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Storytelling and Early Language 
Combining sounds into words and then connecting 
words into sentences is one of the child’s most im-
pressive and imperative accomplishments. The speak-
ing roles of parents, siblings, carers and teachers at 
Child Care Centres, Kindergartens, Creches and 
Preschools play a crucial role in this development of 
language. A child must see the talking mouth, hear 
speech and rhyming sounds, hear words and sentenc-
es repeatedly because repetition reinforces and builds 
vocabulary.  

You might be thinking, where and how do storytellers 
play a role? Well … by twelve to eighteen months, 
most young children have a vocabulary of 10 – 50 
words. But … between two and three they experience 
a ‘brain burst’ so that by four a child’s vocabulary 
could be 700 to 1,000 words. Frequent and repetitive 
face-to-face communication is essential for this to 
occur and storytellers can introduce additional experi-
ences to expand this knowledge. 

Language is more than words. There is a non-verbal 
language that is just as telling and has to be learnt. 
Without knowing these languages children can’t un-
derstand the story. The storyteller, free from the re-
straints of the book, is better able to impart this in 
context of a story. Facial movements, hand gestures 
and body posture all add to the understanding of a 
story. 

Rhymes 

Nursery Rhymes – old and new 
– make up a body of language 
that brings uniformity to lan-
guage learning in the early 
years. They provide a wonder-
ful source for fun, demonstra-
tion and vocabulary within a 
short, rhyming and easily re-
membered ‘story’, giving chil-

dren the chance to repeat and remember words and 
learn to understand them in other contexts.  

The rhythm of rhymes accustoms the ear and tongue 
to the musical aspects of our language … pitch, tim-
bre, intensity and rhythm are all found in spoken lan-
guage … and talking, listening, rhyming, finger-play, 
music and movement games … help accelerate the 
‘wiring up’ of the language, music and listening circuits 
in the brain – all essential to the full realisation of a 
child’s intellectual potential. 

Dr Bonnie Macmillan in word and music games for 
toddlers and twos 

Research shows that children who can recite and sing 
nursery rhymes and are able to clap the beats and sylla-
bles, will develop a better understanding of language 
than children who can’t. The recognition of rhythm in 
phrases, the sameness in sounds and defining of rhyme 
is the beginning of phonological awareness – the ability 
to understand that the words we hear can be broken 
down into syllables and sounds – a skill essential for 
reading and spelling. 

Props 

Initially children accept soft toys and puppets more 
readily than illustrations. We developed our Ted Bag – a 
dog carrier bought at a pet shop – for the ‘Threes’. It is 
an attention grabber. Ted’s head, complete with red 
school hat, stares out as it is carried into the room – its 
straps slip over the shoulders for ease of carrying and 
are handy for:  

Rock-a-bye Teddy, on the tree top, 

When the wind blows your Ted bag will 
rock; 

When the branch breaks your Ted bag 
will fall, 

And down will come Teddy, Ted Bag 
and all. 

Followed by: 

Quick, Ted! Out of the bag. 

Ted, emerges in his blue T-shirt with a crocodile on the 
front. Lift the snout and there, in the mouth, is a cheeky 
frog pulling a face. Then there is fun dressing and un-
dressing Ted who gets into a muddle. He also has a 
school bag with his lunch of biscuits, cheese, vegemite 
and a banana – all recognition. 

Big Ted and his friends (props for nursery rhymes and 
simple action stories) live in the Ted Bag. The threes 
love dogs, cats, frogs and pigs and hand or finger pup-
pets. When using them bring the item close to your face 
so the children focus on the face and voice as you main-
tain eye contact. The teller needs a collection of props 
plus comprehensive repertoire of simple songs, rhymes 
and stories to adapt for them. Of course there are lots of 
Ted rhymes and simple stories:  

Ted went to visit a farm one day  

and saw a (hand puppet animal)  

across the way and this is what  

he heard it say (animal noise).  

Our program for threes lasts twenty minutes and in that 
time we go Round and Round the Garden like a teddy 
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bear, a puppy dog, a big green frog, a little cat, etc. 
We meet Humpty Dumpty (one that I rescued at Vin-
nie’s – a wonderful source for props) and tell The 
Three Bears (supported by Kamishibai cards) or an-
other simple story. 

Props attract young children and assist us, the tellers. 
“Look” gets attention more than 
“Listen”. By four, children are 
recognising colours, animal 
shapes and sounds. They are 
coming to terms with object and 
word association and speaking 
words confidently. Their imagina-

tion is often highly developed and they relish opportu-
nities to use it; sometimes even having an imaginary 
friend or pet. They like stories in which a child or an 
animal is the main character. 

 

Often a child will call everything on 
four legs dog once it has seen the 
animal and mastered the word. 
Alternatively, it will be cat, depending 
on first exposure to the most com-
mon domestic pets. This was 
demonstrated at one telling where a 
child, promoted to Big Room that 
morning, said dog when the cat was 
shown in our story Peedee Talks. 

Stories 

Peedee Talks is a simple repetitive story dealing with 
common adult-child language play – object/word 
recognition. The sequence is teller dominated. We 
start with a cat toy and continue with a selection of 
domestic animals (we do this because Under the Bed 
uses wild, frightening animals). The teller, (supposedly 
Peedee’s granny) says: 

“Look at this bouncy, black pussy-cat Peedee. 

You like this soft, furry pussy-cat. Pat the Pussy-cat 
Peedee. 

Pussy-cat says: Miaow, miaow. Miaow, miaow. 

Play with the cat. Oh you are clever Peedee. 

Say cat, Peedee. Say … cat.” 

“Dog.” 

And Peedee threw the cat away!  

And so it goes on through the selection of puppets 
with the last being a dog. Peedee says: “Cat.”  

Peedee Talks is a transition from three-dimensional to 
two-dimensional props. Peedee is a double-sided 
paper puppet, showing the mouthing of a word and a 
smile.  

 

For the teller (Gran) there are no concerns about learn-
ing the story as it is a natural flow of language.  

This story causes the listeners great amusement, 
exasperation and annoyance. One four-year-old stood 
up, stamped his foot and told Peedee how silly he was! 
Children over three are very superior to Peedee. They 

have experienced this part of growing 
up and are keen to correct him. 

Once upon a time signals a story – a 
story that is not true and not threaten-
ing from the characters or the story. 
Listening rather than participation is 
becoming more important. The fours 
and fives have learned about story 

structure – Beginning, middle and end – and about 
language. Their stories need a simple theme, construc-
tion and a small number of characters. Through sto-
ries, they learn about right and wrong, actions and 
consequences, life and death. 

There are many traditional tales the new storyteller will 
find suitable. From the Bag of Tales come old favour-
ites: The Tale of the Turnip, Three Billy Goats Gruff, 
Three Bears, Gingerbread Man (in rhyme), The Little 
Red Hen, The Three Pigs, Chicken Licken and Caps 
for Sale. We have also adapted stories such as. 
Greedy Cat and The Johnny Cake Man or written 
stories such as Under the Bed (about being fright-

ened), Patty Wants a Patty-cake (whining) 
and Little Koala’s Present (mother love).  

When engaged by or with the storyteller, 
fours and fives will sit, look and listen for 
thirty minutes or more. A session starts by 
introducing the Bag of Tales and Swag of 
Yarns, presenting the Monkeys and the 

Crocodile rhyme then three stories. Most use props. 
The children are like sponges, soaking up the experi-
ence of oral storytelling. “Tell it again,” they call when 
they really enjoyed the story.  

Listening to stories – as distinct from listening to in-
structional, conversational or cartoon language – gives 
young children opportunities to develop new language, 
imagination and creativity. Stories are literary language 
– the language of reading and the key to the treasures 
of cultures. Stories are entertainment and education 
and as tellers it is our role to enthuse those young 
children to ask for more. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Peter and Pat with Jack the Jolly Swagman 

 


