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Early Years Practice and Research: An Analysis of Story-telling Practice Using the Wheels on the Bus

Introduction
Storytelling has an important role to play in early years education as it helps to support children's language development, social understanding and emotional engagement. Through shared stories, young children are exposed to new words, repetitive patterns of language and opportunities for meaningful language within a familiar and enjoyable context. Storytelling also facilitates early oracy skills (listening, turn taking and verbal expression), which are the foundations for later literacy development. In addition to this, stories enable children to understand routines, social roles and everyday experiences and helps children to make sense of the world around them in a safe and supportive environment (Dubiel, 2024).
Within the field of early childhood education and care (ECEC), storytelling is not simply an activity to entertain, but one that can be used as a pedagogical tool that supports a variety of areas of development. Research draws attention to the fact that early introduction to stories and rhymes has a significant effect on vocabulary acquisition, narrative comprehension and phonological awareness. These skills have a very strong connection to later success in reading and writing (European Union, 2021). 
In modern ECEC venues there may be both an oral and a digitally supported form of storytelling. While the use of digital resources is becoming increasingly prevalent in children's daily lives, oral storytelling is developmentally appropriate and very effective for young learners. Digital stories, if used well, can help in learning but without adult mediation, they can end up being passive experiences (Rahiem, 2021). The practitioner therefore has a central role to play in mediating learning through guiding interaction, supporting engagement and responding to children's interests and cues. This is consistent with sociocultural theories of learning which stress the importance of social interaction and adult support to children's development.
This assignment is an analysis of storytelling practice using a familiar rhyme and story, The Wheels on the Bus. This story is very popular within early years settings because of the repetitive nature of the story, predictable language and its link to children's everyday experiences. The focus is placed on three key practitioner behaviours: vocal variation and rhythm, questioning and interaction and the use of gesture and visual support. These behaviours are explored in relation to theory and research, to study how these behaviours contribute to children's engagement, understanding and language development in early years practice.

Theoretical Context of Storytelling in Early Years
The significance of storytelling can be understood from several significant theoretical perspectives. Vygotsky's sociocultural theory emphasizes the social interaction and shared experiences of children with more knowledgeable others as their source of learning (McLeod, 2025). Storytelling is a rich context for this interaction as the practitioner’s scaffold children's understanding by modelling language, extending children's responses and encouraging participation. Through repeated exposure to and guided interaction with language and concepts, children gradually internalise these new language and concepts.
Bruner's concept of scaffolding is also of relevance to the practice of storytelling. Children are supported by practitioners during shared stories, with the use of language that is kept simple, repetition of key phrases and complexity of language gradually increased as children begin to be more confident. In The Wheels on the Bus, repeated verses enable children to participate at their own level, be it actions, single words or full phrases (Tomkinson, 2016).
From a curriculum point of view, storytelling covers the areas of Communication and Language, Personal Social and Emotional Development and Literacy in the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS). Storytelling activities encourage listening and attention, understanding and speaking as well as supporting early reading behaviours such as predicting, remembering and sequencing events (Department for Education, 2012).

Behaviour One: Variations Vocals and Rhythm
The first storytelling behaviour to be discussed is the use of vocal variation and rhythm. Vocal variation (variant tone, pitch, volume, and pace of language) Rhythm (patterned repetition and musicality of language) These elements are especially important in early years settings because young children are very sensitive to sound and the repetition of sounds (Weisleder and Fernald, 2013).
In telling and singing the story The Wheels on the Bus, the practitioner adjusted her voice to fit the various parts of the story. A louder and enthusiastic voice was used for actions like "the wheels go round and round," and a softer and comforting tone was adopted for verses like "the babies on the bus go wah, wah, wah." These changes in vocal expression helped children to distinguish between characters and actions as well as to support comprehension and emotional understanding.
Vocal variation is also important in the maintenance of attention. Young children often have short attention spans and using expression while telling a story helps in keeping the child's attention because it will create contrast and excitement. Research has suggested that the use of expressive reading has heightened children's motivation to listen and participate as compared to monotone delivery. The practitioner's use of rhythm and melody also facilitated children's interest and motivation to participate (Dahl and Tran, 2016).
The repetitive rhythm of the story provided memory, anticipation and confidence. Children were able to predict repeated phrases, and take part in the activity by completing lines, or actions. This repetition underpins the early phonological awareness in that it helps children recognise patterns, syllables and rhymes within language. Such skills are important pre-reducing and pre-reading.
In digitally supported versions of the story, vocal delivery was still vital. Although animations and sound effects added visual interest, the practitioner's voice helped direct children's attention and got them involved. This shows that the use of digital storytelling should be used in addition to the expressive delivery of oral communication and not instead of it. Without the involvement of practitioners, digital stories may be limited as opportunities for interaction and shared meaning-making may be limited.

Behaviour Two: Questioning and Interacting
The second storytelling behaviour which has been analysed is questioning and interaction. Questioning makes storytelling a two-way process instead of a one-way listening activity. Through the use of purposeful questions, practitioners encourage children to think, reflect and express their ideas.
During The Wheels on the Bus the practitioner used open-ended questions such as 'Who's on the bus?' And "What do you think is going to happen next?" These questions prompted children to draw on their own experiences, e.g. people they see on buses, previous journeys. This connection made between story and real life supports language development and meaning making.
Wait time was also deliberately given after questions which gave children time to process and respond. This shows respect for children's contributions and helps to include children, especially those children who need more time to formulate responses. Research identifies how longer wait time leads to longer and better-quality children's responses (Yun, McWilliams and Williams, 2024).
Questioning also supported cognitive development through prediction, sequencing and cause and effect thinking. Asking about what might happen next helped children to develop an understanding of the structure of narrative, even within a simple repetitive story. This helps to support the skills of comprehension in the early years and develops foundations for storytelling and writing later.
Within the context of digital storytelling, questioning was especially important in the prevention of passive viewing. By pausing videos and asking questions the practitioner kept the engagement active and discussion going. This supports the notion that technology should be used as a shared interaction tool rather than individual consumption.

Behaviour Three: Gesture and Three Visual Support
The third practitioner behaviour which was investigated is the use of gesture and visual support. Gestures like circular motions with arms and hands to depict wheels and open and close gestures for doors gave visual help to the spoken language. These actions helped children to link words to meaning to support comprehension and memory.
Gestures are especially helpful for young children and children with developing language skills because it is another avenue for understanding. Multimodal learning theory posits that if you combine verbal, visual and physical components, learning is enhanced because of the use of multiple senses (Goldin-Meadow, 2009).
In digital storytelling, gestures and pointing helped direct children's attention as well as support joint engagement.
This multimodal approach supported the inclusion because it accommodated different learning styles and developmental stages. Children that were not yet confident speakers were still able to participate through actions, gestures and facial expressions which re-enforced a sense of belonging and confidence.

Critical reflection on Practice
While The Wheels on the Bus is common knowledge and a great story to use; it is important for practitioners to reflect on their use of this story critically. Repetition and familiarity may facilitate learning, but too much of the same may become dull for older children or more competent children. Practitioners should therefore adapt storytelling, for example by introducing new verses, encouraging children to invent characters or linking the story to other related activities such as role play or art (Mohammed, 2015).
Digital storytelling is a process that requires careful thought as well. While digital resources can be used to improve engagement, they cannot be used as a substitute for face-to-face interaction. Practitioner presence is still at the heart of ensuring that storytelling is a support to communication, social interaction and emotional connection.

Inclusive, Diversity, and SEN capacity and practice in storytelling.
Storytelling has a significant role to play when promoting inclusion and supporting children with a variety of learning needs in early years settings. The repetition and predictable text of The Wheels on the Bus makes it specifically accessible to children with English as an Additional Language (EAL), children with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) and children with emerging communication skills (DeLuca, Boucher and Holyfield, 2024).
The simple and repeated phrases used throughout the story minimize the linguistic demand and gives children a chance to focus on the meaning, not complex language structures. For EAL learners, repetition is important for vocabulary learning and confidence as children can hear and practise important words in a meaningful and familiar context. The use of gestures and actions further contributes to understanding as they provide visual cues and physical cues that help reduce the need of using verbal language only.
Children who may find it difficult to participate verbally, through actions, facial expressions or simple vocalisations are still able to participate and all children feel like they are part of the shared experience.

Wider Learning Possible Through the Storytelling 
Effective storytelling in early years practice goes beyond the storytelling itself and offers opportunities for learning across a number of areas of the curriculum. The Wheels on the Bus provides a rich starting point for more extensive learning opportunities in support of children's holistic development (Maureen, van der Meij and de Jong, 2021).
The physical actions related to the story such as spinning arms and open and close movements assist in physical development by supporting coordination, balance and gross motor skills. 
Storytelling also helps to support understanding of the world by introducing children to the roles in the community and everyday experiences. Through the characters in the story, like drivers, passengers and families, children start developing an awareness of social roles and routines in their local environment. Practitioners can develop this learning further with role play areas, small world or through discussions about transport and travel.
Early concepts of maths can also be reinforced in ways through storytelling. Literacy development can be extended through mark-making activities for example drawing buses and making simple story maps, which enables children to represent their own ideas visually.
Conclusion
This assignment has proved that for effective storytelling in early years practice, purposeful and reflective practitioner behaviours are essential. Using vocal variation and rhythm, questioning and interaction, and through the use of gesture and visual support, practitioners can make a huge difference in children's engagement, understanding and language development. These behaviours are consistent with known theories of early learning and help to support key curriculum outcomes. Both oral and digitally supported storytelling are possible in the setting of adult mediation. The Wheels on the Bus provides a flexible and inclusive resource for storytelling to meet the need for early communication, imagination and social understanding. Ultimately storytelling is a great pedagogical tool in the world of early years education, and its benefits include language development, confidence and a life-long love of stories.
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