GUIDANCE FOR CHILDMINDERS
Stories and Storytelling

P

eople have been telling stories
throughout history, long before
we began writing them down.
Telling stories is an important way
to share and interpret experiences,
and to help us to develop a better
understanding of the world and the
people in it. Stories teach us about
life, about ourselves and about others.

How Stories Support Children’s
Learning
If you want your children to be smart,
tell them stories. If you want them to be
brilliant, tell them more stories.

(Albert Einstein)
Life is full of stories – the news on television, the radio
and in the newspaper is all in stories. Songs tell stories,
pictures tell stories, films tell stories. We hear stories of
all kinds every day and they are important to us as they
focus our attention in a special way.

Children are never too young for stories
and they have an innate love of stories
that create magic and a sense of wonder
at the world.

Stories are far more than just entertainment. They
offer opportunities for children to learn about the world
around them and about themselves. Children love
listening to stories and storytelling is a wonderful way of
passing on tradition and history to the next generations.

Developing and maintaining a good
relationship with the children you care
for and doing all you can to support their
wellbeing, learning and development is
hugely important. Storytelling and story
reading are among the most enjoyable
ways to do this. Sharing stories is a really
good way to spend quality time with the
children you care for and to strengthen the
bond they have with you, helping them to
feel cared for and closer to you.
This resource outlines how stories support
children’s learning and development,
and offers guidance on ways to engage
children and make the most of the stories
you tell them.
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Reading and telling stories from different
cultures will open a child’s mind to
diversity and help to create a deeper
awareness and understanding of people
of all ages, cultures, abilities, ethnicities
and backgrounds.
Through stories, children can experience strong
emotions and feelings of joy, happiness, sadness and
sorrow. They can experience hard times, successes and
failures, and learn about behaviours and consequences.
Stories often come with important messages and can
help give children an understanding of values like
courage, bravery, honesty and wisdom from an early
age. Learning values and principles through stories can
help children to form judgements on whether something
is right or wrong. They can learn democratic values,
health values, environmental values, art values and
spiritual values through well-chosen books and the
stories we tell.

With every story they listen to, children’s
minds make thinking and feeling
connections that shape the way they
look at the world.
Wanting to know more about their favourite characters
and learn about the different situations that come up
in the story is enticing for children. When they hear
a story, children can step out of reality and place
themselves in someone else’s shoes. Through this, they
can experience the other person’s point of view, feel
their emotions, and get involved in their decisions and
actions. This helps children to understand how other
people’s ideas can be different to their own. When
children listen to a story of someone else’s experiences,
it is as if they are living the other person’s experiences
and this allows them to learn from them.

Sharing stories can be a very powerful and safe way
to communicate messages clearly without preaching
and help children to consider and understand complex,
moral issues. For example, Aesop’s Fables contain
messages about lying in The Boy Who Cried Wolf and
perseverance in The Crow and the Pitcher. Stories help
children to identify good from bad, and learn how to act
wisely in social situations and on a personal level, while
also learning about the consequences of not making
good decisions. Saying to a child ‘you can’t do…’, ‘you
shouldn’t do…’, ‘you should…’ doesn’t work nearly
as well as modelling the behaviour you want to see or
getting the message across through a good story.

Stories improve children’s ability to
understand how other people might see
things and what other people might
be thinking and feeling. This ability to
empathise, or put themselves in someone
else’s shoes, is a very important capacity
for children to develop.
Stories can also help make particularly sensitive
children (often labelled as ‘shy’) more comfortable in
new surroundings and can help to improve their selfesteem. Stories of people overcoming challenges and
hard times will help children believe that they can do
the same.
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Storytelling and Story Reading

Listening to engaging stories helps increase children’s
focus and concentration. Through listening to stories,
children learn how to pay attention and listen actively to
another person talking. They also learn to be more patient.

Storytelling and story reading are not the same.
Storytelling depends on the spoken word to connect the
storyteller and the listener, with the storyteller focusing
their attention on the listeners. The storyteller brings
their undivided attention as well as their own personality
to the story telling. Children listening to stories without
pictures must exercise their imaginations. The storyteller
helps them to imagine the pictures in their minds with
words, facial expressions, tone and gesture, but each
child’s inner vision will be unique to them.

Listening to stories helps to improve memory and
language skills, it sparks curiosity, which increases
children’s imaginative skills, and it gives children new
perspectives on other people and the world around
them. Having a vivid imagination helps with creativity
and problem solving skills.
Listening to stories is of huge benefit to children who
are not ready to read or are having reading difficulties.
Good oral vocabulary is important in the development
of written vocabulary. Regularly hearing stories being
told increases vocabulary.

Story reading depends on words in print and
illustrations. A story reader is bound by the content in
the book and looks back and forth between the page
and the listeners.

Stories teach children lessons that can help them to
survive. They help children to make sense of things
and show them ways to act and interact with the world.
Children can experience things through some stories as if
they really happened to themselves, which can help them
in the real world. Very young children, because of the way
their minds work, really live in a story world, so stories
can act almost like a rehearsal for real experiences.
Often when we do not know what to do in a situation
even as adults we turn to stories for answers. During
the early days of the Covid-19 pandemic, for example,
people looked back at the days of the Spanish flu
(1918) to see how people survived then.

Good stories, well told, can really help
children learn how to face and deal with
various life situations.

Telling and listening to stories provides a bridge between
the oral language skills of early childhood and the
more formal language of print. Children should ideally
experience both types of story for their own enjoyment
as well as for their language and literacy development
and other areas of their learning and development.

…every book enjoyably read to a child
builds language knowledge and skills for
future development.1
1

Hill, S. (2020). Developing early literacy: Assessment and teaching (2nd ed.). Eleanor Curtain Publishing.
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What to Look for in a Story

When either telling a story or reading a story…
 Use a special comfortable space or place.

A good story offers children experiences that can help
them in the real world and will have the following features:

 Use pictures, mime, gestures, eye contact, facial

expressions, different voices and tones, different
rhythms, pauses and so on to make it dramatic and
to help convey the meaning of feelings and actions.

 A simple structure with a beginning, middle and end
 Story magic
 Opposites such as good-evil, huge-tiny, happy-sad

 Whisper in places to build anticipation and

 An unexpected problem

suspense.

 A resolution to the problem at the end

 Introduce surprise by raising your voice.

Raising your voice can signal something is
about to happen too.

The more a story activates the senses – smell, taste,
hearing, sight and touch – the more memorable it
becomes. Smells, for example, create memories
that stay with us and create connections to previous
experiences (the smell of the sea on a hot day), while
sounds can bring a sense of time and place (the sound
of a train going through a tunnel), as can favourite tastes
(a sweet strawberry) and touch (a dog’s silky ear).

 Change your voice for different characters and

make sound effects where possible.
 Pause where appropriate for dramatic effect

and allow time for the children to take in the
details of the illustrations.
 Make eye contact with the children and watch

Try to build descriptions of smells, tastes, sounds, sights
and textures into the stories you are telling or look for
them in the storybooks you choose.

for their reactions.
 Encourage children to get involved and act out parts

of the story. Pause and ask what they think or ask
them to predict what will come next in the story.
 If reading a story, make comments about the

illustrations and point to them. Link words to the
pictures by pointing to the picture as you say the
word.
Include props, music, song, dance and puppets to
make it more engaging.
 Props and dress-up: Use pictures, puppets, toys

or objects, and encourage children to dress up as
characters in the story. These can help children
get the meaning and get involved in the story and
can be used for characters, actions or parts of
the scenery.

Ways to Make Stories
Interesting and Engaging

 Children’s participation: Encourage children

to contribute to the storytelling experience by
asking them to say a recurring phrase or rhyme,
encouraging them to provide sound effects.

Children learn most from stories being
told when they are actively involved in
the telling.

 Music or musical instruments: Play music

or sound effects to create a mood or a
soundscape. Use instruments such as drums,
bells or whistles to indicate a change in tone in
the story or when different characters move,
arrive or act in certain ways.

When reading or telling stories to children, how you do
it, and how often, is just as important as the story being
read or told. The more you practise, the better you will
become at involving the children in the story and the
more confident you will become about making up your
own stories to tell the children.
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When children enjoy a story they will often want to
hear it over and over, so read or tell the same story
repeatedly until they are ready to move on from it.
Revisit stories often, using the language and the ideas
from them in everyday life.

 Ask questions about the pictures: ‘What is Jack doing

in this picture?’
 Check whether children are understanding the story:

‘How did the giant know Jack was in the room?’, ‘But
where have the bears gone?’
 Ask factual questions to check which facts from the

story the children remember: ‘Where do the little pigs
live?’, ‘Who ate the bears’ porridge?
 Invite the child to think or interpret: ‘What do

you think is happening here?’, ‘How do you think
Goldilocks is feeling now?’
 Use open questions to encourage children to share

their ideas: ‘What do we think about that?’
 Ask predicting questions, encouraging children to

consider what might happen next: ‘What will the little
pig do now?’, ‘What do you think is going to happen?’
 Ask the child to relate the book to happenings or

situations in their own life: ‘Look at Jack’s cow. Who
owns those cows down in the field?’

Following Children’s Interests

Reading and Storytelling as a
Conversation

Storytelling opens children’s minds to new ideas
and experiences, and develops their inner worlds of
imagination and creative thinking. Think about what
interests a child or group of children most and pick
stories to read to them or tell them stories you know that
are linked to those interests. For example, if a child has
a pet dog they love, choose stories that revolve around
dogs or find story books about dogs and replace the
name in the story with the pet’s name.

Children need opportunities to talk and they need
adults who will take the time to listen to them. As young
children listen to a story, they are hearing speech and
words presented in an engaging way. Engaging children
in discussions about the story further enhances this,
supporting children with their speech and adding to their
vocabulary, thinking and reasoning skills.
Sometimes, children are hesitant to ask questions
even though they are very curious. Involving children in
storytelling and story reading helps them to learn how to
ask questions. This helps children to learn how to start
conversations and become more confident. Reading
and telling stories to children can also increase a child’s
ability to express themselves and encourage them to
communicate their own thoughts, feelings and ideas.

Involve parents and let them know what
story you have been telling and how
their child has been reacting to it. Ask
parents for the kind of information that
can help you to link the stories you are
telling with things the child has been
doing or experiencing at home.

Often, it is adults who read while children listen,
but reading or telling stories is best carried out as a
conversation, with the child involved in the story telling.
You can do this in a number of ways, mainly through
asking questions that begin with how, what, when, where
and why. For example:

If a child has a favourite story, every time you tell it,
make sure you stop at certain points and ask them to
fill in where you stopped to allow them to exercise their
memory. If it is a new story, you can enable children’s
creativity by stopping somewhere and asking them to
continue the story from that point, making it up the way
they would like the story to go.

 Ask the child to complete sentences in familiar

books: ‘Fee fi fo fum I smell…’
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Remember…
Through stories, we can help to answer some of children’s:
 Difficult or uncomfortable questions
 Questions about life
 Questions about themselves

Through stories, we can help children understand:
 How to cope with difficult and emotional situations
 Their differences as well as respect for the differences of others
 Different cultures

Stories can act like manuals to help children with:
 New experiences – first day at school, going to a new place
 Transitions – moving from one activity or environment to the next
 Social skills – sharing, taking turns, resolving conflicts
 Learning routines – mealtime routine, morning routine
 Setting expectations for behaviour – visiting the supermarket,

Tell me a fact and I’ll learn.
Tell me a truth and I’ll believe.
But tell me a story and it will
live in my heart forever. 

(Indian proverb)

going on a long drive
 Developing a love of words and language, literature and the arts

All of these can happen through the joy and fun of hearing good
stories regularly.

Further Information
Useful books
Medicott, M. (2003). The little book of storytelling: Telling stories in the Foundation Stage. Featherstone Education Ltd.
Sunderland, M. (2000). Using storytelling as a therapeutic tool with children. Speechmark Publishing.

Useful weblinks
Aistear Síolta Practice Guide
Tusla Quality and Regulatory Framework
National Childhood Network – Storytelling
Society for Storytelling – Telling Stories
National Literacy Trust – Story Sacks

For parents
Enjoying Books with Your Baby
Enjoying Books with Your Toddler
First 5 Resources for Parents

T: 01 453 0355
E: resources@barnardos.ie
W: www.barnardos.ie
For regular updates join us on Facebook
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