Review 

Stories define us–as individuals, as families, as a nation; they make us human. It is absolutely 

essential that we cultivate and care for the act of storytelling. Thus, this action research explored 

how sharing family history stories fostered a sense of belonging among the participants of the 

study. 

Karin Hall (2014), in her article Create a Sense of Belonging, says: “A sense of belonging is 

a human need, just like the need for food and shelter.” She goes on to say: 

To build a sense of belonging requires active effort and practice. One way to work 

on increasing your sense of belonging is to look for ways you are similar with 

others instead of focusing on ways you are different...Another way to build your 

own sense of belonging is to work on acceptance of others. To accept others and 

views that are not the same as yours may require that you open your thoughts to 

the idea that there is value in everyone's thinking.  You can find truth in even the 

most difficult-to-understand [stories] even though you may not agree.  One of the 

best ways to communicate acceptance is through validation. Validation builds a 

sense of belonging and strengthens relationships. (pp. 1-2) 

Validation seems to act a lot like empathy. When you acknowledge and accept another’s 

view, not necessarily agreeing, but really showing understanding, you are displaying 

empathy. 
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In an article titled, Why it’s Imperative to Teach Empathy to Boys, authors Gayle Allen and Deborah 

Farmer Kris (2014) give three reasons as to why teaching empathy is so important.  Empathy 

breeds courage. Empathy yields happiness. Empathy drives thoughtful problem solving. 

Courage can foster assertiveness in difficult situations. Happiness leads to stronger and more 

rewarding personal connections. “Empathic problem solvers put themselves in others’ shoes in 

a way that allows them to design life-saving baby warmers, easily collapsible baby strollers, and 

energy-saving car sharing services. In addition, they’re often willing to work with others to 

solve persistent and, at times, larger problems” (para. 5). In explaining why empathy is 

important in boys, they conclude by saying: “It’s clear we need to cultivate empathy in all 

children, but gender stereotypes -- often reinforced in playrooms -- risk leaving boys, in 

particular, with a social deficit” (para. 6). 

Storytelling, learning, and empathy appear to go hand-in-hand.  Shawn Callahan (2008), a 

leading storytelling consultant, gives the following definition of story: “Story is a reimagined 

experience narrated with enough detail and feeling to cause your listeners’ imaginations to 

experience it as real” (para. 3). As educators, this is something we witness on a daily basis. All 

of the boys have varying experiences which have brought them to today. By sharing stories, we 

all gain a bit of someone else’s perspective. 

Jack Zipes (1995), author of Creative Storytelling, Building Communities Changing Lives, explains 

his views on the importance of storytelling in schools: 

If storytellers are to be effective on behalf of children in schools-and if teachers 

and librarians are to use storytelling themselves-it is important to try to instill a 

sense of community, self-reflecting and self-critical community, in the children to 

demonstrate how the ordinary can become extraordinary. The storyteller is in 

many respects like the big "bad" wolf, a rabble-rouser whose stories are meant to 

incite, not to destroy, to provoke thought and curiosity; to point a way toward 

creating a network within a community that brings people together. (p. 6). 

When boys tell each other stories, or respond to stories shared with them, either by another 

student, or by an adult, conversations can quickly take an uncomfortable turn. It is the 

responsibility of the adult (teacher, parent, cub scout leader, etc.) to make sure opinions are 

expressed as just that: opinions; feelings are expressed as feelings. If, as stated above, a 
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storyteller can be like “the big bad wolf,” it is especially important to guide our boys to be 

respectful of what others are saying. It is a chance to reflect and really consider their thoughts, 

and maybe even change their mind about something. 

Family history stories, whether written down, or only told orally, are a subset of storytelling. In 

the article What Kids Learn from Hearing Family Stories, Elaine Reese (2013a) discusses the benefits 

of sharing family stories.  She says: 

Reading to children has education benefits, of course - but so does sharing tales 

from the past.  (para. 3). … Over the last 25 years, a small canon of research on 

family storytelling shows that when parents share more family stories with their 

children – especially when they tell those stories in a detailed and responsive 

way – their children benefit in a host of ways. (para. 6).... All families have stories 

to tell, regardless of their culture or their circumstances.  Of course, not all of 

these stories are idyllic ones. Research shows that children and adolescents can 

learn a great deal from stories of life’s more difficult moments – as long as those 

stories are told in a way that is sensitive to the child’s level of understanding, 

and as long as something good is gleaned from the experience. (para. 8). 

Reese (2013a) goes further by stating that, “Books contain narratives, but only family stories 

contain your family’s personal narratives. Fortunate children get both. They hear and read 

stories from books to become part of other people’s worlds, and they hear and read stories of 

their family to understand who they are and from whence they came” (para. 10)  

One of the many strengths of St. Mark’s School is our culturally diverse community. Sharing 

family stories can be a lot like learning history—but in a very personal and real way. To think 

that the ancestor of a classmate survived one of our earth’s world tragedies, can open up a 

whole new way to consider not only that person, but also that person’s culture. In her book, Tell 

Me a Story: Sharing Stories to Enrich Your Child’s World, Elaine Reese (2013b) talks about the 

differences between reading books to girls or boys.  She insists on reading stories to boys with 

lots of details to further enhance their reading and language skills:  

The message I want to convey to parents of sons is to be persistent in your story-

sharing efforts, even if it isn’t always easy. I know this lesson from personal 

experience with my own boys and from hard experimental evidence. When we 
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coached parents in telling more elaborate stories with their sons, boys benefited 

just as much from the enriched storytelling as did girls. Family stories offer one 

way to strengthen boys’ language development and their sense of belonging. (p. 

xxii) 

In an article on the benefits of family storytelling, YaeBin Kim (2016) states, “Storytelling is the 

most powerful way that individuals share (and record) their life experiences.... When adults 

share more family stories with children, children benefit” (para. 2). In the findings of a research 

study conducted by Emory University (2010), the authors state, “Family stories provide a sense 

of identity through time, and help children understand who they are in the world.” Kim (2016) 

goes on to say, “Personal family histories help children understand who they are and from 

where they came, also getting them interested in history” (para. 3). What children learn when 

they hear about their past, is that they belong to something bigger than themselves. They are 

only one little part of an evolving world. 

Hadiya Nuriddin (2018) a consultant for both academic and corporate organizations and the 

author of Story Training: Selecting and Shaping Stories that Connect states, “Storytelling helps us 

connect participants to new situations from which they may get a small glimpse of other 

people’s lives. Learning often requires a shift in perspective, and encouraging empathy is a 

proven way to facilitate that change” (pp. 61-62). 

It is clear that storytelling provides a way to develop a depth of empathy and understanding 

that comes from engaging with other boys. Thus, we believe that storytelling is more important 

in today’s world than ever before. Sharing family history stories provide the boys with a 

contrasting and consistent set of experiences in a way that enhances the richness of cultural 

diversity and within a community helps build a sense of belonging and brings the individual 

members closer as a group. 

Research Context 

St. Mark’s School of Texas is a nonsectarian, college preparatory independent day school for 

boys in Grades 1-12. The Charter states that the school is “designed to afford its students well-

rounded physical, intellectual, moral, and religious training and instruction.” (Statement of 

Purpose, 2018) Our research participants were the 36 boys in Grade 3. We used one 45-minute 

Spanish class, one 45-minute library class, and a daily 30-minute homeroom time weekly in 
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which to undertake the research. The parents of the boys received an oral explanation, written 

instructions and permission letters were collected. Our report results labeled the participants as 

Participant A, B, C to protect the identity of the participants. 

The Action 

The boys, together with their parents, wrote a story from their ancestral past. Before reading the 

family history stories, the boys completed a pre-questionnaire. Over a period of three weeks, 

the boys read their stories to the entire 3rd Grade. Following each story, we discussed what we 

learned from the experiences of each other’s families’ ancestors. We compared and contrasted 

the stories while looking for common themes, similarities, and differences. After all of the 

stories were shared, we had a final roundtable discussion and wrap-up. Finally, the boys 

completed a post-questionnaire. 

Data Collection 

Over the course of four weeks, we collected data from various sources using the process known 

as polyangulation (Mertler, 2017, p. 11). These sources included a pre-questionnaire, story 

follow up discussions, observations, field notes, a post-questionnaire, and a final roundtable-

type discussion. To ensure the reliability and consistency of the data, a mixed questionnaire 

(pre- and post-) was used to collect both quantitative and qualitative data.  

 

The quantitative data in the pre-questionnaire included “Yes” and “No” questions. 

Questionnaire vocabulary was developed with input from two Grade 3 teachers, as well as our 

Lower School Counselor. Language selection was deliberate, as we knew it would be familiar to 

our Grade 3 boys. We did recognize, however, the need to familiarize new Grade 3 boys so that 

all of our participants were responding with a similar understanding of the language and 

vocabulary. 

In addition to the pre- and post-questionnaires, we garnered qualitative data from several other 

sources, including:  

• Discussions during classes 

• Field notes during the actual story sharing and the following discussions 

• Observation (all sessions were recorded) 
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• Roundtable discussion 

An unexpected source of data was the boys’ conversations in the hallways. This added another 

layer to the authenticity and consistency of the overall data collection. These informal 

discussions provided additional detail that we used to measure the engagement between the 

boys. 

Data Analysis, Key Findings and Discussion 

Upon receiving the 36 family history stories, we organized them around contrasts and 

commonalities. The order in which the stories were read, for the most part, was purposeful. 

This was key in observing the effect the stories had on how the boys related to one another. In 

an effort to draw out our conclusions, we transcribed all the video sessions and then coded 

them by themes. Comparing and coding the video transcriptions and the notes provided insight 

into three emerging themes: awareness of shared family experiences, appreciation for others’ 

stories, and relationship building. We also viewed the videos taken during the storytelling and 

discussions and compared our observations with the boys’ actual verbal responses. By far the 

most valuable data came from the boys’ stories and the follow-up discussions. 

Shared Family Experiences 

When the boys were reading their stories, we saw that the listeners were amazed and some of 

the stories caught their imagination as to what could or could not have happened to the main 

character of the story. For example, around the theme of shared family experiences, stories on 

an ancestor’s participation in the Korean War were shared one after the other. One of the boys 

shared a story about his Korean great-grandfather’s role in the war and another boy shared 

about his American great-grandfather’s role. After the second story was read, the following 

discussion ensued:  

Teller EK: Wait, wait … but it was your great-grandfather? 

Teller DW: Yes.  

Teller EK: The Korean war?  What side was he on? 

 Teacher: He was American but went over to Korea to fight for the South Koreans.  

Teller EK: Wow! (Realizing that teller DW’s great-grandfather was also in the Korean war like 

his own great-grandfather.)  
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Once the question of whether they were fighting for the same side was settled, it was speculated 

that the two men might have actually met there.  

Appreciation for Others’ Stories 

Several stories focused on challenging and difficult immigration journeys to the United States. 

These stories, among others, included a Greek family, an Italian family, and an Irish family. We 

drew comparisons, both alike and different, and were amazed at the similarities. These stories 

clearly articulated a shared experience and therefore resonated with the boys. One of the more 

profound moments came during the discussion of the Italian family story. In the story, we find 

out that the luxury ship sank. After the teacher made the point that they were “lucky” to have 

been poor, one of the students exclaimed that if the family hadn’t been poor, their classmate 

wouldn’t be here now. All of the boys responded in unison: “Noooooo!” Another student 

stated, “I’m going to follow up on what she said and there are two ways that E wouldn’t be 

here. If you were in the luxury boat and if you didn’t pass the medical test.” Another example 

was with a boy whose grandfather lived with an abusive father. He left his home and was 

adopted by a nice family, while his seven siblings ended up in an orphanage. “If his grandfather 

hadn’t been adopted by the S’s, he probably wouldn't have finished high school, wouldn’t have 

gone to college, wouldn’t have met G’s grandmother, they wouldn’t have had G’s dad and G 

wouldn’t be. We wouldn’t have G!” The boys showed a lot of empathy towards the teller and 

asked many clarifying questions. It was obvious by these emotional reactions that the boys 

really cared and supported each other.  

Relationship Building 

Although there were many examples of the boys interacting in positive ways, one story and 

follow-up discussion resonated the most. A new African-American boy shared the story of his 

grandmother meeting and shaking hands with Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. at her church in 

Greenwood, Mississippi. The story was written from the perspective of his grandmother. She 

told about the racial issues of the time and about how Dr. King brought them hope. “I went 

home that night with a renewed sense of hope and change.” She concludes, referring to Dr. 

King’s dream of bringing all people together, “It has allowed me to foster the dreams of 

students from ALL ethnic backgrounds while being an elementary teacher in Houston, Texas.” 

As this young man was going back to sit down, a number of boys high-fived him or patted him 



9 

on the back. We believe it was at that moment that he found a place for himself in his new 

school. 

After the stories were all shared, the boys completed a post-questionnaire. In their answers we 

looked for definitive, persuasive answers to our simple questions. For example, in statement 

three, all 36 of the boys indicated they were interested in and enjoyed listening to their 

classmate’s family history stories. This told us that every single boy (as well as the researchers) 

learned from the experience. They heard several stories of similar historical events and through 

this, connections were made with each other that brought them closer as a group. The answers 

to statement four, ”I got to know my classmates better because of this project” was divided 

between the agree choices (31) and the disagree choices (5) This surprised us a little because we 

could not see how any of the boys did not get to know their classmates at least a little better.  

When we followed up with the boys later, we asked them why they thought there were any 

“disagree” choices. The common thought was that those boys felt like they already knew their 

classmates well. We feel certain that all 36 boys did get to know their classmates better in 

varying degrees.   

As a whole, the data reflect that the boys felt that sharing their family history stories had a 

positive impact on their lives and also in the way they felt about their class as a whole. This was 

a great way to get the boys engaged and it was a perfect experience to begin the school year and 

build a sense of belonging. 

Conclusions 

Given the excitement with which the boys came to each of our storytelling sessions and their 

continued interest in the other boys’ stories, we considered this research endeavor a success. 

Every single day, several boys would gather around us and beg to be chosen next to share their 

stories. Sharing family stories can be a lot like learning history—but in a very personal and real 

way. To think that the relatives of a classmate survived one of our world’s worst tragedies can 

open up a whole new way to consider not only that person, but also that person’s family 

history. All of the boys had varying experiences which brought them to the present. By sharing 

stories, we all gained a bit of someone else’s perspective. As educators, this is something we 

witness on a daily basis. We believe the stories that the boys read instilled a sense of community 

and a desire to know more information about their peers, their own families, backgrounds, and 
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history. It was stimulating to observe the interest the boys displayed when listening to their 

classmates. When children hear about their past, they learn that they belong to something 

bigger than themselves. They are only one part of an ever-evolving world. 

Implications for Future Practice 

The most impactful part of the research was the actual action of the project: listening to the 

boys’ stories with follow-up conversations. As we wrote in the Thank You letter to the parents, 

we would love this project to become a beginning of the year tradition within the Grade 3 class 

as an ice breaker for the new boys. Therefore, we would like to initiate discussions with the 

Grade 3 teachers and administrators on how to best implement this project into the Lower 

School curriculum. 

Reflection Statement 

When we started this project, our research question was: How does the sharing of cultural 

stories foster empathy and a sense of belonging in Grade 3 boys’ relationships? Although we 

discussed this with the parents at a “back-to-school” meeting and gave them written guidelines 

for the stories, we really had no idea what to expect. The pre-project questionnaire was 

administered to all 36 boys (before receiving the stories,) in order to gather information about 

their current attitudes towards culture and friendship. Although the results of this 

questionnaire were interesting, the stories the boys and their parents wrote weren’t what we 

expected and the themes that evolved in the stories had very little to do with this original 

research question. Given the nature of the boys’ stories, we realized that we needed to change 

our focus from culture and friendship to family history and community building. 

An aspect of our action research that surprised us was how much we learned about culture and 

history from listening to the boys’ family history stories. We were even able to share our own 

personal stories with them as our experiences overlapped. It was an amazing opportunity to 

participate in this shared experience of learning! 

In conclusion, this action research was an engaging and rewarding experience. It was one of the 

most purposeful professional development opportunities in which we have participated. We 

feel that adequate time was given to the formulation and analysis of the proposed research 

question. We were also trained in how to undertake this action research and a system of 

accountability was provided.  In addition, support structures were offered to encourage and 



11 

facilitate collaboration. In Dallas, we have a vast network of Independent Schools and the 

various divisions and grade levels meet once a year. Perhaps there will be opportunities to 

share our experience with other schools in our community.  
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APPENDIX A 

Letter of explanation and consent agreement 
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APPENDIX B 

 

Guidelines for the short cultural/family story 

    

 

 

Guidelines for the Short Cultural/Family Story  

“You are absolutely the best person in the world to write your family story.  

You are the only human being ever born to this earth who has your unique 

perspective and life experiences. You know all the details.”- J.K. Rowling 

 

You have now the opportunity to pass them on to your child.   

 

● Please write a short family story with your son.  The finished narrative 

should take approximately five minutes for your son to read the story 

aloud. 

 

● Please write the story in first person even if you are telling the story of 

someone else in your family.  Ex: When I was a child in 1964…, on a 

farm/in New Hampshire/in a house with eight siblings, etc.  Feel free 

to add any personal feelings you might have. Ex: ...things in your life 

that you wish you had done differently. 

 

OR 
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● Use research and/or your imagination to write a “day in the life” story 

of your grandparents, mother, father, siblings, you, or anyone in your 

family who is interesting to your child. 

 

● Add as many relevant details as you can when you write your story. 

Discuss with your son why you believe this event actually happened or 

maybe some parts that might be embellishments. 

 

● Do your best to allow your authentic voice to shine through. The more 

your written words reflect the way you speak, the better.  

 

● Try to add some interesting cultural aspects to your story, such as 

holidays, foods, social habits, art, music, etc. 

 

● The due date is September 17.  

 

Please know that there is no right or wrong to this project. We want it to be 

a rewarding experience for you and your son! 

 

Thank you.  Enjoy your writing! 
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APPENDIX C 

Pre-questionnaire 
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APPENDIX D 

Post-questionnaire 
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APPENDIX E 

Thank you letter to parents 
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