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Supporting language and literacy through storytelling.
Introduction
Storytelling is the art of sharing stories, experiences and events through spoken words, gestures, pictures or written texts. This can be accomplished through nursery rhymes, songs, made up story's fairy tales, puppets or role play. It supports language development by introducing new vocabulary and sentence structures while giving children opportunities to listen, ask questions and express their ideas. Rhyme rhythm and repetition develop phonological awareness the ability the recognise spoken sounds in spoken language which supports learning to read and spell. Sharing books also helps children understand that print carries meaning. Through enjoyable interactions with adults and other children storytelling builds confidence in communication and provides foundations for reading and writing. Education Endowment Foundation, (2018).

 My storytelling activity used Monkey Puzzle, written by Julia Donaldson and illustrated by Axel Scheffler (2000), to demonstrate interactive approaches for children aged three to five. The story was presented using the book and props, for the digital presentation the sound was muted while providing the narration myself. Across both approaches, the purpose was to invite participation through expressive language, actions, predictions and discussion. Reflecting on these choices helps me consider how different resources can support communication without assuming that resources alone create learning.
This reflection examines three storytelling behaviours: expressive voice and movement; repetition and rhyme; and questioning with response time. It compares my use of the book and props with my live narration alongside digital images, linking practice with theory and research. My performance involved an imagined audience, so I can reflect on the opportunities I provided, but cannot report actual children’s responses or language gains. Neaum (2012) supports considering storytelling as part of a broader range of early language experiences.
The activity connects with Curriculum for Wales through listening, speaking, reading and other communication (Welsh Government, n.d.a). Showing illustrations, introducing the author and illustrator, and discussing animal clues linked oral storytelling with early literacy. A later drawing and labelling activity could extend this connection into children’s own marks and written communication.
The focus on this paper will be to reflect on my storytelling skills... 
Reflecting on expressive voice movement and props
I used an explorer approach to establish a shared purpose: helping Monkey find his mother. The dialogue invited listeners to listen for jungle sounds, move imaginary leaves and make binoculars. Animal actions, including an elephant’s trunk, snake movements and parrot wings, offered ways to represent descriptions physically. My intention was to make the audience active participants in the search. Reflecting on this choice, I recognise that the actions need a clear connection to the vocabulary and story, rather than becoming separate entertainment.
The book and props supported a physical focus for the telling, while my voice and expressions conveyed worry, puzzlement and relief. Čekaitė and Björk-Willén (2018) describe preschool storytelling involving expressive delivery, props, pauses and bodily participation. This helps explain the purpose of my approach. Their Swedish study examined interaction with younger children rather than measuring vocabulary improvement, however, so it offers insight into participation rather than proof that my performance developed language.
Froebel’s emphasis on imagination, movement and self-activity provides another connection (Tovey, 2017). My invitations created opportunities to act, although following my demonstration involved less independence than inventing an animal movement. This is a limitation I would address by allowing more choice. Dewey (1938) similarly encourages attention to the quality of experience. Asking children to explain which animal feature an action represents would connect physical participation with reflection and language.
Laevers, Moons and Declercq (2012) foreground wellbeing and involvement. In a future session, I would consider comfort and sustained attention alongside visible participation, accepting quiet observation. Lysaker’s (2019) work on wordless picture books also highlights visual meaning-making. Although Monkey Puzzle includes text, my questions about Monkey’s expression used pictures as evidence for interpretation. I would retain this approach while ensuring the book or digital image remains visible during actions and discussion.
Reflecting on repetition rhyme and participation
I used the story’s recurring misunderstandings to invite anticipation and recognition. The dialogue revisited animal clues and acknowledged the elephant’s return, providing a familiar structure within the search. Rhythmic delivery and response pauses offered opportunities to join the telling. My reflection is that predictability can make participation more accessible, but joining a familiar response is different from understanding it. I would therefore combine repeated wording with opportunities to describe an animal in another way.
Crystal (1996) links language play with linguistic and metalinguistic awareness, helping explain my attention to sounds and playful delivery. Neaum (2012) similarly includes rhyme within early language provision. Read and Quirke (2018) found that children identified and demonstrated more unfamiliar verb meanings when words occupied prominent rhyming positions. However, rhyme and placement varied together, and verb production did not show the same advantage. Consequently, I cannot assume that emphasising rhyme automatically supports independent vocabulary use.
Ruth Miskin’s Read Write Inc. approach provides a further connection with sound awareness. Its Fred Games encourage children to blend spoken sounds into whole words (Ruth Miskin Literacy, n.d.). My emphasis on rhyme concerned broader phonological awareness; oral blending focuses more specifically on individual phonemes. Reflecting on my telling, I could extend the bat encounter with /b/ /a/ /t/, inviting children to blend the sounds into “bat”. This would be a future addition, not something I claim to have demonstrated. The story’s rhyme provides language play but does not replace systematic phonics teaching or establish mastery of blending.
Horst, Parsons and Bryan (2011) found stronger retention of unfamiliar word associations when three-year-olds repeatedly heard the same stories, despite equivalent target-word exposure across conditions. Revisiting Monkey Puzzle through book and digital formats could provide repeated encounters with language. However, their research concerned contextual repetition across readings, rather than repeated phrases alone. This reminds me to distinguish between familiarity during my presentation and evidence that a child can later understand or use a word.
Bruner’s (1983) Language Acquisition Support System emphasises familiar interactions supporting language use. My repeated sequence of listening, looking and responding reflects this principle. Skinner (1957) explains verbal behaviour through environmental contingencies and reinforcement; acknowledging contributions could encourage participation. Chomsky’s (1959) critique challenges an explanation based on rewarded imitation alone. Reflecting on these perspectives, I would value children’s own relevant descriptions and invite explanation, even when their answers differed from those I expected.
Reflecting on questioning and scaffolding
My dialogue asked listeners to compare an elephant with a monkey and predict which animal might appear next. Questions about Monkey’s feelings invited interpretation, while the caterpillar scene introduced Butterfly’s misunderstanding. These prompts were intended to extend the activity beyond naming animals. Dickinson and Morse (2019) emphasise responsive adult–child interaction. Their work reminds me that the value of a question depends partly on how the adult listens and develops the response, rather than simply how many questions are asked.
Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development concerns what learners can achieve with guidance beyond independent performance. My modelled descriptions and attention to visual clues provided possible forms of support. Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976) describe scaffolding through tutoring, including simplifying tasks and highlighting relevant features. Applying this to my telling, pointing, offering choices or expanding a short answer could support description. However, genuine scaffolding would require adjustment to an actual learner; a rehearsed prompt alone cannot demonstrate this responsiveness.
Flack, Field and Horst’s (2018) meta-analysis examined word learning across 38 studies involving 2,455 children. Pillinger and Vardy’s (2022) review of 46 studies also suggests benefits from dialogic reading, particularly under five. This supports my intention to make storytelling participatory. Nevertheless, including questions in a performance does not establish that I delivered a complete dialogic-reading intervention. My improvement would be to select purposeful questions and leave enough space for comments, answers and uninterrupted enjoyment.
Montag, Jones and Smith (2015) found greater vocabulary diversity in picture books than comparable child-directed conversation. Animal descriptions therefore offered opportunities to explain words through images, props and actions. In future practice, I would revisit selected vocabulary during play and accept pointing, communication aids or home-language contributions. The closing discussion also recognised that families do not always look alike, preventing Monkey’s resemblance to his mother from becoming a general assumption about belonging.
Comparing the book and props with muted digital storytelling
When using the physical book, the illustrations and page turns organised the sequence. Props and actions added tangible or bodily references to spoken descriptions. This approach allowed me to connect words with the object or picture being discussed. Its practical limitation was coordinating the book, props and gestures while keeping illustrations visible. My reflection is that resources should be manageable: introducing too many items could interrupt the narrative or shift attention away from the clues.
For my digital presentation. I muted the monkey puzzle video and provided my own narration alongside the illustrations displayed on the large screen. (Moving Stories, 2025). I also used animal props, facial expressions, and gestures to support my delivery. This combined digital and practical resources, creating opportunities for children to connect spoken animal names and descriptions with both the screen images and the props. 
Although this was a recorded demonstration without children present, I planned the presentation to encourage participation through questions, animal sounds and actions. These strategies could support vocabulary development, listening and prediction while enabling children to contribute to the storytelling. Overall, the presentation provided an adult-led but interactive experience. 
Reflecting on my recording. I recognised that this approach required careful coordination and needed to manage the laptop and props while matching my narration to the visual sequence and maintaining engagement with the audience. In future practise, I would pause a video at key points to allow time for responses, explore unfamiliar vocabulary and discuss the characters feelings. I would also check that the on-screen writing appeared correctly, as it was mirrored in the recording. These improvements would make the digital resource clearer, more effective in supporting interactive storytelling.
The comparison also highlights different forms of participation. With a book and props, children could potentially handle a resource, explore a feature or help organise the story sequence. A shared screen offers a common visual reference, but watching an image does not provide the same tactile experience. In future practise, I would invite children to select the prop that matched a spoken clue and explain their choice, encouraging careful listening, prediction and spoken responses. This would combine visual, spoken and physical opportunities rather than treat the formats as mutually exclusive. My resource choices would therefore be guided by how effectively they supported meaning and participation, while allowing children to contribute their own ideas and interpretations.
Both approaches could support Vygotskian guidance and Bruner’s interaction routines because I supplied the live language. Holding a book does not automatically make storytelling responsive, and using a screen does not automatically make it passive. In either arrangement, I would need to notice an actual child’s contribution and adapt. For example, a gesture towards the snake could become an opportunity to model a descriptive sentence, using either the printed illustration or the paused digital image as a shared reference.
Furenes, Kucirkova and Bus (2021) reviewed 39 studies involving 1,812 children aged one to eight. Digitisation alone was associated with lower comprehension than paper, while relevant digital enhancements could improve outcomes. Adult mediation during print reading was more effective than enhancements in independently read digital books. These findings do not directly test my muted presentation with live narration. They strengthen my view that format, design and adult support must be considered together when judging educational value.
Takacs, Swart and Bus (2015) found small benefits from technology-enhanced stories across 43 studies, while some interactive features distracted from learning. Their digital features differ from my social invitations to act and speak. Nonetheless, the findings encourage reflection on relevance. An action, sound or visual effect should clarify the story rather than compete with it. I would judge my interactive choices by their contribution to meaning, rather than assume that more activity always produces better learning.
Kucirkova (2018) discusses children’s creation of digital books, while Wohlwend (2015) illustrates collaborative meaning-making through digital puppetry. My use of a digital story was a starting point, rather than evidence of children authoring digital content. A further activity could involve recording an animal description, selecting an image and revising a clue. This would connect with creating and evaluating content in the Welsh Digital Competence Framework (Welsh Government, n.d.b), extending participation beyond watching and responding.
Reflective evaluation and conclusion
Smidt (2015) emphasises interpreting observation to extend learning. My reflection identifies the purpose of the book, props, actions, questions and muted digital images, but their effectiveness with children would need observation. I would note examples of descriptive language, comparison and interpretation, then revisit vocabulary later. If the same audience experienced both formats, greater familiarity could influence the second presentation, so stronger answers would not automatically demonstrate that one format was better.
I would also check that my gaze, gestures and pauses direct attention towards the relevant clue, without rushing the transition to the next animal encounter.
Noble et al. (2019) found small overall shared-reading effects and negligible effects against active comparison groups, reinforcing caution about broad language claims. My main learning is that interactive storytelling depends on the relationship between resources, delivery and opportunities to contribute. The book and props supported physical engagement, while muted digital images accompanied my live narration. For future practice, I would prioritise clear visuals, purposeful actions, fewer well-chosen questions and flexible pauses, evaluating understanding alongside enjoyment. 
I used ChatGPT a generative artificial intelligence tool, to support planning, to develop ideas for interactive storytelling and to improve the clarity and structure of my written reflection. It also helped me explore questions, actions and ways to use props when presenting Monkey Puzzle.    
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