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Introduction
Storytelling is a core and longstanding pedagogical practice in early years education which plays an important role in supporting young children's language development, as well as their imagination and understanding of emotions (Palaiologou, 2016; Whitehead, 2019). Through exposure to stories, children are exposed to new vocabulary as well as narrative structures and opportunities to communicate meaningfully in a familiar and engaging context (Cremin et al., 2018). Listening to stories supports the development of early oracy skills of active listening, turn taking and verbal expression, all of which form essential foundations for later literacy development (Mercer & Dawes, 2014; Department for Education, 2023). Storytelling also provides children with a safe space within which to explore emotions, routines and sequences of events to help children make sense of the social world around them.
In the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) communication and language is considered the key field of learning, on which the development of children in all other fields is based (DfE, 2023). Storytelling is very closely aligned with the principles of EYFS as it promotes sustained shared thinking, positive relationships and enabling environments. When practitioners take an active role in the storytelling process with children, they support the development of both expressive and receptive language, and at the same time encourage social interaction as well as emotional security. As such, storytelling should not be seen as a passive and leisure activity, but a purposeful pedagogical strategy.
In today's Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) environments, storytelling refers to oral, shared and digitally mediated approaches (Kucirkova, 2019). While digital media is becoming more prevalent in children's daily lives, there is some evidence that oral storytelling is developmentally appropriate and continues to be highly effective in the hands of good oral storytellers. Concerns have been raised, that with the over-reliance on digital storytelling, there can be less opportunities for interaction if adult mediation is limited (Palaiologou, 2016). Therefore, the role of the practitioner is central in the creation of meaningful learning experiences in their interaction with the children (through scaffolding), modelling language and responding to children's cues (Vygotsky, 1978). Without just cause adult involvement, storytelling risks losing its potential to be an interactive learning opportunity, but a passive activity.
This assignment is an analysis of the practice of storytelling by reference to The Very Hungry Caterpillar by Eric Carle. The text is especially appropriate for early years practice because of its repetitive structure, following a predictable sequence and having strong visual elements in the text which aid children's understanding and participation. 
Behaviour One Intonation and Characterisation
The first storytelling behaviour which has been analysed is the practitioner's use of intonation and characterisation. Intonation is an alteration in pitch, tone, volume and pace of voice, and characterisation is an alteration in vocal expression to depict characters, emotions or events within a narrative (Cremin et al., 2018). These vocal techniques are especially important within early years settings as young children are heavily reliant upon auditory cues to build meaning and sustain attention when listening to a story (Whitehead, 2019).
During the telling of The Very Hungry Caterpillar, the practitioner used a soft and gentle voice when beginning the story to tell about the caterpillar coming out of the egg. This soft sound portrayed sensitivity and hunger, which invited children to listen and relate to the character in an emotional way. As the story continued and the caterpillar ate more, the practitioner would slowly increase the level and energy of her voice. This was analogous to the physical growth and transformation of the caterpillar and helped children to develop an understanding of the progression of narratives and cause and effect relationships (Palaiologou, 2016).
Expressive intonation helps the children to maintain their attention that is being so limited in small ages. And by varying the tone and pace, practitioners can keep engagement going in the process of modelling language patterns for expressive language. Mercer & Dawes (2014) emphasise that it is through social interaction that children learn about how language works, for example, how voice is used to convey meaning, emotion and emphasis. Through the experience of listening to storytelling that is expressive children are exposed to rich prosody that supports their own spoken language development.
From a sociocultural perspective Vygotsky (1978) emphasises the role of adult modelling within the Zone of Proximal Development. The practitioner's storytelling, which is expressive, offers a scaffold for children to gain understanding of the complex elements of narrative which they may not yet be able to manage in isolation. This is especially helpful for children who are developing their language skills or their vocabulary because intonation helps to comprehend messages beyond the literal meaning of words.

Behaviour Two: Questioning & Interaction
The second form of storytelling behaviour analysed is questioning. Questioning is an important interactional strategy in the early years practice that engages children to think, predict and articulate their ideas (Siraj-Blatchford et al, 2015). Effective questioning turns storytelling from a one-way transmission of information into a learning experience of sharing and dialogue and participation.
For example, during the telling of The Very Hungry Caterpillar, the practitioner instituted open ended questions such as, "What do you think the caterpillar will eat next?" and "How do you think the caterpillar is feeling now?". These questions prompted children to make a prediction, reflect on emotions and make connections between events. Through questioning at key points, the practitioner aided narrative understanding and active participation. In the digital storytelling session, questioning was used more explicitly to scaffold children’s thinking, whereas in the oral storytelling session the focus was primarily on intonation and embodied expression.
Open-ended questioning encourages self-confidence and language development because children are not afraid that they may be wrong (Cremin et al., 2018). This way of working is in line with inclusive practice, because children's contribution is valued regardless of their linguistic accuracy. The practitioner was also allowing intentional wait time after asking questions to give the children the opportunity to process information and respond. This is particularly in the case of younger children, as well as those who learn English as a second language (DfE, 2023).
Questioning supports cognitive development by fostering reasoning, memory recall as well as inferential thinking (Shonkoff et al., 2021). It also enables sustained shared thinking, one of the indicators of high-quality early years practice. Through dialogue children are co-constructing meaning with the practitioner and peers and the learning is being reinforced through their social interaction.
In the case of digital storytelling, questioning takes on even greater importance. Visual stimuli have the potential to result in passive consumption, if these are not mediated well (Kucirkova, 2019). By taking time to ask questions in digital stories, practitioners are making sure that technology is being used to support thinking instead of taking over thinking. This reinforces the principle of interaction and not the medium determining the educational value.

Behaviour Three: Gestures and Visual Aid
The third storytelling behaviour that is explored is the use of gestures and visual support. Gestures include movements of the body & hand to support speech and visual support includes pointing or briefly showing images (Neumann, 2018). Multimodal communication is especially powerful in early childhood as young children receive information through different senses.
During The Very Hungry Caterpillar, for example, the practitioner used small finger movements to illustrate the caterpillar's original size and bigger arm movements as the caterpillar grew. 
Research suggests that when accompanied with speech, gestures help improve comprehension and memory as it associates words with physical actions (Cremin et al., 2018). This is particularly beneficial to children with emerging language skills, children with special educational needs and children with English as an additional language (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2015). 
Visual support was used for a purpose, to provide oral storytelling with visual supports without overwhelming children. Rather than having a steady stream of images, the practitioner disclosed the images at specific points to facilitate understanding. This practice will be consistent with the studies on effective digital pedagogy that underline the careful and deliberate utilisation of the visual stimuli, in order not to overload the mind (Kucirkova, 2019).

Reflective Thinking’s about Practice
Reflective practice plays a vital part in ensuring the effectiveness of storytelling and its response to children's needs. Practitioners need to consider children's stages of development, interests and cultural backgrounds when choosing stories and methods of storytelling (Palaiologou 2016).
Time and environmental factors may also affect the quality of storytelling. Time scarcity or high number of people may lead to small interaction. However, there is research to indicate that even short, well-planned sessions of storytelling can have a huge effect when practitioner behaviours are intentional and reflective (Whitehead, 2019).

The Value of Storytelling in Inclusion and Emotional Wellbeing
In addition to playing a significant role in supporting language and cognitive development, storytelling plays a significant role in promoting inclusion and emotional wellbeing in early years settings. Stories give them a shared experience through which they can explore feelings, relationships and social situations in a safe and structured way (Benabbes and AbdulHaleem Abu Taleb, 2024).
The Very Hungry Caterpillar provides opportunities for emotional exploration through its simplicity of its story of hunger, growth and transformation. The practitioner's storytelling behaviours supported children to identify emotions such as anticipation, satisfaction and discomfort. Through expressive intonation, gestures and questioning, the practitioner supported children to link emotions to events, supporting early emotional literacy. Early understanding of emotions associated closely with later social competence and resilience thus pointing to the more general developmental importance of storytelling (The Occupational Therapist, 2023).
Storytelling also assists us to incorporate inclusiveness practice so as to ensure the participation of children with different linguistic and cultural background in a meaningful way. Oral storytelling with accompany gestures and visual cues lowers the use of verbal comprehension to the fore, allowing kids with an English as an additional language to converse with confidence (Kory Westlund et al., 2017). The practitioner's use of open-ended questions further helped to support inclusion in that all contributions were valued, regardless of the grammatical accuracy. This approach is linked to the principle of the EYFS recognising children as capable learners and respecting individual differences (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021).
From a theoretical perspective, the storytelling practice is consistent with the attachment theory which focuses on the importance of secure relationships in early learning (Bosmans et al., 2022). When practitioners are warm and responsive when storytelling, a sense of security is established emotionally to encourage the children to participate and communicate. This is especially important for children who may suffer from anxiety or insecurity in the group situation. Storytime routines can thus work as emotionally regulating experiences and as such offer predictability and comfort.
However, there are some limitations that should be acknowledged. Storytelling may fail in gaining effectiveness if the practitioner engagement is inconsistent or too directive. Asking too many questions or interrupting the story may affect the flow of the story and spoil the enjoyment for children. In the same vein, if digital storytelling is overused and people are not interacting, it may constrain the possibilities for dialogue and emotional connection (Ramamurthy et al., 2023).
To maximize the benefits of storytelling, it is advisable that the practitioners revisit their practices after a period, taking into account the feedback of the children and their rate of interest. The strategy of storytelling techniques adapted to the specific needs of groups of various sizes and development stages, proves the inclusion and the purposeful storytelling. Professional development opportunities that are specifically focused on oracy and interactive pedagogy can help to further build the confidence and effectiveness of practitioners (Maureen, van der Meij and de Jong, 2021).

Conclusion

This assignment has shown me that there is much more to a good story in early years practice than just reading or reciting a story. Through the analysis of intonation and characterisation, questioning and interaction and gestures and visual support practitioner behaviours are important in supporting children's engagement, comprehension and language development. Storytelling offers rich opportunities for the development of communication skills, understanding of emotions and early literacy when presented well.
Both oral and digitally mediated storytelling have the potential to be used in support of early learning when they are informed by skilled adult mediation. The role of the practitioner in modelling language, scaffolding interaction and responding to children's cues is central whatever medium is being used. 
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