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Abstract 

The purpose of this small research project was to explore the current practice of storytelling in early years settings in one Welsh local authority. Ten early years settings took part in this study of which five were private day nurseries and five were Flying Start settings. Some settings were bilingual. Data collection included both questionnaires and interviews, of which 52 participants completed questionnaires and 3 leaders completed interviews. Three key aspects were focused upon during this research including, interpretation and understanding of storytelling, effectiveness of storytelling training and the practice of storytelling within the ten settings. The results suggested that all participants involved in the study acknowledged and undertook the practice of delivering stories. However, the methods used and understanding of storytelling varied considerably with reading, telling and sharing being defined and interpreted in many different ways. Findings demonstrated the settings’ different practices, practitioners’ personal preferences and frequency of storytelling, all being influenced by the practitioners’ levels of confidence, skills and knowledge. Whilst storytelling training was explored, the results demonstrated that only a small percentage of participants had attended training, with nearly all being day nursery leaders and practitioners.  Those who had attended training, indicated that they had benefitted from these experiences.  Results also indicated that an understanding of the features and benefits of storytelling was evident, but confidence and cooperation were identified as barriers. Finally, the results indicated that all practitioners enjoy storytelling, are eager to develop their skills and improve the practice of storytelling within their settings.   

1. Introduction 

This small research project will explore the concept of storytelling in ten early years settings in in one local authority in Wales. There are many aspects and components that will be considered, including the interpretation and understanding of storytelling, the practice of storytelling, including features and benefits of storytelling, training and pedagogies within early years settings. 

The concept of storytelling has been in existence for centuries (Greene and Del Negro, 2010) and the practice of story time has been considered a traditional part of a typical day in primary education and particularly since the establishment of playgroups during the 1960’s, cylchoedd meithrin during the 1970’s and day care services during the 1980’s (NDNA, 2018). During this time, statutory frameworks, curricula and assessments have changed significantly with more and more pressures being placed upon early years teachers and early years practitioners to demonstrate children’s outcomes (Moss, 2013). With these demands increasing and continuous changes to the early years workforce, maintaining traditional valuable practices and developing and implementing new pedagogies are challenging for the early years workforce (Cremin et al., 2017).    

The Nutbrown Review (2012) in England, the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework in Wales (2013), the Donaldson Report (2015) for the Foundation Phase in Wales and the review by Social Care Wales (2016) of early years and childcare qualifications all highlight the need to invest in the knowledge and skills of practitioners and early years teachers in order to ensure children are provided with opportunities and experiences for life. The Languages, Literacy and Communication AoLE Report (WG, 2017) focuses on the ‘what matters’ approach which values voices and indicates what learners should experience as they journey along the continuum of learning. The report highlights literature to be a powerful vehicle which stimulates and expands minds, fulfilling dreams and aspirations. 

Goouch (2014) believed that the importance of infancy on the development of early literacy cannot be overstated enough and re-affirms that, 

‘The messages are clear: from the earliest mouth-to-sound maps through to the exploration of favourite stories, both told and read, early language and literacy experiences create a literacy thread…that will help create a safe and enduring world of literacy for children to carry through childhood.’ 

                                                                                             (Goouch, 2014:14)   

The literature review will explore the art and complexities of storytelling and how this relates to young children’s early literacy experiences and oracy development.  Attention will be given to the role of the adult as storyteller and explore how adults and practitioners can contribute to children’s language and literacy development. How storytelling is interpreted and understood will be explored as well as considering the skills, levels of confidence and range of competencies required by early years practitioners (Whitehead, 2010; Bower, 2014). The process of storytelling has evolved over centuries (Ryan, 2012) and oral and learning traditions will be researched in order to establish whether traditional practices are still evident or whether more current pedagogies have emerged with time within early years settings today.  

The practice of story reading (Isbel et al., 2004), shared storybook reading (Bower, 2014) and story time (Neaum, 2012) will be explored to see whether or not these are different to the traditional concept of oral storytelling (Agosto, 2016; McKegney, 2016). The importance of storytelling in the development of early language and literacy will also be explored (McAlees, 2016), as well as the benefits. The literature review will conclude with an analysis of research and frameworks on the role of the adult (Medlicott, 2018) and the significance of training (Flanagan, 2016). 

With this in mind, this research project will involve collecting data through questionnaires distributed to early years practitioners and leaders and conducting further interviews with leaders and will ask whether qualifications, levels of knowledge and understanding, skills and confidence all contribute to the quality of experiences and opportunities for stories in early years settings.  

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Early language and literacy development 
Oral language development is the ability to understand and be able to express speech, including the production of vocabulary, mastery of comprehension, receptive language of listening and understanding and the expressive language of speaking (Ezell and Justice, 2005). Hayes (2016) referred to receptive language being at the heart of early language development and believed that without the ability to process, recognise and differentiate the language young children are exposed to, they would not be able to develop spoken language, become literate or develop as social beings. The development of any language is an elaborate linguistic structure of relationships and interrelated elements (Whitehead, 2010). 

Despite being a dated view, Ezell and Justice (2005) referred to the building blocks of language as ‘five language domains’ (2005:36) that need to be in place during a child’s critical early years, in order to develop the ability to converse, express and engage with others.  Whitehead (2010) referred to these domains as semantics, phonology, syntax, morphology and pragmatics. She noted that the meaning of words, the understanding of sounds, the grammar of language, the structure of words and the social rules of language all empower young children to become engaged with the world around them.  The Welsh Government (WG) (2017) similarly highlighted these fundamental building blocks in their guidance for Flying Start provision referring specifically to attention, listening and play skills as key components to language development. However, the WG (2017) also suggested that the development of language and literacy skills can only be achieved effectively if they are understood by a qualified and trained early years workforce. They referred to the importance of child-centred and adult-child interaction and the need to provide a rich learning environment which promotes speech, language and communication development. Babies are born as watchers and listeners and Goouch (2017) believed that language prototypes which include hearing sounds and seeing faces are crucial components of early language development.    

In contrast to language development, Makin and Whitehead (2012) suggested that early literacy development is not just about reading and writing, particularly in the very early years and that non-verbal communication such as gestures, sounds, body language and developing listening and talking skills were the building blocks to reading and writing. Literacy begins at birth and the experiences and opportunities offered from birth and through the early years, shape young children’s literacy skills and abilities throughout life (Makin and Whitehead, 2012). A significantly earlier view by Wolf suggested that,

Learning to read begins the first time an infant is held and read a story. How often this happens, or fails to happen, in the first five years of childhood turns out to be one of the best predictors of later reading. 

    (Wolf, 2008:20).

Becoming literate provides a world of new opportunities, rich in pleasure, enjoyment and knowledge (Neaum, 2017). One of the most significant factors of being literate is the ability to form relationships, communicate, express, convey and engage in all aspects of life (Neaum, 2017).  Similarly, Whitehead (2010) highlighted that the development of literacy and the ability to communicate, listen, talk, read and write can only be achieved through social interactions. Supporting earlier research by Tomosello (2003), Shiel et al. (2012) referred to the social interactionist view being grounded by language pedagogy and that mutual attention and intention during communicative exchanges were crucial. Theobald (2016) supported this notion further stating that through the complexity of children’s social interactions, the ability to engage and participate competently could be developed through aspects of storytelling. Despite being another Australian perspective, McKegney (2016) also stated that social interactions could be promoted through the story world, through engagement and conversation which were key to developing a storytelling pedagogy. 

Similarly, one of the most significant tools for language and literacy development is the experiences of stories (Whitehead, 2010). Gouuch (2014) supported this view further by stating that ‘stories are central…in transmitting values…shaping beliefs…and in gifting a vocabulary to babies and young children as story collaborators’ (2014:6).  With these early experiences firmly in place, young children can become receptive and expressive beings through engaging in rich and powerful storytelling experiences where they themselves develop skills to become storytellers (Brock and Rankin, 2008).    

2.2 The power of ‘storytelling’
The ancient practice of storytelling is ‘the most enduring form of education’ (Grainger, 1997:13), where the ‘power’ and ‘potency’ (1997:13) of storytelling and the oral and learning traditions of storytelling have been in existence for many centuries. The oracy of stories has been woven through children’s lives from their very early childhood and allows them to build on their knowledge and understanding of their identities, culture and the world in which they live (Flewitt and Maybin 2016 cited in Cremin et al., 2017). Paley (2017) suggested that storytelling was the ‘world’s oldest and most reliable tool of education (2017: viii). 

Historically, the tradition of storytelling involved bards in Wales, ollam in Ireland and gleeman in England (Grainger, 1997:17). Similarly, Soleimani and Akbari (2013) in a study on the effects of children’s storytelling in Iran, suggested that this was an ‘ancient verbal art’ (2013:104) and was based upon the sharing of ideas and experiences through words in order to develop all four life skills: listening, speaking, reading and writing. Froebel (1826), the founder of kindergarten education almost two centuries ago, believed storytelling to be ‘an ideal method for educational delivery of young children’ and one of the most important tools for essential literacy development (cited in Agosto, 2016:25).   

Caldwell and White (2017) referred to the notions of storytelling, stating that there was no one specific type of storytelling and that the concept and understanding of this art has varied across time, culture and languages.  Whilst this is often referred to as oral storytelling (Malderez, 2010; Moon and Maeng, 2012; Medlicott, 2013), story reading (Bower and Barrett, 2014), story time (Neaum, 2012) or storying (Whitehead, 2010), there are many conflicting studies (Isbell et al., 2004; Brock and Rankin, 2008; Al-Mansour, 2011) which support the belief that specific methods of storytelling are the most effective for early language and literacy development. McKegney’s (2016) research, based upon implementing storytelling into the Australian early years curriculum, stated that ‘oral storytelling is a powerful educative force’ (2016:36) and suggested that oral storytelling does not only benefit young children in their personal educational outcomes and achievements but also provides powerful experiences for practitioners and teachers. A similar but broader view is that stories are a powerful tool for learning and for making sense of the world around them (Shelley, 2017). Caldwell and White (2017) labelled one aspect of storytelling as narrative. The development and complexities of narrative involves the conventions of coherent and sophisticated stories (Neaum, 2017; Whitehead, 2012; Nicolopoulou, 2017 and Cremin et al., 2017).  Tancock (2014) explained that ‘narrative is central to early learning and thinking of young children’ (2014:140).  

Stories are often repeated with young children. Repetition and the re-telling of the same stories not only enhance the content of the story (Brock and Rankin, 2008; Soleimani and Akbari, 2013), but it is also crucial in the development of early literacy and language (Bower and Barrett 2014). In contrast to re-telling, Bower and Hill (2014) referred to reading and re-reading, allowing the prosody and cadence of the text to be absorbed, developing young children’s abilities to re-tell. Critiquing her own work, Bower and Barrett (2014) added that oral retelling is very different to repeated reading in that the process allows the teller to replicate the story in a different way on each occasion, whereas the content of the story remains the same when re-reading. However, Goouch (2017) referred to the dangers of telling single stories in that the practice of repeating the same story could be at the expense of introducing rich narratives to the story. 

Storytelling has been researched for some time and Grainger’s (1997) earlier findings highlighted that ‘its potential remains largely undeveloped in the context of the classroom’ (1997:33). However, a later study on storytelling and story reading by Isbell et al. (2004), demonstrated that storytelling occurred in the early years classroom and developed language skills. However, their findings also revealed that there was little research specifically on storytelling since research was more focused on the benefits of story reading to young children. Moon and Maeng (2012) focused on both storytelling and story reading with young children and concluded that the children who heard stories told to them had greater reading comprehension than the children who had been read stories.  

Medlicott (2013) suggested that oral storytelling was ‘again in decline in education’ (2013:1) but supported Pullman (Henley, 2013) who believed it was crucial for adults to read stories to children as this was so powerful for their language and literacy development. However, Pullman (Henley, 2013) also added that telling stories orally was equally as important. By today, there is more pressure on early years settings and schools to provide evidence of young children’s narrative competencies, with even less focus placed upon spontaneous storytelling and more on structured and timed story time sessions (McKenney, 2016). Flanagan (2015) reiterates the importance of spontaneous storytelling stating this should not be dismissed as just chatter and promotes the significance of stimulating children’s thinking to make further connections with the world around them. 

The current culture of meeting standards and outcomes and levels of accountability threaten the richness and value of this creative pedagogy (McKenney, 2016). However, this is not a new concern, more than a decade ago, Story Sacks founder Neil Griffiths (2006) stated that story time had become a limited activity which filled a gap before home time. More recently, Cremin and Flewitt (2017) stated that practitioners and teachers are under pressure to meet standards and outcomes and that children’s experiences in many pre-school classrooms are affected due to the ‘test-driven world of politicians’ (2017:23). However, Makin and Whitehead (2012: 39) stated that this should ‘not be a stage at which to teach’ children and that enjoyment should be the priority of any literacy session. The journey from early childhood to compulsory education is a concern with the school readiness debate causing tension and constraints (Moss, 2013).  Vincent (2014) supported these views adding that if the learning processes within early years settings and schools are formalised too soon, that this could impact on children’s natural development and engagement in their learning. 

Despite being an Australian study, Dawkins and O’Neill’s (2011) work was based upon finding out whether oral storytelling skills in young Western Australian children, transferred to written narrative. They referred to the pedagogical intervention of storytelling practice and voiced concerns on the pressure schools placed on children to develop their narrative skills of writing. However, they stated, once children had become writers, fewer opportunities were provided to develop their creative and storytelling skills further. Telling a story well requires both intellectual communication and physical activity in order to ensure its success (Hayes, 2016).  In Wales, the concept of Actif story time has become a new initiative where storytelling training is offered by local authorities across Wales in order to develop children’s creative, imaginative and physical development during and beyond the early years. Interactive models of literacy and playful engagements in literate activities are needed for children to develop and experiment (Shea, 2011).  Links between physical movement and physical literacy are now more evident and despite being a small study in Wales, research by Wainwright et al. (2018) highlighted the benefits of physical activity and increased confidence in Foundation Phase children. Similarly, despite being a Canadian model, the effectiveness of physical literacy in primary school children, highlighted that motivation, confidence and competence were clear indicators of physical literacy (Longmuir et al. 2015).    

Thomas and Lewis (2016) highlighted oracy development in Welsh curricula and frameworks noting that child centred learning is based upon the interaction and engagement of children in their own learning. They focused on the power of sustained shared thinking and the co-construction of the learning process between children and practitioners. Through the practice of storytelling, children can explore, use their imagination and creativity and have time to share and absorb new ideas with peers and adults within their learning environments. Cremin et al. (2017) referred to the importance of collaboration between children and others, be they children of similar age, older peers or adults. They believed that interaction links to the work of Vygotsky’s sociocultural approach, in which children’s cognitive and social development are rooted in their experiences through relationships with others. The Flying Start programme (WG, 2017) for children under 4 years, focused on understanding speech, language and communication development. Their Guidance on Speech, Language and Communication (2017) referred to the importance of providing a rich learning environment where the practice of sharing and reading books is evident in all settings, with its ‘1001 Critical Days’ (2014) campaign encouraging parents and practitioners to read to children in order to promote language development. A study on the effects of pre-school education on children’s storytelling skills in Slovakia found that early years experiences in settings had a significant effect on their storytelling abilities (Fekonja-Peklaj et al., 2010). They found that children between the ages of two years and three years old developed from being able to tell simple stories to telling stories with increasingly more complex and conventional structures.  

There is significant dated literature supporting Grainger’s (1997) views on storytelling (Reynolds, 1997; Godwin et al., 2013) and that the power and practice of storytelling is critical for the early development of language and literacy. However, the practice of traditional storytelling is not as evident by today with the inclusion of library corners, book corners and story times replacing the more relaxed and spontaneous practices of storytelling to specific areas at specific times with specific books (Reynolds, 1997). Medlicott (2013) similarly referred to this change of practice, stating that more and more practitioners and teachers rely on books within structured story time sessions. This concern is shared by Theobald (2016) who demonstrated that storytelling has become an activity within specific time slots and that during these specific times, it is the adults who control practice, choice of theme and methods in a constructed manner. Nicolopoulou (2017) agrees that increasing specific sessions and restricting spontaneous opportunities for storytelling will threaten the rich and ambitious agendas children can produce. Bower and Barrett (2014) found that children are not given sufficient opportunities to develop confidence and explore narratives stating that story time ‘should not be a tokenistic activity prior to writing’ (2014: 129).  

Theobald (2016:88) referred to the ‘constructed’ activity as a ‘show and tell’ session, where the adults within the setting, plan choices of books and themes. Furthermore, Cremin and Flewitt (2016) stressed the need to protect narrative. They considered ‘the challenge of retaining’ (2016: 210) the practice of storytelling in the early years, in a culture where there is pressure to provide evidence  measured against activities such as show and tell, ‘often at the expense of creative, playful and child-orientated approaches to literacy learning and teaching’ (2016:211). Mason’s (2017) work on children’s engagement in storytelling within a nursery setting included marking out a specific circle on the floor, in which children act out a story they are told. This method named, ‘Theatre in the Round’, focused on its effectiveness in developing a multi-sensory approach, which highlighted the children’s enjoyment, engagement, ability to converse, interaction with others and collaboration. However, in contrast to Theobald’s (2016) belief that story time is becoming too constructed, Mason supported her findings that the storytelling session had been successful because of the restricted space offered.    

David (2014 cited in Pepyat, 2014) stated that telling a story as opposed to reading a story provides a different level of quality to the experience and outcome of the event and referred to oral language as ‘a significant teaching tool’ (2014:16) during the early years of a child’s education. He added that ‘you imbue the story with something of your own, but you must make sure not to make it too dramatic’ (2014:16). However, although a little dated, Wolf (2007) believed that children who were not given opportunities to imagine and be transported into a dramatic world of make-believe, fighting dragons, had the odds considerably stacked against them. This concept is promoted by Burnell (cited in McAlees, 2016), who supports the importance of early shared reading stating that, despite having dyslexia, her experiences during childhood of imaginary adventures and magnificent tales, enriched her early language and literacy experiences and have helped her to become  a successful children’s presenter and author.     

Similarly, with American children, Agosto (2016) highlighted the ‘strong emotional connections that storytelling builds with listeners’ (2016:21) noting the significance of ‘children’s deeper engagement with live storytelling than with reading aloud’ (2016:21). She suggested that live oral storytelling should ‘not be confused with story reading’ (2016:21), and that this art of oral storytelling allows the storyteller to adapt and vary the story on each occasion. However, Greene and Del Negro (2010) promoted the significance of reading aloud and stated that this was also an art which required careful preparation, attention and highly skilful competences. Hayes (2016:184) referred to the term ‘spellbinders’ when she described the atmosphere that can be created by a good storyteller and listener. However, Brock and Rankin’s (2008) interpretation of a storytelling session is described as a whole group approach, where the story is read aloud and the children are encouraged to recite the words together.   

In contrast, the work of Paley (1990, cited in Cremin et al., 2016: v) highlights storytelling as a pedagogic approach where play and story-acting were crucial to ensuring learning opportunities which were rich in language and narrative engagements. Paley (2014), believed that play was central to the practice of storytelling and story-acting and that the value of these practices within the right appropriate learning environment was paramount for language and literacy development in young children.  Medlicott (2018) supported the work of Paley, adding that this practice encouraged further social and intellectual development of children’s abilities to express, imagine, describe and communicate. She goes on to highlight how young children may be underestimated and that their abilities to express is nowhere near what children have in their minds.  

Sturm (1999, cited in Agosto 2016:21) referred to listeners being completely immersed in a storytelling experience, where they become so involved that they enter the storytelling trance. A trance has six specific characteristics including ‘control’ by the listener and ‘placeness’, where the listener travels to during the storytelling session (2016:22). Such levels of engagement in storytelling experiences are linked to higher levels of literacy development (Kuyvenhoven, 2007). Children who experience these levels of engagement are in the ‘flow’                                 (Czikszentmihalyi, 2013), where they become so deeply immersed in something creative that it leads to intense experiences, where young children demonstrate extended levels of concentration and gain intrinsic reward. 

Storytelling develops language skills as well as very sophisticated listening skills which are essential for a young child’s social development (David 2014 cited in Pepyat, 2014). This belief follows Broström’s (2002) earlier work in Nordic kindergartens, where he identified that the partnership between the teller and the listener, and in this case the teacher and the child, was crucial. Broström (2002) noted that the ethos of the storytelling experience, which is shared, leads to developing storytelling practice together. However, he identified one essential factor that was key to children mastering the art of storytelling, namely the ability to listen. More recently, Hayes (2016) suggested that listening is a skill that develops naturally and cannot be taught. She also believed that developing the skill of listening is neglected and that practitioners are not aware if its importance. 

Neaum (2017) also focused on the importance of very young children developing listening skills, but referred more to the ‘moments’ children experience, when they are, ‘physically paused but highly alert to what is going on’ (2017: 59). She also explored the combination of listening and silence describing these two vital processes as crucial to the fine tuning of what children hear, where they acquire and develop skills to make sense and bring meaning to the vocabulary they hear. However, Hayes (2016) stated that hearing and listening are not the same and believed that the process of actively being engaged was crucial.  Burman’s (2009) earlier views offered a different perspective regarding the significance of listening and referred to ‘teachers’ needing to embrace silence. She explained that some adults often feel the need to fill periods of silence with continuous chatter, instead of valuing the gaps of silence as moments when the child is thinking and processing information. Burman (2009) also warns against the assumptions made by adults when children are silent, that they have not grasped or understood the context of the activity or conversation, instead of recognising that on some occasions these silent slots are exactly when the learning is at its deepest. Similarly, during a recent Bookstart conference (2017), Gouuch also referred to the importance of ‘leaving gaps’ and allowing time for young children to respond. However, she also highlighted the importance of conversational exchanges during any interaction, particularly during story sessions and referred to this as the ‘power of intertextuality’ (2017).    

Neaum (2017) referred to the work of Rogoff (2003) who described silence as ‘intent participation’ and that this linked to improved and often quicker development of language and literacy skills.  Bower (2014) suggested oral storytelling to be key to developing narrative and noted that children continuously try and make sense of the world around them and through their engagement in storytelling, develop many competencies including the ability to listen, thus developing imagination and creativity. 

In Canada, Laurent et al. (2015) also focused on developing logical sequencing skills through storytelling. This study of storytelling development in French-English bilinguals focused on the relationship between narrative abilities and gesture use. The study discussed young children’s cognitive development and their organisational abilities in storytelling. The authors highlighted that monolingual children become better storytellers as they get older, but that the same may not be true of bilingual children. Similarly, Bateman et al.’s (2017) research in kindergartens in New Zealand also focused on the use of objects using seashells. Here the story shells provided opportunities for children to develop sequencing skills (2017:8). This links to Grainger’s (1997) earlier views on three seeds of story namely the beginning, the middle and the end where she suggests that children take hold of these seeds and participate in the growing process through the telling and re-telling of the story. Similarly, Brostrom (2007) also believes that the structure of a story is important so that children can begin to grasp the process of sequences. This notion is supported further with story sequencing ability where young children begin to demonstrate that they can identify events within the story and place them in chronological order (Agosto, 2016).  

The language used to support these seeds and sequences are considered to be important aspects of any story (Medlicott, 2018). She offers a bank of examples of beginnings and endings. Story Sacks founder, Neil Griffiths (2006) also referred to these terms, often used by storytellers or story readers in order to instigate a session with statements such as, ‘Are you sitting comfortably…then I’ll begin’ (2006:14). However, Whitehead (2010) focuses more on the importance of ‘storying’ where spontaneous narratives can offer less structure and meaningful patterns as opposed to predicted traditional phrases. The debate of structure and spontaneity is highlighted by Brock and Rankin (2008: 65) who referred to ‘stories of the mind’ where all story activities offer opportunities for young children to make meaningful connections to life events and personal experiences.     
Tancock (2014) also referred in particular, to the importance of enabling young children to ‘play’ (2014:141) with stories that are told, liberating their abilities to imagine and create new stories and tales. This concept is supported by Lee (2015) who explored Paley’s pioneering work on storytelling and story-acting. From this, Lee (2015) developed Helicopter Stories, an approach which focuses on listening, learning, reading and writing and noted that between the ages of three or four years, children begin to ‘understand the fundamental principles of storytelling’ (2015:4) where they are able to identify characters, ideas and objects as core elements of a story. This followed Cooper’s (2005) earlier research on Paley’s storytelling, play-based philosophy where the ability to create stories through storytelling leads to a holistic approach and further development of language and literacy. Cooper’s research (2005) goes on to discuss the threat of purposeful activities such as storytelling for academic achievement and suggested that during the last decade or so, further pressures and expectations have been placed upon early years practitioners to focus on the need to incorporate so many activities into the early years curriculum.   

2.3 Story reading, book sharing, storying and story time   
Whilst the concept and cultures of storytelling have been explored, the significance and value of the pedagogy of book sharing, reading, telling or offering story times is becoming more and more recognised (Goouch, 2014; Caldwell and White, 2017 and Higham et al. 2010). Following National Storytelling Week in 2016, Schools Minister, Gill, stated that being read to and engaged in any experience with books was vital for early development and that the benefits of instilling a love of reading could not be overstated. Bower and Hill (2014) also referred to the importance of using many effective pedagogies for effective and successful language and literacy development. Bateman et al. (2017) highlighted how storytelling practice in the early years has evolved over time and referred to ipad storytelling, which depends on software as opposed to a teller or reader. Literacy must now offer a more inclusive definition and consider print awareness in what has become a global digital environment (Neaum, 2018; Beschorner and Hutchinson, 2013 and Flewitt et al., 2015). This has been recognised by Professor Donaldson in a review of the Foundation Phase curriculum in Wales. His report, Successful Futures (2015) focused on three cross curricular responsibilities of which two are literacy and digital competence. In 2016, the Digital Competence Framework was rolled out across schools in Wales in order to promote citizenship, interaction, collaboration and computational thinking skills (2016).    

Despite being a Canadian study, Deer (2016) also focused on the combination of continuing with indigenous traditions of storytelling and the more contemporary and culturally relevant curriculum.  The study, which focused on children between 18 months and 4 years in day care services, explored changes to storytelling practice from ‘hearing real stories’ told by grandparents to an age of ‘listening’ to technology. This dilemma of social, cultural and global change is also highlighted by Tsethlikai and Rogoff (2013) who referred to tribal elders continuing to tell stories to young children and that through listening to stories and experiences passed down through generations, this educative tool is still powerful, long before formal education begins. The value and importance of heritage stories were also highlighted by Brock and Rankin (2008) more than a decade ago when they referred to family fables and oral culture being crucial for developing children’s curiosity and identity. Unless the stories told to children include any cultural context, then their ability to produce narratives that reflect their own personal, social and cultural stories is unlikely (Rogoff, 2008; Khimji and Maunder, 2012). Similarly, personal life experiences create memories which shape narratives and allows young children to build their knowledge, which will help navigate them throughout their lives (Konner, 2010; Gottschall, 2012).     

The Australian Preschool Curriculum Guidelines (PGH) (2010) affirms that early literacy develops through young children’s earliest experiences from birth. A recent study by Caldwell and White (2017) examined the way in which storytelling and narrative are placed within the Literacy and Numeracy framework in South Australia. They believed the practice and diversity of storytelling holds an important place for language and literacy development and suggested that there is no single method of storytelling as this varies according to cultures and languages. Similarly, the notion of passing stories on in any way is highlighted by Medlicott (2018) with both oral storytelling and story-reading being seen as important in equal measures. Ryan, (2012) supported this view stating that  storytelling or story time experiences offered different meanings but were all linked to the notion that these are oral narrative performances offering entertainment. In contrast, Bateman et al. (2017) stated that adults should read and tell, use books and offer story times so that children are provided with early narrative opportunities and experiences to share and exchange ideas and interpretations.  However, whilst a little dated, Griffiths (2006) stated that not all stories should be read aloud and have been written for more book sharing experiences.  

The notion of sharing books is supported by Makin and Whitehead (2012) who believed that ‘this pleasure should not ever be spoilt by pressure from anyone to teach babies and toddlers to read’ (2012:21). They also believed that the sharing of books not only developed deep literacy roots but lifelong social skills. The power of sharing picture books allows very young children to develop the skills and abilities to de-code illustrations and to make connections and predictions and through these experiences, are exposed to extensive opportunities to develop young children’s knowledge and understanding further (Gill, 2016; Bower and Hill, 2014). Similarly, Tassoni (2018) supports book sharing and book reading. However, she noted that early literacy experiences should not be confined to print and promotes the use of a range of resources for early literacy development including interactive e-books or listening to audio stories.  Statutory frameworks in Wales and England highlight the importance of introducing books and other literacy resources to young children (PACEY, 2018).   

In contrast, oral storytelling cultures were the focus in Higham et al.’s (2010) study who carried out research on the language-rich interactions of teachers during storybook reading in South African early years classrooms. They referred to practice and policy and interpreted this to be storybook reading, which was an established part of the day throughout early years education. However, they also acknowledged the changes to traditions from rich oral storytelling to print.  Supporting this notion, Bower and Hill (2014) and Tancock (2014) all referred to the significance of the traditional oral history highlighting the prosody of patterns and rhythms of language as key features in providing memorable experiences. However, Whitehead (2010) referred to shared story book reading as an activity which involved uninterrupted readings in order to ensure children heard the detail of the story in full. Similarly, Medlicott (2018) refers to the dangers of clamour and suggests that too much input from an early years audience during a story session can overbalance and impact on the effectiveness and purpose of the session.         

2.4 The role of the adult
The value and success of storytelling depends on the influence of the adult, practitioner or teacher providing purposeful, powerful and memorable experiences (Bateman et al., 2017), where a shared interest must be evident so that children can gain rich experiences from storytelling activities.  This involves the forming of close, responsive and caring relationships between adults and children, with engagement and enjoyment being key features for everyone involved (Makin and Whitehead, 2012). Through these secure, trusting and consistent bonds, children are more likely to build strong foundations in their language and literacy development. They referred to these experiences as social activities. 

Theobald’s (2016) study on the interactional features of storytelling in settings in Queensland, Australia explored the importance and role of the ‘teller’ and their use of markers, gestures and actions. She also stated that a storytelling activity could not be achieved without two parties, the teller and the recipient and the interactive collaboration that occurs during storytelling.  Similarly, Highman et al. (2010) also referred to the importance of interactions between adults and children during storybook reading and stated that teachers’ personal abilities, cognitive levels of speech and rich use of vocabulary were key to children developing their thinking skills during these activities. This is also a notion that was identified by Makin and Whitehead (2012) who believed that early storybook reading should offer pleasure and satisfaction through mutual partnerships. They also referred to storytelling being an important vehicle in which friendships established.  Fernbank (2017) supported this further and highlighted the power of the teller in instigating relationships and friendships. Zepeda’s (2014) earlier study on storytelling in Canadian early years classrooms, focused on the relationships that are built between children and education providers through the experiences of storytelling, providing a ‘sense of belonging’ (2014:21). She explained that her study on the value of Paley’s storytelling curriculum fosters the development of empathy, values, confidence and communication. Similarly, New Zealand’s Te Whãriki (Ministry of Education, 1996) places a strong emphasis on literacy practice through social constructivism, with well-being, belonging and communication being vital threads to this practice (Makin and Whitehead, 2012).  

However, whilst many referred to adults’ responsibilities to form relationships, Highman et al. (2010) saw adults’ responsibilities are being far broader and referred to adults not spending sufficient time planning. An earlier view by Griffiths (2006) referred to the importance of effective and careful planning as he believed staff within settings often grabbed books from book corners without planning the delivery or valuing the importance in order to ensure effective and memorable stories.  Similarly, inexperienced practitioners view story time as a task and finish activity where a story is rushed without any thought to the importance of ‘weaving the magic’ (MacDonald 2014: 185 cited in Hayes, 2016).   

In a recent study by Bateman et al. (2017) on storytelling in the early years curriculum Te Whãriki, the researchers highlighted the responsibility that adults had not only to read stories, but to tell stories in equal measures to ensure that the provision of books and story times were provided in order for children to gain early narrative experiences. The purpose of the study was to analyse natural everyday storytelling practice in kindergarten and school settings in the South and the North islands of New Zealand. This notion is supported by Goouch (2017) who referred to the importance of not just telling or reading but ‘doing the voices’ and not just skimming the surface of a book or tale. Similarly, a storytelling session holds within it a wealth of possibilities and is a powerful means through which so many early skills are developed during childhood (Fernbank, 2017). She also believes that to be a successful storyteller, the teller must be able to take the words off the page and bring them to life. 

2.5 Features of storytelling

In order to ensure that any form of story session is successful, be this with one child or with a large group of young children, all tellers need to recognise that features and skills are required (Flanagan, 2015). Gesture, intonation, vocal tone, pitch, rhythm, facial expressions, body language and posture are all powerful ingredients that practitioners need to consider (Whitehead 2010; Soleimani and Akbari 2013 and Tancock 2014). Adding to this mix, Setyarini (2011) suggested that intense eye contact was also essential in order to increase levels of communication between the teller and the early years audience. Similarly, the importance of positive responses to what children say and the ability to offer clear models of language where quality of language rather than the quantity of words need to be understood (Makin and Whitehead, 2012). Furthermore, Neaum (2017) also referred to opportunities of metalinguistic awareness as ‘teachable moments’ (2017:97) where practitioners use the features of language and language play including rhythm, rhyme, repetition, song, onomatopoeic and alliterative language. Makin and Whitehead (2012) also believed that it was important to enjoy the experience and to ensure that adults made fools of themselves during this process.

A young child will only listen to a story if he is enjoying its content, it is fun, and instantly gratifying, otherwise, attention will wander (Hayes, 2016). Medlicott (2018) suggested all story times, be they oral or read should be ‘community occasions’ (2018:93) and that all practitioners should understand their roles and responsibilities during story time and respect the activity itself by ensuring that distractions, disturbances and interruptions by other adults do not occur. Despite a being a small and dated sample, three schools in Wales were the focus of a project to determine the influence of the adult on storytelling/story reading preferences (Harrett and Benjamin, 2005). They concluded that oral storytelling was no longer used in the classroom as this required performance and more effort than reading and the teachers involved criticised the overburdened profession as the reason why this no longer had a place of importance.   

2.6 Training: A qualified and skilled workforce 

Flanagan (2015) discussed the importance and value of training early years practitioners and higher education students in early childhood. She referred to this as being a crucial element of early years practitioners’ understanding, appreciation and perceptions of the importance and responsibility of becoming effective storytellers or story readers.  Medlicott (2018) referred to the practice of storytelling as being a daunting task for some practitioners with low levels of confidence, impacting on abilities and inabilities to deliver effective storytelling sessions.  She believed some of the reasons were the prospect of being observed by other adults, the fear of failure, chaos, disruption or few or little experiences of storytelling as a child. Similarly, Bower’s (2014) earlier views focused on the importance of early years practitioners needing to be confident in their own literacy and highlighted her concerns regarding those employed to work with young children not having sufficient literacy skills. However, Flanagan (2015) promotes the training and practice of storytelling highlighting its many benefits including the development of practitioners’ knowledge and skills, opportunities for enjoyment and relaxation and the social and collaborative impact on the early years workforce. 

Moss (2015) supported the concept of quality childcare and suggested that investing in early childhood will lead to positive education experiences and successful employment, leading to young children having the best start. However, the challenges within the early years sector being able to afford a highly skilled workforce, with salaries being significantly lower, remains a significant hurdle (Bower, 2014).            

In 2012, the Nutbrown Review (2012) focused on qualifications required by the early years workforce to work in early childhood services in England, which highlighted insufficient skills or experiences, including language and literacy knowledge and understanding. Nutbrown (2012), identified that that a higher qualified workforce including early years graduates, benefited early years settings leading to clear measurable improvements, including children’s early literacy outcomes. This review was followed by significant changes to qualifications requirements in Wales. In 2016, Social Care Wales (SCW) carried out a full review of all early years qualifications setting new remits for early childcare provision across Wales. This also followed the 2015 PISA results where children in Wales were found to be demonstrating lower achievements than their counterparts in the United Kingdom.  

The WG’s Building a Brighter Future: Early Years and Childcare Plan (2012) focused on the importance of supporting children with the transition from Flying Start to the Foundation Phase, highlighting the need to recognise children’s speech, language and communication needs. Flying Start’s (2017) Schedule of Growing Skills (SoGS) Assessment also focuses on aspects of development offering specific programmes, initiatives and training in order to provide rich learning environments. Their promotion of free, high quality childcare for children between 2 and 3 years was based upon the Effective Provision of Pre-school and Primary Education (EPPE) project (2004) which found that quality early education led to better educational outcomes. This led to the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) Scale for 2-5 year olds provision (Siraj et al., 2015), currently being delivered across Wales to early years practitioners working within Flying Start settings. This observational tool allows for practice childcare and early education settings to be assessed, including training the early years workforce to question and assess their levels of sustained shared thinking through sub-scales of which one is storytelling and book sharing. This level of understanding requires practitioners to use complex grammatical structures, explicit vocabulary, share meaning, emotion and thoughts (Dawkins and O’Neill, 2011).   

Storytelling training can range from courses offered by local authorities such as Actif Story, to specific storytelling consultants, including national experts such as Pie Corbett’s story map methods (2018) and Neil Griffiths’ series of courses (2018) which focus on improving practitioners’ skills of reading aloud and changing story time for young children. In Scotland, organisations such as the Scottish Storytelling Centre (TRACS, 2017) who work alongside the Scottish Government support the implementation of the 3 -18 Curriculum Impact Report (2018). They have identified storytelling as a creative activity at the heart of its curriculum and therefore promotes storytelling programmes within education, where a network of professional storytellers visit nurseries, primary and secondary schools across Scotland (TRACS, 2017). 

In the UK, BookTrust (2017) has become the largest children’s reading charity with BookTrust Cymru offering further bilingual resources in both English and Welsh. Free books, guidance, and resources are provided to families from the time babies are born and support is offered through health and education services in order to improve educational outcomes and well-being. The sharing of books through a range of programmes such as Bookstart, Pori Drwy Stori and Letterbox continue to promote the importance of reading in order to develop language, literacy and transform children’s lives (BookTrust Cymru, 2017).  A review of BookTrust by Krishnan and Johnson (2016), focused on the importance of book sharing with parents and caregivers, recommending that this process begins from 3 to 4 months old, a view which is contended by Gouuch (2017) and Makin and Whitehead (2012), who advocate that this should begin at birth.  

Whilst this literature review has considered many views on the interpretation and practice of storytelling in the early years, much of the content draws on the views of authors (Bower, 2014; Whitehead, 2010; Hayes, 2016; Neaum, 2017 and Medlicott, 2018) and on research carried out in countries across the world including America, Australia, Canada, Iran, New Zealand, Norway, Slovakia and South Africa. Whilst recent and current statutory frameworks have been considered, very little research was identified in relation to the current practice of storytelling in early years settings in Wales. The literature review has highlighted clear themes such as interpretation and understanding of storytelling as well as current practice and training and these themes have formed the basis of the research questions.  

3. Methodology

3.1 Introduction

According to MacNaughton et al. (2010 cited in Roberts-Holmes, 2014) research is considered to be a tool with which information and data can be collected in order to establish further information on a specific subject.  The aim of this study was to gather information on the implication and practice of storytelling with 2 – 4 year old children in early years settings in one Welsh local authority. The study focused on three aspects of storytelling practice: the views and opinions of early years leaders and practitioners involved in terms of their interpretative paradigms of storytelling (Hughes, 2010 cited in Mukherji and Albon, 2015); the range of storytelling training courses already undertaken by early years practitioners, whether training had been beneficial or not, or whether a lack of training was evident from the sample of research; to explore practice of storytelling within settings and whether this followed specific guidelines or whether this was based upon knowledge, understanding, skills and expertise. 

Since personal interest was a factor in commencing this study, careful ethical implications were important and thus research methods were chosen with the participants’ needs in mind as opposed to personal viewpoints and bias ‘contaminating data’ (Walker and Solvason, 2014:45). Therefore, in order to ensure ethical research, this study has followed ethical considerations and respect has been shown to all participants. The aim of this study was to present transparent research throughout (Roberts-Holmes, 2014) in order to ensure that readers could quickly establish the purpose and validity of this study (Flick, 2011).  

3.2 Settings involved in the study
Owners, leaders and managers, (who will be referred to as leaders for the rest of this study) from 10 early years settings within one Welsh county were approached and asked whether they would consider consenting to taking part in this research study (Mukherji and Albon, 2018). This resulted in the leaders becoming the gatekeepers in this study (Cohen et al., 2011). In addition to their consent, permission was also sought for their respective teams of early years staff to participate in the research (Walker and Solvason, 2014)). The research did not involve anyone other than adults.  The settings were selected as they delivered care to children aged between 2 and 4 years old, within a 30 mile radius. Settings were either English, Welsh or bilingual private day nurseries, providing full day care for children between 0 and 4 years or Flying Start settings, providing sessional care for children aged between 2 and 3 years. However, some of the Flying Start settings were also day care providers as well as voluntary or local authority providers.

The importance of building safe, professional relationships with each setting which was based on trust, honesty, reliability and clear communication was paramount from the initial contact (Alderson, 2008). 

3.3 Participants  
The participants invited to take part in this study were leaders of the ten settings, together with practitioners from these settings who worked with children over 2 years old.  Through initial contact with all leaders, the purpose of the study was explained in order to obtain gatekeeper consent (Cohen et al., 2011). Through the initial visits, this provided opportunities to provide ‘face to face’ (Kumar, 2014) experiences for all gatekeepers, where information letters were distributed to all prospective participants so that time was given to read the purpose of the research and to consider taking part (Walker and Solvason, 2014). 
3.4 Data collection 
This research was collected through two data collection methods specifically: electronic and paper copy questionnaires and semi-structured interviews. This facilitated the collection of both quantitative and qualitative data (Wisker, 2008) offering triangulation (Silverman, 2010) to the study. The questionnaires were made available to participants through paper copies being delivered to each setting or alternatively, the opportunity to complete the questionnaire online through a survey method via emails.  The reason for choosing two methods of collection was to triangulate the data in order to offer broader, in depth views of participants’ practice (Bryman, 2012) and beliefs and increased validity (Wisker, 2008) of the research. Through this process of triangulation, the gathering of data also allowed for views to converge and offer an insight into the practice and understanding within the settings (Silverman, 2010). 

Electronic and paper questionnaires were distributed and included questions that targeted qualitative and quantitative answers in order to obtain numerical data and offer a statistical perspective to the research (Johnson and Christensen, 2012). Qualitative data was collected through open questions and invitations to offer further explanations. Open questions also formed the basis of the semi-structured interviews in order to gain data on experiences and interpretations (Coolican, 2013).  Through these methods every effort was made to ensure that each process was carefully considered and structured clearly (Clough and Nutbrown, 2012).  

Initially, contact was made with leaders of all settings and subsequent visits to all ten settings were arranged (Cohen et al., 2011) to allow them to ask further questions, ensuring an agreement was in place in order to address participants’ queries (Anderson and Arsenault, 1998). Through the snowball sampling method (Mukherji and Albon, 2018), once gatekeeper consent had been obtained from the leaders of the settings, arrangements were made for packs of paper copy questionnaires to be distributed (Roberts-Holmes, 2014). The online questionnaires were sent as a link to the setting’s email, where gatekeepers agreed to forward to all consenting staff. The consent from gatekeepers also requested further consent from leaders for a possible interview following return of the questionnaire in order to gather further views, opinions, experiences of practice and personal feelings (Wisker, 2008).  

3.5 Pilot Questionnaire

In order to ensure that participants were able to answer the questionnaires without difficulty, a pilot questionnaire was conducted (Bell and Waters, 2014). The pilot highlighted an issue with the colour coding, which was created to identify different settings, whilst maintaining anonymity of participants. A suggestion of using an online electronic questionnaire was made which was considered and adopted. Whilst the method of using self-completed questionnaires (Mukherji and Albon, 2014) would be maintained, the questionnaire was developed to become online (Wisker, 2008). This strategy allowed for a more efficient and effective way (Johnson and Christensen, 2012) of completing questionnaires as it could be completed on personal computers, computers at the setting and on personal mobile phone devices (De Vaus, 2013). The online questionnaire was to be done though the Constant Contact Survey software. The pilot also highlighted the need to offer further types of questions including offering the option to answer ‘yes’ and ‘no’ (Kumar, 2014), followed by the inclusion of a please explain why? type of question. This offered a positivist approach as well an interpretivist approach to the structure of the questions, which allowed for multiple explanations, interpretations and further meanings (Mukherji and Albon, 2015).

However, the additions and alterations to the questionnaires, resulted in longer questionnaires which can lead to fewer participants completing questionnaires (Mukherji and Albon, 2014). Online software tools are a popular, effective and versatile method (Bell and Waters, 2014) of gathering data. However, online questionnaires/surveys are not always a more efficient method, since the design required careful organisation of questions and a balanced selection of quantitative and qualitative questions,   

3.6 Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations were considered carefully throughout every stage of the study (Walker and Solvason, 2014). Following an Ethics Committee approval (Bell and Waters, 2014), the study commenced with initial contact with proposed participants (Bell and Water, 2014).  Following effective initial visits to each of the settings, where a clear duty of care was provided, the process of the research study was explained fully in person (Kumar, 2014) and through information sheets (BERA, 2011) ensuring trust and transparent and respectful working relationships with each setting (Roberts-Holmes, 2014). 

Time limitations were discussed so the leaders (gatekeepers) of each setting were fully aware of the time-scale involved between the distribution and collection of data (Bell and Waters, 2014). Informed consent letters and information letters were distributed and permission obtained, through signatures from each gatekeeper, acknowledging their awareness and understanding of each process and nature of the study from the onset (Mukherji and Albon, 2015).  Walker and Solvason (2014) also referred to the gatekeeper playing a key role in gaining consent from participants. In this study, each gatekeeper took responsibility over their workforce and ensured all those involved were informed and protected throughout the process (Cohen et al., 2011). 

Mukherji and Albon (2015) referred to the importance of ensuring that clear protocols were followed carefully to include the ‘right to withdraw’ from the research at any stage, regardless of whether they had already provided initial informed consent. All participants had the right to change their views and withdraw during the research process. 

3.7 Questionnaire

Settings was provided with two separate types of questionnaires, one for leaders and the second type of questionnaire for practitioners. The purpose behind this was to try and establish whether the leaders of settings had different views to their staff (Hughes, 2010). Questionnaires were also made available in English and Welsh, allowing participants to choose their preferred language for completion. The finalised questionnaire format included initial questions regarding background, type of setting, role, qualifications and language. This range of questioning at the beginning of the questionnaire allowed for specific quantitative data to be collected (Simmons, 2008; Blaxter et al., 2010), whilst the remainder of the questionnaire offered a mixed collection of questions (Mukherki and Albon, 2018). Depending on the participants responses, the format also included being able to move on to other questions, depending on how the previous questions had been answered (Johnson and Christensen, 2017).

At no time during the questionnaire were participants asked to provide personal names or names of the settings in which they worked, allowing for anonymity to be maintained throughout (Walker and Solvason, 2014). If participants selected the paper copy questionnaire, this allowed for completion at their convenience, where the completed questionnaires could then be sealed in envelopes provided to them. With this element of confidentiality (Cohen et al., 2011) being offered to participants, they were less likely to provide socially acceptable responses (Mukherji and Albon, 2018). During the first visits with gatekeepers, a respectful request was made regarding participants avoiding completing their questionnaires together (Roberts-Holmes, 2014). 

Two weeks (10 working days) was provided to each of the settings for completion (Mukherji and Albon, 2015). During the collection week, further telephone calls were made to each setting as a courtesy call to remind the settings (Kumar, 2014) that the paper copy questionnaires would be collected at the end of the working week to coincide with the closure of the online questionnaires. The collection of paper data then involved visits to each of the 10 settings, which were all pre-arranged to meet the convenience of gatekeepers. This was done during the working hours of each setting, complying with safeguarding protocols outlined in the ethical considerations (Bell and Waters, 2014). 

Participants who completed the on-line questionnaires and proceeded to ‘send’ were automatically sent to a personal, secure file stored through the Constant Contact account under the respective setting’s email address. The only emails registered within the on-line tool were the setting’s email addresses. Even with multiple respondents, practitioner anonymity was maintained (Walker and Solvason, 2014). The content of the completed written questionnaires were then transferred and uploaded. This on-line software tool enabled for responses to be tracked during the research process and display clear confidential results (Bell and Waters, 2014).  The software then enabled for the analysis process to begin by offering a range of presentational options in order to present quantitative data through bar charts, pie charts, grids and graphs. 

The process of coding the qualitative elements of the questionnaires (Gibbs, 2008) led to pointers as follow up questions for the semi-structured interviews. The coding process of the interviews then led to identifying further patterns, themes and issues (Wisker, 2008).   

However, despite using an online software tool only 4 of the final 52 participants used the online questionnaire with 48 participants choosing to complete the paper copy version. This had further implications in terms of the time (Mukherji and Albon, 2018) that was taken in loading the volume of information into the online software in order to carry out further analysis. 

However, despite there being a low response to the online choice, the overall response rate was high, suggesting that the participants had found the questionnaire attractive and easy to use (Cohen et al., 2011).

3.8 Interviews
Due to the level of anonymity within the data collection methods, it was only going to be possible to identify the gatekeepers following collection of questionnaires. It is for this reason that initial consent letters to the gatekeepers, included further information about consenting to a possible face to face, short semi structured recorded interview (Fielding and Thomas, 2008), following completion of the questionnaire. Of the 13 gatekeepers who participated, 12 consented to a further interview.  However, three participants were selected under an opportunity sampling method (Emerson, 2015), in order to reflect the types of settings that had participated. These were an owner of a day nursery, a manager of a day nursery and a leader of a Flying Start setting. The purpose of this additional interview was to ask further questions so that a deeper insight into their practice, their experiences and their personal interpretations could be obtained (Johnson and Christensen, 2012).  The design of this process was based upon a semi-structured format (Fielding and Thomas, 2008) where questions were based more on the collection of further qualitative data. This process of interviewing allowed for a more flexible style, where questions were adapted according to the participants’ responses (Fielding and Thomas, 2008).  This method also enabled the participants to demonstrate their depth of understanding and emotion and respond naturally without feeling under pressure (Walker and Solvason, 2014). Another important aspect of this format of interviewing was that this also allowed for the use of open-ended questions in order to discover further areas for future research (McNiff and Whitehead, 2011). 

An interview schedule was used and included a list of different questions to each of the three interviewees based upon the answers provided in their questionnaires, allowing the focus of the research to be maintained, whilst allowing for the interview to remain unstructured and flexible (Johnson and Christensen, 2012; Roberts-Holmes, 2014; Kumar, 2014). The location and times of the interviews were considered carefully, so that a relaxed atmosphere could be maintained throughout, allowing for each participant to feel comfortable (Robson, 2011). This involved offering a mutually agreed and pre-arranged meeting at each of the settings ensuring levels of safeguarding for all parties. The conduct of the interview was explained (Fowler, 2009), where the process of how anonymity would be maintained was explained. This involved a short discussion before the interview recording explaining that at no point would the interviewer refer to the interviewee’s name or the setting’s name during the recorded interview. The need to maintain a formal but interpersonal encounter throughout each interview was important in order to allow for successful data collection processes (Cohen et al., 2011). This allowed for an investigative style to be introduced where further questions were asked when areas of interest which linked to the literature review emerged (Robson, 2011a).  However, it was pointed out to the three participants that this was more than a conversation (Denscombe, 2010) in that the content would be analysed and documented. Whilst all possible interruptions were minimised, recording 3 was interrupted due to an unannounced visit to the setting. The recorded interview continued sometime later the same afternoon.  

As opposed to taking written notes during the interview, which could have interrupted the flow and distracted the participant (Fielding and Thomas, 2008), an audio-recording device was used. This process of recording had been explained within the initial information pack (Mukherji and Albon, 2015) together with information regarding the storage of data and what the information was being used for (Denscombe, 2010). This allowed for the natural flow of responses as well as eye contact and active listening being maintained throughout. It was paramount that any personal views were not apparent to the participants and that a non-judgmental ethos was maintained during the interview process (Roberts-Holmes, 2014).  It was explained to all three interviewees at the end of this process that they would be entitled to a copy of the findings following completion of the study.  

The analysis of the interviews were carried out through careful transcription of each recording. From these transcriptions (Mukherji and Albon, 2018), excerpts were selected for inclusion in the findings of the research.   

This chapter of the research study has outlined the methodology that was selected for this study and provided explanations regarding the methods in which the data was collected. The next chapter of this study will analyse the findings of  this research.   

4. Findings and Results

4.1 Participants

As indicated in the methodology, questionnaires were distributed to 10 early years settings: five private day nurseries (DN) and five Flying Start (FS) settings. 
Two different questionnaires were distributed.

1) 13 questionnaires were distributed to the leaders of the settings and 13 were returned. 

2) 52 questionnaires were distributed to the practitioners of the settings of which 39 were returned (75%).

Interviews of Participants

Of the 13 leaders who participated, 12 consented to a further interview and 3 participants were selected to include: one Day Nursery owner, one Day Nursery manager and one leader of a Flying Start (Local Authority) setting. All three interviewees had a Level 5 NVQ qualification as well as honours degree qualifications and all three were fluent Welsh speakers.  

The first section of the questionnaires offered opportunities for quantitative data to be collected regarding background information of the participants including the type of setting that each of the participants worked in.    
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Graph 1 demonstrates that of the 13 leaders, 9 were either owners or managers of day nurseries, whilst the remaining 4 leaders were Flying Start leaders. Of the 39 practitioners who participated, 27 of these worked in day nurseries, whilst the remaining 12 worked in Flying Start settings. This indicates that whilst 5 settings were day nurseries and 5 were Flying Start settings, the numbers of staff working in the Flying Start settings were less than day nurseries with a significantly higher number of participants having taken part from day nurseries.  Parts of this chapter, will offer comparative results, between the higher numbers of the day nursery participants and the lower numbers of the Flying Start participants. 
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This graph demonstrates that all 13 leaders, all were qualified above Level 5 with 5 of these being NVQ Level 5 qualified, 6 being qualified at graduate level and 2 having a post graduate qualification. From the 39 practitioners, the highest number of participants were at Level 3, with 18 qualified at this level, with 2 at Level 2 and only 1 participant having no qualification at all. The graph also demonstrates that 18 practitioners had qualifications higher than Level 3. This is in line with the statutory requirements of the Welsh Government (2016), Social Care Wales (2016) and Moss (2015). However, this data contradicts the concerns highlighted by Bower (2014) who believed that the early years sector would face challenges in meeting these statutory demands of a highly skilled workforce due to the costs of employing staff.     
Whilst the literature review could not provide any evidence of there being a statutory requirement for settings to have a storytelling policy, all early years settings manage their own portfolios of policies according to what they believe reflects their practice (CIW, 2018). However, there was no evidence of any of the 10 settings having any policy in place, or adopting any guidance, to support the practice of storytelling. Four participants noted how they would benefit from a policy being in place, even if this was to recognise the significance of storytelling further.    

The questionnaires were designed to gather information from three specific aspects of storytelling: interpretation and understanding, training and practice. From the analysis, clear, specific themes emerged within each of these aspects.  

Table 3 – Themes which emerged from questions
	Questions asked 
	What is story

telling?
	Attended training?
	Benefits of training?
	Your current practice
	What 

could be improved?

(practice or personal)
	Why 

do you enjoy 

storytelling…

if so, why?
	Features of 

storytelling?
	Benefits of storytelling?

	Themes
	reading
	yes
	confidence
	1 story a week
	confidence 
	interaction

and engagement
	enthusiasm


	improves

listening 

skills 

	
	28
	15
	3
	
	15
	16
	18
	15

	
	telling
	no training
	develops ability to express 
	circle time
	expressing 

voices
	relationships
	doing voices
	interaction with peers and adults

	
	15
	37
	1
	26
	
	11
	17
	

	
	book

sharing
	
	imagination
	following themes
	engagement 
	seeing 

children enjoy
	bringing story to life
	should be active not sitting

	
	13
	
	1
	
	
	
	8
	

	
	sitting 
	
	new ideas
	1:1
	distractions and interruptions

from staff
	seeing children’s faces 
	
	imagination – real and make believe

	
	13
	
	1
	
	11
	
	
	

	
	listening
	
	
	child’s voice - wishes
	
	
	
	language and literacy development

	
	8
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


From the findings, themes highlighted in bold will now be analysed further. The numbers which appear in the blue shaded boxes below the themes are the numbers of participants who noted these aspects. 
4.2 Interpretation and understanding of storytelling  
Participants were asked to explain their understanding of storytelling (question 7 on the practitioner questionnaire and question 8 on the leader questionnaire). Of the 53 participants, 51 responded to this question.  From the table above, clear themes emerged with reading, telling and book sharing being the most noted answers provided. This is in line with Higham et al. (2010), Goouch, (2014) and Bower and Hill (2014), whose research was based upon the pedagogy of these various experiences, ‘children learning through story,’ (Questionnaire DN33, Q8) and ‘the beginning of a lifelong love of being told stories hopefully,’ (Questionnaire DN27, Q7). This also confirms Caldwell and White’s (2017) beliefs in that there is no single type of storytelling. 

However, whilst 15 participants used the term ‘telling’ when defining storytelling, some noted that telling was ‘reading’ a story: ‘storytelling is reading ‘telling’ a story to children,’ (Questionnaire DN25, Q7), ‘telling a story is saying it,’ (Questionnaire DN18, Q7),’ and ‘reading/telling a story,’ (Questionnaire DN9, Q7). This demonstrates that some participants’ understanding of storytelling is open to different interpretations. These views are in contrast to others who stated that, ‘telling is doing,’ (Questionnaire DN14, Q7), ‘telling using your imagination to create stories,’ (Questionnaire DN16, Q7) and ‘storytelling is about igniting a child’s imagination,’ (Questionnaire FS13, Q7). These definitions are in line with the beliefs of Medlicott (2013), McKegney (2016) and Shelley (2017) who believed that storytelling was an oral skill.       

However, of those participants who believed that storytelling was defined as ‘reading’, of which there were 28, some offered clear reasons:  ‘I think reading to children is so important from day one…it’s a way of communicating with children,’  (Questionnaire DN16, Q16) and ‘reading stories helps to educate children and helps their development,’ (Questionnaire DN25, Q7). This confirms the views of Greene and Del Negro (2010) and Gill (2016) who advocated the practice of reading as much as possible to young children.    

In contrast, 13 of the participants defined storytelling as an activity or a time when stories were shared, using terms such as ‘book sharing’ or sharing stories: ‘Storytelling is sharing stories in fun and exciting ways,’ (Questionnaire FS4, Q8) ‘any sharing of stories, either using books or imagination or props,’ (Questionnaire FS6, Q8) and ‘storytelling can be reading a book with children or telling a made up story from your imagination…a child can story tell too,’ (Questionnaire FS11, Q7). This supports the literature review in which Burnell (2016 cited in McAlees, 2016) advocated the sharing of books as an important aspect of storytelling. Thirteen participants referred to their story times as ‘reading together’ which was described as an activity which was done in a group using books. These views are in line with Moon and Maeng (2012), Pullman (2013), Tassoni (2016) and the Welsh Government’s Flying Start guidance (2017) who all promoted the practice of sharing and reading books. 

Another emerging theme from this question was ‘sitting’ with 13 participants referring to this as something which children should do in order for storytelling to begin. One participant described storytelling as a time, ‘when all staff and children sit down and read a story together,’ (Questionnaire DN28, Q7), whilst others suggested, ‘children sitting having a story,’ (Questionnaire DN34, Q8), ‘children sitting and listening,’ (Questionnaire FS1, Q7), ‘sitting children down,’ (Questionnaire DN18, Q12) and ‘when children are sitting on the carpet and a member of staff reads a story,’ (Questionnaire FS2, Q7). Whilst these comments suggest the practice of storytelling in these settings, these statements were provided under the question, ‘what is your understanding of storytelling?’ Whilst there is no suggestion of ‘sitting’ in the research that was undertaken within the literature review, Flanagan (2015) suggested that storytelling sessions should be opportunities for relaxation and enjoyment. 

This is in contrast to Theobald’s (2016) views that storytelling should be constructed activities and whilst the term ‘sitting’ was not used by Theobald, the participants’ notion of ‘sitting’ suggests constructed activities and that children are expected to conform, which is further suggested by another participant who believed a successful story session involved,  ‘learn to sit and listen. Follow simple instructions.’ (Questionnaire, DN8, Q28). These views are in contrast to some practitioners who believed that storytelling activities should be less structured: ‘I would like to develop the idea of children getting up and being more involved in the story,’ (Questionnaire FS12, Q19), ‘we bring books alive such as the bear hunt, we go out and experience it…mud and forest,’ (Questionnaire DN33, Q17) and ‘I would like to tell stories in a way that encourages all children to join in - be more physical,’ (Questionnaire, FS11, Q25), which is in line with the work of both Shea (2011) and Hayes (2016) who advocated telling stories using physical activities. 

 4.3 Training in storytelling
Storytelling training and its benefits was another aspect which was focused upon during this study. The theme that became apparent from the questionnaire data was based upon levels of training across the 10 settings. Of the 52 participants, 15 had attended training on storytelling: 7 leaders and 8 practitioners. All 15 indicated that they felt they had benefitted from attending the training. One participant stated, ‘it showed how to bring a story to life, be creative with words and actions,’ (Questionnaire FS13, Q9), supporting the views of Makin and Whitehead (2012) and Neaum (2017) who referred to these language and expressive features. 

Graph 4 
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The graph above highlights that of the 15 participants who had attended two participants being a leader and practitioner from the same setting. This leader stated, ‘There isn’t enough available training for all of the team…if more sessions were available for the rest of the team, this would be useful,’ (Questionnaire FS9, Q12). One Flying Start leader commented during an interview, ‘we get no training at all on how to deliver a story,’ (Interviewee 1, 12 mins 15secs – 12 mins 19secs).  This data is in contrast to the research within the literature review, which indicated that training is an integral part of the Flying Start programme (WG, 2017) during which staff have opportunities to attend regular training and are involved in initiatives in order to provide stimulating and high quality learning environments. The data highlighted in the graph is also in contrast to the perceptions of a leader from a day nursery setting who stated in an interview, 
‘I think, from my own perspective, from running Flying Start settings, being part of the Flying Start team, you had a much bigger budget to be able to ensure that staff were constantly keeping up with their continued professional development, so, you’d be putting on lots of training. Quite often, within Flying Start, you could be having training once a month, whereas in the private sector we’re very lucky to have training once a term,’                                       

(Interviewee 2, 18 mins 11 secs – 18 mins – 37 secs). 
Of the participants who had attended storytelling training, two specific types of training were noted: Actif Stori based upon introducing physical activity into storytelling and the other being Neil Griffiths on using story sacks as part of storytelling, both of which, according to the participants, were provided by the Local Authority. Participants who had attended training provided further explanations as to why they felt they had benefitted from these sessions:  ‘My training on how to use a story sack was beneficial - to help the children to understand the story and to bring the story to life,’ (Questionnaire DN20, Q9),  ‘Actif stori training has been excellent because this has helped members of staff and children to develop and use more imagination with stories’ (Questionnaire DN29, Q16), ‘it provided ideas on ways to bring the story to life,’ (Questionnaire DN38, Q9), ‘the training has given me more confidence to read a story in front of children and adults,’ (Questionnaire DN15, Q9), ‘it showed how to bring a story to life, be creative with words and actions,’ (Questionnaire FS13, Q9). An interviewee added, ‘It was important for practitioner skills.’  (Interviewee 2, 6mins 43secs – 6mins 50secs). These views support Flanagan’s (2015) beliefs that training offers many benefits including the development of knowledge, confidence and skills.  

However, one participant who was also a day nursery leader noted, ‘staff aren’t practicing what they have been trained to do at the moment,’ (Questionnaire DN13, Q16) and suggested that due to the staff being trained over a year ago, that they required further training in order to maintain good practice. Whilst another participant suggested that one of the benefits of storytelling training had enabled ‘children to get used to following instructions’ (Questionnaire DN30, Q10), which indicates that this practitioner’s views and perceptions of benefits support a more structured practice (Theobald, 2016) and is in contrast to Medlicott (2018) who advocated that training developed practitioners’ abilities to deliver effective story sessions. 

During the interviews, which were conducted following the questionnaires, one leader believed that costs had become barriers to learning, preventing them from being able to train a whole workforce, ‘Ideally, if we had a massive budget, I would train everyone, unfortunately we haven’t, we have got limits on our training.’ (Interviewee 3, 1min 57secs – 2mins 8secs).  Whilst another leader, during an interview stated,

‘it made me think a lot more about how I am engaging with the children and how to get the most out of storytelling…from that training, you’re using different techniques and the children seem a lot more engaged and more interested in the stories.’                                                               

(Interviewee 2, 4mins 24secs – 5mins 57secs).

This is in line with Agosto (2016), Gill (2016) and Mason (2017) who all highlighted the importance of creating opportunities for deeper engagement with young children. When asked during an interview, whether training was something that was necessary, one leader noted ‘I don’t think that we have the level of expertise or that we are able to create that motivation’ (Interviewee 3, 1min 57secs – 3mins 12secs), suggesting that some level of training would be beneficial for participants’ practice and skills. This again supports Flanagan’s (2015) views that practitioners need to understand and appreciate the responsibility they have in the delivery of any story session.  

4.4 Practice of storytelling

The final aspect which was focused upon during the questionnaires was the practice of storytelling in all of the 10 settings which participated. The range of questions in this final section were based upon how storytelling was delivered, how this could be developed, whether practitioners enjoyed storytelling and why, and finally, the features and benefits of storytelling. Here, more themes emerged (as seen in Table 3) to include ‘circle time’, distractions and interruptions, interaction and relationships, enthusiasm and listening.  

In response to a question regarding the current practice within their settings, 26 participants (50%) referred to their practice being ‘circle time’. Of this number, 9 of the 16 Flying Start participants and 17 of the 36 Day Nursery participants used this term indicating that this was a term used across the two types of provision. In their questionnaires, three of those participants stated: ‘our circle time is an important time for children to express themselves,’ (Questionnaire FS9, Q24), ‘story time is during circle time when a story is read to the children’ (Questionnaire FS3, Q8) and ‘we read a story on the mat during circle time,’ (Questionnaire DN7, Q20). However, at no time during the research for the literature review was ‘circle time’  found or linked to the practice of storytelling, indicating that this is a term which has been adopted within the same local authority to mean a time when stories are read, told or shared. The statements above together with the perceptions of the other 23 participants who referred to circle time, suggest that this was a ‘time’ which was allocated for a storytelling session, be this book sharing, an oral telling, a story being read or an activity such as an active story or role play. This practice indicates that these ‘times’ occur during specific periods within the day which is in line with Medlicott (2013) who suggested that practice has changed to include more a structured story time session. 

With opposing views to the 17 day nursery participants, the 9 Flying Start participants who described the practice of story time as circle time, explained that the setting had a rota for circle time which changed weekly, with the same staff member reading the same story for a week at a time, which is in contrast to the views of Goouch, (2017) who warned against the practice of telling the same stories as this limited vocabulary. However, this belief is contradicted in the literature review, with Brock and Rankin (2008), Soleimani and Akbari (2013) and Bower and Barrett (2014) all supporting the concept of repeating stories as being important practice for language and literacy development. These views are confirmed by one practitioner who stated ‘children enjoy listening to the same stories…enjoy knowing what’s going to happen,’ (Questionnaire DN28, Q7) and another stated ‘we do repeat the chosen story for the week, we feel this is very beneficial for the children in order to learn new vocabulary,’ (Questionnaire FS9, Q17). 

Leading on from the concept that Flying Start practice involved the same reader throughout the week, one Flying Start participant added, ‘these are planned as focused and directed activities’ (Questionnaire FS14, Q12). However, one day nursery participant added, ‘I enjoy storytelling, but when you do this a lot or nearly every day, I feel the children get a little bored and could do with a change of face,’ (Questionnaire DN24, Q17), whilst another day nursery leader added that the delivery of stories in their setting, ‘relied on staff as some will read/tell more than others,’ (Questionnaire DN13, Q18) suggesting that this was based on choices and preferences. This supports Makin and Whitehead’s (2012) belief that storytelling should be enjoyed,  whilst another participant stated, ‘it would be nice to see more staff providing stories so that we can all benefit from new ideas,’ (Questionnaire DN38, Q11). This point was supported further when an interviewee discussed the significance of staff having their own styles of storytelling as opposed to the concept of a ‘one size fits all’ method, ‘staff are different…they’ve got different skills…different abilities…therefore it’s interesting…it’s more varied...and for other staff’ (Interviewee 3, 1 min 34 secs – 2 mins 02secs). This supports Bateman et al. (2017) who believed that all adults have an influence in providing purposeful experiences to each other.   

One day nursery leader explained that day care involves longer days, providing further opportunities for stories throughout the day, but stated that ensuring outcomes are met in Flying Start settings are more challenging stating that, ‘sessional care only has a limited time…so they would specifically stick to specific times.’ (Interviewee 2, 10mins 45secs – 11mins 45secs).

The practice of specific times is also in contrast to the data collected regarding the number of times stories were delivered during a session. This table demonstrates how often storytelling takes place across the 10 settings. 

Table 5 
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These figures demonstrate that 34 participants noted that storytelling activities occurred more than once during each session, indicating that the practice of storytelling was more than just during specific times and that this occurred spontaneously. Of the 52 participants, 14 referred to the inclusion of spontaneous storytelling with 11 of these being leaders referring to the overall practice within their settings. This data contradicts the literature review where McKenney, (2016), Theobald, (2016) Nicolopoulou, (2017) and Medlicott, (2018) believed there was less focus today on spontaneous and more on structured story sessions within specific time slots.

When asked what the benefits of storytelling are, the theme which emerged the most was children’s listening skills, with 15 participants noting this to be an important skill which they believed developed through the experiences of stories. This data, which is in line with the views of Neaum (2017), initially linked with another question (Q8), where 8 participants noted that children listened during a story activity. Upon further analysis, it was evident that the views of the 8 participants focused entirely on the need to listen to a story and to listen during a story. Whereas, the 15 participants who noted the ability to ‘listen’ were clear that this was a skill which was developed through other aspects such as interaction, engagement and relationships with others which will be analysed later. These listening skills were described further by participants who explained that storytelling: ‘improves listening skills and increases understanding,’ (Questionnaire DN23, Q24), ‘development of children’s imagination and listening skills, (Questionnaire FS07, Q24). These views are in contrast to the beliefs of the other 8 participants who saw listening as a requirement, with one participant stating that storytelling ‘encourages children to sit and listen quietly,’ (Questionnaire FS01, Q24) and another stating that ‘I need support to make sure children listen,’ (Questionnaire DN22, Q20) which are also in contrast to the views of Hayes (2016) who suggested in the literature review that listening cannot be taught, but developed naturally through engaging experiences.    

Evidence of children listening intently was linked in this data to young children being lost in the story, when ‘children are engrossed in the story,’ (Questionnaire DN7, Q27) and similarly when another participant stated, ‘to watch the enjoyment on their faces is magical,’ (Questionnaire DN11, Q17) suggesting that the children here are engaged fully in the story. These views are in line with research by Sturm (1999), Kuyvenhoven (2007) and Czikszentmihalyi (2013) whose work in the literature review all focuses on children developing their abilities to become immersed where children’s abilities to listen takes their learning to a deeper level.  

Practitioners were asked what could be improved within their setting’s practice as well as their own practice. The themes which emerged from this question included low levels of staff confidence and distractions and interruptions by staff. 

Of the 52 participants, 18 referred to confidence being a barrier to the quality of their delivery and enjoyment of storytelling. This figure was not confused with the 3 participants who had referred to confidence as a skill which developed from their storytelling training. One practitioner stated, ‘staff confidence is a major factor and I have observed some staff be uncomfortable telling a story in front of their peers,’ (Questionnaire DN04, Q26), whilst another stated, ‘I think confidence in storytelling is sometimes a problem for some staff,’ (Questionnaire DN27, Q19), whilst another practitioner added, ‘I do enjoy storytelling but don’t feel confident,’ (Questionnaire DN9, Q17). These views confirm Medlicott’s (2018) belief that some staff see storytelling as daunting and therefore have low levels of confidence. This barrier ermerged in an interview with a Flying Start leader who stated, 

‘when a staff member is delivering a story all the focus is on them…it can be quite intimidating even though if your job is working with children, you should be able to read a story…I think that is why this is rushed…to get it over with as soon as possible,’ 

(Interviewee 1, 4mins 32secs – 5mins 19secs).   
This supports Griffiths’ (2006) view within the literature review that story time had become a task and finish.  These beliefs are reiterated further by the same Flying Start leader, ‘It’s just a case of doing it to get it over with, as its part of the session and it’s just something that you’ve got to do.’  (Interviewee 1, 1min 52secs – 2mins 2secs). Whilst another interviewee stated, ‘not all staff are comfortable doing this in front of their peers, happy on their own…but if somebody’s…observing them, they feel awkward.’ (Interviewee 3, 7 mins 19secs -7mins 32secs). This is also in line with Medlicott’s (2018) views who believed that practitioners disliked the prospect of being observed. 

Other practitioners referred to wanting to develop their levels of confidence: ‘If you’re confident and having fun you can make any story interesting.’ (Questionnaire DN28, Q23), ‘You need confidence, a sense of humour and not be afraid to make a fool of yourself,’ (Questionnaire FS15, Q23), ‘the ability to act and not care about making a fool of yourself,’ (Questionnaire DN13, Q26) and ‘you need to be confident to be successful,’ (Questionnaire DN14, Q25). These views are in line with Flanagan’s (2015) research, who advocated that confidence could be developed through training and also Makin and Whitehead (2012) who advocated the need to enjoy and make fools of themselves during stories.   
Following on from staff confidence, 11 of the 52 participants noted interruptions and disruptions by staff as elements which impacted on their enjoyment of storytelling and the effective delivery of a session. Participants indicated that during sessions, they required more support and a better level of understanding from their work colleagues, stating that they would like, ‘for staff to sit with the children and get involved too,’ (Questionnaire FS15, Q20), ‘we need the help of everyone, the team, the staff, manager,’ (Questionnaire DN20, Q20) ‘that there are no disruptions – I would like more support from the other staff,’ (Questionnaire DN19, Q20), ‘that we have another staff member who can deal with disruptions,’ (Questionnaire DN15, Q20), ‘we have more support from other staff at storytelling time,’ (Questionnaire FS15, Q25), ‘I enjoy storytelling if a team effort is given,’ (Questionnaire FS14, Q17) and finally, ‘this is enjoyable, providing a team effort is given and there are no interruptions,’ (Questionnaire DN18 ,Q17). These responses are in line with the literature review, where Medlicott (2018) suggested that a lack of support led to chaos and disruption and that staff have responsibilities to respect storytelling. These views also indicate that these participants are trying to manage groups of children and staff, whilst the data highlighted that 6 participants suggested that a change in their practice to smaller groups was necessary, contradicting Whitehead’s (2012) recommendation that story time should be a whole group approach.   

4.5 Practice: The role of the adult

Practitioners were asked whether they enjoyed storytelling with the option to tick ‘yes’ or ‘no’ and also the option to offer reasons. All 39 participants responded with 100% indicating that they did enjoy storytelling.  From this question key themes also emerged: interactions and engagement with children and relationships.   

Participants noted that interacting socially with children and the level of interaction and involvement within story sessions enhanced the experiences of stories for everyone. One participant suggested to, ‘involve the children more by leaving them help to tell a story – this would enhance their interaction and encourage talking,’ (Questionnaire FS4, Q29). Another participant noted, ‘the more experienced practitioners we have will involve and engage the children a lot more.’  (Interviewee 2, 1min 4secs – 1min 51secs).  This supports the research in the literature review where Higham et al. (2010), Makin and Whitehead (2012), Theobald (2016), Thomas and Lewis (2016), Cremin et al. (2017) and Mason (2017) all referred to the importance of social interactions through storytelling and believed that children who are engaged fully in storytelling activities benefitted from a number of different experiences and opportunities to form relationships with adults and carers. This is apparent within the responses of 5 participants, each having views regarding relationships, bonds and friendships: ‘it’s nice to bond with children doing an activity we both enjoy,’ (Questionnaire, FS1, Q17), ‘storytelling helps to develop relationships…children will often go and sit with a staff member to listen to a story one on one,’ (Questionnaire DN1, Q28), ‘I enjoy storytelling because you are able to spend time with the children,’ (Questionnaire FS13, Q17), ‘it allows friendships to be developed,’ (Questionnaire DN15, Q17) and ‘storytelling offers the opportunity to develop a closeness with children,’ (Questionnaire DN21, Q7). 

These views were supported further by a manager of a day nursery who stated that, ‘it develops relationships between staff and children, especially on a 1:1 developing further social skills.’ (Interviewee 2, 9mins 50secs – 10mins 05secs). These views are in line with Zepeda, (2014), Neaum, (2017) and Bateman et al. (2017) whose research is based upon close and caring relationships, Fernbank, (2017) who believed that friendships began within story experiences and Flanagan (2016) who advocated the social function of storytelling. Similarly, in another interview, a leader of a day nursery stated, 

‘perhaps more so on a 1:1 basis, a smaller group…children to engage with you and build those relationships…it gives an opportunity for the child to trust you and enjoy being in your company…the importance of a child feeling secure and safe in our environment.’ 

(Interviewee 3, 2mins 40secs – 4mins 15secs)     

Finally, from the question regarding what practitioners believed were features of storytelling, the themes which emerged from the data was enthusiasm and the use of voices with both of these themes being able to bring a story to life. 

Of the 52 participants, 18 noted enthusiasm to be a key feature with 3 participants providing further explanations stating: ‘it is generally the enthusiasm of the teller that ensures a better experience for the children,’ (Questionnaire DN04, Q26), ‘If the practitioner is enthusiastic and has the gift to bring the story alive…you don’t need resources,’ (Questionnaire DN33, Q25), and finally, ‘to engage children in a story by being enthusiastic about the story,’ (Questionnaire DN36, Q22). These comments confirm the views of Whitehead (2012), Tancock (2014) and Flanagan (2015) who acknowledged the significance of the teller’s features in terms of the quality of story sessions.    

Under this same question, 17 participants noted the need to make effective use of their voices and to characterise during storytelling with one participant stating ‘using voices to engage with children,’ (Questionnaire FS6, Q26) was an important feature, supporting the beliefs of Goouch, (2017). Bringing the story to life was noted by 8 participants as an effective way of being able to deliver a story and involve all children, with 3 participants offering further comments stating, ‘make it come to life…and ensure the children are engrossed,’ (Questionnaire DN07, Q26/Q27), ‘I enjoy being able to bring a story alive for the children,’ (Questionnaire DN12, Q17), ‘being able to bring a story alive and that the children are taking part,’ (Questionnaire DN38, Q7), which is in line with Fernbank’s (2017) views of storytelling.   

5. Summary of findings and conclusion

The data collected from questionnaires and interviews were based upon a specific selection of questions, where participants were invited to offer their views and opinions on three aspects of storytelling: interpretation, training and practice. The data which emerged highlighted a number of themes.  It is important to note that the emerging themes, analysed in the findings, were selected due to these showing the highest number of responses (as seen in Table 3). However, other valid and interesting views and opinions became apparent within the data, such as stories and music, rhyme and rhythm, repetition within the text as opposed to the repetition of stories, language and the use of props and audio resources. This demonstrates the complexities and scope that storytelling offers and requires in order to provide rich learning experiences for young children. 

Following the three aspects that were focused upon: interpretation of storytelling, training and practice, the findings of the research study have been able to demonstrate clear results.

The study revealed that participants offered wide and varied definitions and interpretations of what they believed storytelling to be and that there is no one specific definition or type of practice that was evident. Whilst participants referred to telling stories, findings indicated that most story times included reading books and text. Participants all acknowledged that storytelling was clearly part of their practice, but all 10 settings demonstrated different explanations of how they incorporated this into their practice. 

The findings revealed that aspects of practice between the types of provision were similar such as ‘circle time’. Despite this concept not being identified in the literature review, it appears to be a widely used term across the 10 settings which took part in this study. The findings highlighted that the practice within this ‘time’ is very different in Flying Start settings to the day nurseries, with Flying Start offering structure, repeated stories by the same staff on weekly rotas.  However, it was also established that due to Flying Start offering sessional care, it was more challenging for this type of provision to offer the same number of experiences or opportunities than day care services due to the length of time children spent in these settings. 

The findings also revealed that no one setting had any storytelling policy or followed any guidance which supported leaders and practitioners with their practice. In discussion with one interviewee regarding implementing a mutual understanding of the value of storytelling, it was noted that,

‘we could have a policy because it made me realise that everyone’s definition could be different…it’s not just a case of reading…and storytelling is not a natural instinct for everyone…so a policy in that instance would help lay out what we expect and what the child is entitled to,’                                                                             

(Interviewee 3, 5 mins 26secs – 6mins 2 secs). 
Graph 2 demonstrated that participants’ qualifications and results highlighted that across the 10 settings, the numbers of qualified staff exceeded the statutory requirements of Level 3 NVQ qualifications in day care settings and Level 5 NVQ qualifications in Flying Start settings, with 17 of the 52 participants being qualified at graduate or post graduate level. This supports the requirements of the  review carried out by Social Care Wales (SCW) (2016) and the requirements of the Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) (2018) and is also in line with England’s Nutbrown Review (2012) insisting upon a higher qualified early years workforce. However, despite meeting the National Minimum Standards and evidence of a range of additional higher qualifications, the barriers to providing effective storytelling experiences such as a lack of confidence, respect and the misinterpretations of effective storytelling were a concern, highlighting that qualified staff do not always equate to competent, confident staff who are knowledgeable and understand the values and benefits of activities such as storytelling.     
To continue with the issue of confidence, the findings highlighted this to be a clear barrier not only to the enjoyment of staff in the process of storytelling but to the quality of experiences provided to children. These findings are in line with the concerns of Flanagan (2015) and Medlicott (2018) who believed that a lack of confidence impacted on the effectiveness of story times and that this could only be addressed through support and training. 

In terms of storytelling training, despite the research in the literature review, advocating high quality training as clear requirements across Wales, particularly for Flying Start providers, the findings in this study revealed that the level of training was not apparent (Graph 4). Results demonstrated that of the 16 Flying Start participants, only two had received training, compared to 13 day nursery participants, with findings indicating that the leaders and practitioners from the day nursery settings had been able to make choices, with day nursery leaders, despite challenges with budgets, investing in local training initiatives in order to improve the quality of their services. Whilst Flying Start participants demonstrated their desire to attend storytelling training, but indicating that no opportunities were available to them. The results demonstrated that all those who had attended training had found this to be beneficial to their practice.    

In addition to a lack of confidence across settings, the findings also indicated an underlying discontent amongst some participants towards their work colleagues, stating that a lack of support during story time, through interruptions and distractions, was impacting on their abilities to deliver effective storytelling sessions.   

Despite these factors, all 52 participants welcomed the concept of any future training in order to address many of these issues, challenges and barriers, with many participants noting that the participation in the study had enabled them reflect on their practice and consider how this impacts on young children. One participant closed the questionnaire noting, ‘This has been an useful opportunity to consider and reflect on our practice in relation to storytelling, - something that we probably have always taken for granted.’ (Questionnaire DN04, Q30). 
6. Recommendations and direction for future research
Whilst the findings of this small research study have revealed a better understanding of the interpretations of storytelling and the nature of storytelling practice, the results of the data have also highlighted challenges and barriers that threaten the effectiveness of storytelling and the quality of oral and literacy experiences across the ten early years settings. This study was a small sample compared to the number of early years settings in the same county and indeed across Wales. To establish further actual data and to consider whether there are consistencies in interpretations and similarities in challenges and barriers, a larger scale study, through a survey, would need to be carried out across Wales, which would take time and resources. 

However, this study has been able to recognise shared values and genuine interest in developing skills in order to provide better experiences for young children. Participants have recognised the need to adapt and develop their practice and there is a clear demand for further training in order to develop essential skills. With the imminent forthcoming changes to teacher training across Wales, including its focus on literacy, it is important not to neglect or dismiss the value of storytelling and to ensure that rich language and literacy experiences can be provided to all children before they enter formal education.      

With this in mind, the recommendations that could be considered from this small scale study would be to promote the importance of storytelling through formal recognition within frameworks and statutory requirements so that high quality training could be provided to practitioners across Wales. This would not only involve ensuring that bespoke storytelling training was available in order to guarantee better outcomes and to reduce barriers, but also include the value, importance and benefits of storytelling within childcare and early years education training so that solid foundations are embedded. These steps would provide possibilities for better levels of understanding, instil values and respect and create further opportunities and experiences for young children during their early years.   
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