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Abstract 

The purpose of this project was to examine the impact of storytelling games on the mindset of 

Grade 9 boys in an Afrikaans First Additional Language class.  The goal was to help the boys 

understand the value of having a growth mindset in class and provide opportunities for them to 

apply a growth mindset when thinking about their learning. The project ran over a six-week 

period and focussed on using storytelling games as a growth mindset tool while allowing boys 

to work collaboratively and creatively. I completed a comparative analysis of a baseline 

questionnaire, field notes, anecdotal observations, and interviews in order to determine the 

efficacy of the research action. Research data clearly showed that storytelling games set the 

stage for shifting attitudes towards learning the language, helping boys build the confidence to 

not shy away from challenges. Furthermore, boys began to understand that practice and 

perseverance can result in new strategies to help improve learning. Playing games helped them 

think creatively and collaboratively, and the engagement and creativity inspired by games 

contributed to perseverance. 

Introduction 

There are many obstacles to overcome when learning a foreign language, including vocabulary 

learning, pronunciation, listening comprehension, grammar, or writing. Our students face a 

plethora of hindrances on the way to success. In a study conducted by Wu and Chan (2004) on 

the foreign language anxiety of elementary school students in Taiwan, situations which 

provoked the most anxiety were tests, speaking in front of others, spelling, incomprehensible 

input, and speaking to native speakers. These struggles can inhibit students when learning a 

second language. 
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The 2018/2019 IBSC action research topic, Boys and Stories: Pathways to Learning, offered me 

the opportunity to explore my concerns and observations about the mindset of boys in a 

foreign language classroom and their hesitancy to speak the foreign language. Storytelling is a 

performing art based on authenticity and is also the oldest form of education. Storytelling is 

not limited to just transferring knowledge and understanding; it also plays a vital role in 

motivating, engaging, and interacting with learners. Storytelling renovates the whole 

teaching/learning experience.  It serves to organize, encode, archive, and store experience as 

well as make it more readily available for retrieval in authentic, contextual, and usable forms 

(Gottschall, 2012). Through storytelling, boys can explore emotions and develop the self-

expression they need to make friends, create learning opportunities, and work collaboratively 

to resolve conflicts. 

I believed storytelling games could potentially help boys internalise a bank of language 

patterns and structures, improving their spoken and written language, while also building their 

social skills and self-confidence. As the boys recognised challenges through the games, I 

anticipated they could apply positive self-talk, to move from “a place of judgement” to a “place 

of development” (Dweck, 2017, p. 218).  

I planned my research action in the hope of creating an environment where learning, having 

fun, and stretching oneself is celebrated. Allowing opportunities for the boys to reflect on their 

mindset would ideally allow them to develop strategies to grow or change their approach to 

learning the Afrikaans language. Based on these objectives, I developed the research question: 

How might the introduction of storytelling games in a First Additional Language class 

encourage a growth mindset in Grade 9 boys? 

Action research was an appropriate methodology for this research project due to the fact that 

it allowed me to be actively involved in the process as a teacher researcher. Mertler (2016) 

asserts that “effective teachers reflect on their actions and critically examine their practice 

continuously during the process of teaching” (p. 44). Celebrating student voice by way of rich 

feedback would allow me the opportunity to really understand whether storytelling games are 

a means to encourage and develop a growth mindset in boys. I also appreciated that action 

research is inclusive in nature and allows for reflection. 
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Literature Review 

Carol Dweck (2017) explains that a growth mindset is the belief that “abilities can be cultivated” 

(pg. 50) and further states that, “the fixed mindset stands in the way of development and 

change” (p. 50). While we must recognise that we possess both mindsets, we must strive to 

think positively about our learning. As humans, it is difficult to step out of our comfort zones to 

a place where we are stretched and from where we can learn. John Maxwell (2014) emphasizes 

this concept with his law of the rubber band, stating, “growth stops when you lose the tension 

between where you are and where you could be” (p. 156).  

Storytelling has the potential to enhance learning and promote a growth mindset in the foreign 

language classroom. A 2010 study by the National Academy of Sciences (as cited in Juliani, 

2014) reports that, “by engaging students with compelling stories that impart important 

material, teachers reach students both emotionally and biochemically, increasing the potential 

for rich learning experiences” (para. 8). Skilled teachers acknowledge the importance of using 

storytelling as part of the language curriculum to build children’s literary skills, because as 

Britton (1970) states, “reading and writing float on a sea of talk” (p. 164). Cherry-Cruz (2001) 

explains that, “students who actively engage in the storytelling process increase the fluency of 

their verbal expression by recalling and or describing events, retelling stories for information, 

and paraphrasing stories to expand and organize informational content” (para. 14). The next 

step involves considering how to best incorporate storytelling into instruction. 

Many studies support the use of game-based learning in the foreign language classroom. 

Benefits include “lowering affective barriers and encouraging learners to interact within a target 

domain. These activities improve willingness to communicate and language acquisition” 

(Reinders & Wattana as cited in Yükseltürk, Altıok, & Başer, 2018, pg. 160). Another study found 

that language games help in “creating an interactive environment and improving academic 

performance and achievement” (Mubaslat as cited in Yükseltürk et al., pg. 161). Tomlinson and 

Masuhara (2009) did some interesting research on the potential of competitive games involving 

physical movement to facilitate the acquisition of a second or foreign language; they found 

that one of the great benefits of using games in learning was the opportunity to provide  

immediate feedback on the effectiveness of the outcomes of their contribution to an activity. 
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Games also provide the benefit of “enjoyable learning from multidimensional experience and 

they can provide rich opportunities for language intake and for purposeful use of language” 

(Tomlinson & Masuhara, p. 646). 

Boys can exhibit high levels of engagement when games are incorporated into instruction. 

Reichert and Hawley (2010) assert that, “there are obvious reasons that the introduction of a 

game in a scholastic setting might appeal to boys - as a break in routine, as an outlet for 

competitive spirit, as sheer fun” (p. 35). Boys enjoy games, and I believe that the storytelling 

activities will bring, what Reichert and Hawley describe as “new energy and interest to the 

classroom” (p. 58). 

Research Context 

St Alban’s College is an independent Anglican School, located in Lynnwood Glen, Pretoria, 

South Africa. Lynnwood Glen is known as Pretoria’s best kept secret as it is a lovely, lush, and 

leafy suburb with a serene and tranquil atmosphere. The school is dedicated to providing a 

stimulating, balanced programme that is sensitive to the needs of individual students, 

encouraging them to take responsibility for themselves and to care about the less fortunate in 

the community. The school aims to lead in the effective development and use of innovative 

learning systems and to equip boys with the life skills that will enable them to adapt and make 

a positive contribution in the rapidly changing world we live in. 

My participants iwere 17 boys from my Grade 9 Afrikaans class. The boys were all 

approximately 15 years of age. I chose this cohort as they are energetic, adventurous, and open 

to explore new ways of learning. I also had the flexibility within my syllabus to try new learning 

strategies with this particular class.  

I attained permission from both the boys and their parents/guardians for the boys’ 

participation in my research through letters of consent as suggested by the IBSC. I ensured that 

each boy’s identity remained anonymous in my findings and recordings. 

 

 The Action 
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I began the action phase by introducing the concept of growth mindset. During the first lesson, 

I showed the boys a clip from the award-winning animated video short, Soar (Yu & Tuze, 2015). 

We had a discussion about the video and the boys completed a questionnaire to determine 

which mindset they apply when thinking about their learning of Afrikaans. When identifying the 

areas in their learning where they need to improve, most students mentioned enhancing and 

improving their vocabulary, as well as practicing speaking and listening skills. I let the boys 

know that in learning to cultivate a growth mindset, it is important to acknowledge and 

embrace your weaknesses. Hoping to improve negative self-talk, I encouraged the boys to use 

the phrase “instead of ___, I can ___.” Armed with this growth mindset knowledge, the boys 

were ready to try some storytelling games. 

Before each storytelling game we practised growth and fixed mindset self-talk phrases. For 

example, a boy might say to himself, “In order to grow it is necessary to persist in the face of 

setbacks, use different strategies, learn from others.” Other positive phrases included “I will try,” 

“I will train my brain,” and “I made a mistake but I will fail forward.” 

We played four storytelling games which are highlighted below. All of these games were 

played in Afrikaans. 

Game 1: Collaborative Storytelling 

● The boys sat in small groups and each one drew an object from a bag.  They had to use 

all the objects to tell a collaborative story and each boy had to participate by adding to 

the storyline. They repeated this storytelling three times. In rounds two and three, they 

drew new objects, and I challenged them to tell the story in the past and future tenses.   

Game 2: Build a Story 

● This game entailed building your own story by drawing cards from plot, character, and 

action categories. The boys created these cards, and I also included cards with inner and 

outer conflicts to make the game more challenging and interesting. After drawing their 

cards, the boys had to act out their story in a short role play which resulted in some 

good fun and laughter. 
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Game 3: Two Truths and a Lie 

● Using a game board that I found online, the boys played the game two truths and a lie. 

They rolled a dice, and when it is their turn, they had to share two personal truths and 

one untruth. Everyone in the group had an opportunity to try to guess which statement 

was the lie. Once everyone guessed, the truths and lie were revealed.  

Game 4: Sculpting a Story 

● For our fourth game, the boys used blue playdough to construct a model of a growth 

mindset-themed story that I shared with them. After I repeated the story twice, the boys 

took turns retelling the story. 

At the end of each of the storytelling game sessions, the boys reflected on their learning by 

answering questions through surveys, exit tickets, and classroom discussions. They shared 

thoughts on their mindset, learning, any hindrances they encountered while playing the 

storytelling games, and different strategies that could help them solve their challenges.  

Data Collection 

I conducted baseline and post-action surveys in order to gather information on the boys’ 

mindset about learning Afrikaans. The surveys included Likert-style questions as well as short 

answer questions. After each storytelling game, I collected exit slips to assess how the boys 

enjoyed the activities, how they approached the challenges, and how the games affected their 

thoughts about their learning. Another important data collection method included observations, 

which I tried to do as naturally as possible; I did not want the boys to behave differently because 

they knew they were being observed (Mertler, 2016, p. 131).  

 

Data Analysis 

The analysis of data from the baseline surveys provided initial themes, which directed my project 

direction. The Google Forms survey and exit slips allowed me easily to sort and organise the 

data.  
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Mertler (2016) asserts that, “reflective practice is a huge theme that undergirds the action 

research process” (p. 139). Throughout the project, I continued to look at the data and re-read 

my own field notes to establish evolving dynamics in the boys’ learning experience. I transcribed 

interviews, video recordings, and other responses and looked for emergent themes that related 

to my project focus and that would inform future practice in my classroom. 

Discussion of Results 

An analysis of the data collected throughout the duration of this project resulted in three 

prevalent findings. These themes all related to growth mindset behaviors linked to learning 

Afrikaans: 

● Creative engagement in storytelling games promoted a positive attitude  

● Collaboration required by storytelling games increased student confidence  

● Storytelling games led to perseverance 

These themes are inextricably linked to a growth mindset where learning is a process of 

developing and growing skills. The games set the stage for shifting attitudes towards learning 

the language in order for boys to build the confidence to not shy away from challenges.  The 

data show that the boys began to understand that practice and perseverance can result in new 

strategies to help improve learning.  

Prior to the project intervention, baseline surveys showed that the boys approached learning 

Afrikaans with a fixed mindset. Almost half of the boys stated that they attempted to prove 

themselves to others in order to impress them, rather than improve their process of learning. 

The boys’ responses also showed that they tried to hide their deficiencies and lack of vocabulary 

and confidence instead of trying to overcome them. Some of the boys felt threatened by the 

success of others, which also indicated a fixed mindset. 

It was evident from both the growth mindset questionnaire and our Soar (Yu & Tuze, 2015) 

video discussion that the boys had some background knowledge of the growth mindset 

concept. The majority of boys were interested to learn more, were excited to be challenged with 

storytelling games, and willing to  stretch themselves academically. 
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Creative Engagement in Storytelling Games Promoted a Positive Attitude Towards Learning 

Afrikaans 

As I introduced storytelling games into the classroom, the boys showed great enthusiasm and 

actively participated. The “Build a Story” game required boys to think creatively as they created 

their own setting, character, event, plot, solution and end; they were keen to engage and asked 

questions to deepen their understanding. When reflecting on this game, one boy stated, “It not 

only forced us to use new Afrikaans words but also forced us to be creative.” 

I observed my students eager to explore new things and appreciate elements of surprise in the 

games. During the “Build a Story” game, the boys acted out their stories, which enabled them to 

add a personal, imaginative touch to the learning experience. Exit tickets indicated that boys 

realised that learning was the goal, not perfection, and that there were different strategies and 

methods by which to learn. Student W said that he “enjoyed this game as we shared a lot of 

laughter and it stretched my brain to think creatively in Afrikaans.” I was so encouraged by 

Student J who said, “although this was difficult, I felt enthusiastic to play and learn some new 

Afrikaans words today.” In the final questionnaire, fourteen out of seventeen boys answered 

“yes” in response to the question: Do you think the storytelling games challenged you to think 

differently about learning Afrikaans? Many agreed with the statement, as reflected by one boy 

who said, “It made me think in a different way.”  

The boys reacted to “Sculpting a Story” game with enthusiasm and excitement. I was a bit 

hesitant to try this game as it involved an activity which is more primary school focused, but I 

was pleasantly surprised with the boys’ exit ticket responses that clearly indicated that they 

enjoyed the activity. They thought it was fun and challenging to listen to the story in Afrikaans 

and then build the story with the clay. This activity definitely tested and enhanced their listening 

skills.  

The “Two Truths and a Lie” game was definitely a challenging, yet fun, game that allowed boys 

to be creative with their answers and use their own unique voices to share something authentic 

about themselves. I shared this game in our Google Classroom for their perusal and more than 

half of the boys indicated that they looked at the game and thought about possible things to 
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say before the start of class.  This was an indication that the game promoted positive and 

inquisitive attitudes, and that they boys were thinking about their learning with a growth 

mindset.  

Collaboration Required by Storytelling Games Increased Confidence 

Playing games with classmates encouraged confidence and a growth mindset attitude. 

Specifically, I observed that the games where students could work as a group had an influence 

on their confidence levels as boys encouraged each other to participate and take chances. The 

mother-tongue speakers were respectful and organised the groups without taking over and 

doing all the work. Games such as the “Collaborative Storytelling” game allowed each group 

member’s ideas to be heard and reflected in the story. Even the more shy and introverted boys 

took the opportunity to generate ideas and helped with the production of the stories. I was 

encouraged by student K who said, “I was always too shy to speak Afrikaans but these games 

gave me an opportunity to speak and make mistakes and not to feel judged by my peers.”  

Boys appreciated the ideas and suggestions of their peers. During the “Sculpting a Story” game, 

they had to listen closely to each other and they mentioned repeatedly in their exit slips how 

their listening skills were tested and improved during this process. The boys were also very 

interested in each other’s clay sculptures, which lead to a feeling of pride in their work and 

increased confidence.  

Storytelling Games Led to Perseverance 

The games helped the boys understand that failures and setbacks are temporary. They wanted 

to try again and refused to allow setbacks in one area affect their motivation to learn (and win!). 

Through my observations, it was evident that the lack of vocabulary was still a huge factor in 

hindering some of the boys to engage in the games, but they never gave up. Student C 

mentioned that, “the games helped me to feel comfortable making mistakes and that I could 

learn from it.” It was clear that the boys embraced their challenges and tried again if they did 

not succeed the first time. I was also pleased to see that it was not only the weaker students 

who began to challenge and stretch themselves during this project. Student L, a mother tongue 
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speaker, challenged himself by using more intensive forms and adjectives when telling his 

stories.   

At the end of each class, the boys reflected on their growth mindset using phrases from a 

growth mindset self-talk alphabet that I displayed in my class. Their responses regularly 

indicated that the storytelling games instilled attitudes of perseverance when related to learning 

Afrikaans. 

Frequently chosen statements included:  

● Attitude and effort determine how much I can learn. 

● I can be brave and step out of my comfort zone. 

● Challenges help me grow. 

● I’ll try a different strategy, effort makes me stronger. 

● I can welcome feedback. 

● New things are opportunities for me to learn. 

● Mistakes help me improve. 

● Learning is a journey. 

● I can choose to try again. 

●  valuable information can be found in every failure. 

● XYZ didn’t work, I’ll try ABC. 

Conclusion 

I undertook this project due to my constant awareness of the struggles of the second language 

speakers in my class. As an Afrikaans speaking person, I know and understand the difficulty of 

expressing yourself in another language and, therefore, I am always looking at different ways of 

teaching to help boys to engage with the content and grow in confidence when doing oral 

assignments. Focussing on the growth mindset helped boys see that challenges help them learn, 

failure is not permanent, a positive attitude and efforts to use the right strategies can determine 
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how much they can learn, and learning is a journey. These concepts were building blocks that I 

continuously repeated and enforced to encourage growth mindset self-talk during the 

storytelling games.  

It is imperative to use a growth mindset when learning a second language because mastering 

the fine nuances of a language entails practice, perseverance, and resilience. I witnessed the 

boys in my class challenging themselves to be better every time they played a game and to 

make efforts to learn new vocabulary in order to better express themselves. The positive attitude 

they displayed towards learning Afrikaans helped them realise that learning, not perfection, was 

the goal. They understood that there were different strategies and methods to learn, and this 

knowledge led to perseverance. Coupling storytelling games and growth mindset lead to an 

environment where boys were more likely to seek feedback, take risks, handle challenges head 

on, and speak Afrikaans confidently.  

Fun and creative teaching methods, such as storytelling games, are important keys to building 

engagement in the classroom. Students learn a variety of important skills and concepts with this 

powerful instructional tool. Collaboration, communication, and creativity form part of the 

learning skills that our boys need to develop as 21st century citizens. Through the storytelling 

games, they learned about being flexible, taking initiative, and using proper social skills. From a 

language perspective, they developed crucial language acquisition listening and oral skills. 

Storytelling games were not only a learning experience for the boys in my Grade 9 class; I also 

changed the way in which I praised them. Purposeful game playing provided a supportive and 

fun environment where I could encourage learners by recognizing their efforts, resourcefulness, 

and resilience rather than criticising mistakes. I reminded them that they may not be there yet, 

but their attitude, resilience, and the process and effort they put into their learning would make 

them successful storytellers. I am grateful that this project provided opportunities for positive 

and productive struggle that led my students to have a new approach to learning Afrikaans. 

Implications for Future Research 

Storytelling games can be implemented in any foreign language class where teachers want to 

enhance oral language activities in a fun and intentional teacher-facilitated way. I will definitely 
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continue incorporating storytelling games in my Grade 9 classes. One of the parts that I enjoyed 

the most was witnessing how boys enjoyed the games and grew in confidence and perseverance 

when they faced challenges. I would use the same games again, but I would simplify by perhaps 

not including inner and outer conflicts (or rather give that as an optional choice to include in the 

story). Although this version made the game more challenging and interesting, it was a bit 

difficult to incorporate for some of the groups with limited vocabulary. 

It would be fascinating to investigate how changing the way we praise could help boys develop 

a new way of thinking about their learning process - not only in a language class, but their 

attitude and growth mindset about their learning in general.  

Reflection Statement 

Through this research I realised the value of a growth mindset when thinking about your 

learning.  

I once again realised how much I love teaching boys - their honest and authentic engagement in 

class, the way they undertook the project with excitement and maturity and kindness for each 

other, and the energy and zest for life they displayed when playing is just priceless. 

This project really rekindled my love for teaching and lifelong learning, and it has been a hugely 

rewarding experience for me. I learned about the growth mindset concept, and I am constantly 

looking for opportunities to stretch myself and practice growth mindset self-talk whenever I 

sense a fixed mindset in my thinking! It challenge me to model the growth mindset concept to 

the boys in my class. 

There were times that I felt stretched and nervous about assignments and writing reports and 

collecting and analysing data. While the requirements were challenging, I felt a sense of pride 

and purpose after completing my assignments. As an avid reader, I thoroughly enjoyed 

exploring the scholarly literature related to my research. 

I am forever grateful to St Alban’s College and our Headmaster, Mr. Shane Kidwell, who made 

this incredible experience possible. I feel blessed to have had his support along with the boys in 

my Grade 9 class who were enthusiastic, kind, supportive, gracious, and always willing eagerly 
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participate.  To my wonderful colleagues, friends and mentors, Bruce Collins, Tracy Mackenzie 

and Glynnis Moore: Your support, guidance, and interest in my project was just what I needed to 

get me through this… thanks so much! This experience reminded me, yet again, of how lucky I 

am to call St Albans College home. My dear friend and Team Leader, Laura Sabo - I don’t have 

enough words to sing your praises!  Thank you for all the individual attention awarded to me, all 

the Skype calls, text messages and emails that kept me going through the tough stages of the 

literature review and data analysis! Thanks for your insightful comments and generosity 

throughout this project. 

Finally, thank you to my friends and colleagues, Elnette van Zyl and Naomi van der Westhuizen 

for supporting me in this endeavour, for encouraging my endless excitement, and for 

challenging me to be better. 

The planet does not need more successful people.  The planet desperately needs 

more peacemakers, healers, restorers, storytellers and lovers of all kinds.  

- The Dalai Lama 
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