
The importance of storytelling when supporting children’s language development 

There is a growing concern that many young children nowadays are starting nursery and 

school with a language delay. This paper intends to discuss the importance of storytelling 

as a resource to be used by practitioners in order to support children in their language and 

literacy abilities. Furthermore, this paper will discuss in more detail three specific aspects of 

storytelling and how these aspects support children in their language development. 

According to Crerar (2018), more than 25% percent of children aged four and five years old 

in the UK are starting school without the ability of being able to communicate in full 

sentences.  

In Wales, primary school teachers state that it is a regular occurrence to see young children 

having difficulties with their speech and language and falling behind other children in their 

class (Save the Children, 2016). This can have additional effects on children’s education, 

as further research by Save the Children (2015) demonstrates that children who start 

education with a speech and language delay are often still behind in literacy when they finish 

primary school at age 11. The Hanen Centre (2016) supports this, stating that children can 

fall behind in their literacy if they are not provided with the support they need from a young 

age, in order to be able to participate fully in conversations and communicate during 

activities. The Hanen Centre (2016) continues to say that if children with language delay do 

receive the support that they need from practitioners and other primary caregivers, their 

language and literacy can improve. This intervention into their early language development 

is critical for the further development of the literacy skills that are necessary for every child 

to succeed in their future on both and academic and personal level. 

Having poor language and literacy skills creates a negative impact on children in a variety 

of ways. 57% of teachers say that children who struggle with speaking full sentences find it 

harder to make friends in school; 85% say that children are struggling with expressing their 

thoughts and emotions as a consequence of language delay; and, 84% say that language 

delay impacts on the child’s ability to learn to read (Save the Children, 2016). I Can (No 

date), the children’s communication charity, further supports these findings and portrays that 

children will struggle throughout many aspects of their life including, education, social 

relationships, future employment. This also puts children at risk of mental health problems 

and even committing criminal offences in the future; all as a result of having poor spoken 

language abilities. Approximately 1.4 million children in the UK have a language delay and 

communication problems that they will not grow out of, and that equates to about two or 

three children in every UK classroom (I Can, No Date; Welsh Government, 2020). Bishop 



and Leonard (2014) further support that language delay can result in long-term problems for 

children. 

Furthermore, 75% of teachers say that a lack of concentration in the classroom is another 

consequence of children starting with a language delay. 70% of teachers agree that these 

children also struggle to follow basic activities set to them and struggle with listening to 

simple instructions, while 52% also believe that having a speech delay can cause the child 

to be less likely to enjoy school (Save the Children, 2016). 

The Welsh Government (2020) and The Borgen Project (2015) say that almost 400,000 

children do not have books at home and that children who do have books at home are 6 

times more likely to have a higher than expected reading age than those who do not. 

Children who grow up surrounded by books have a major boost in their literacy and 

numeracy development compared to those who do not. Children who do not have access to 

books are more likely to have lower reading and writing abilities, to struggle with 

phonological awareness, poor communication skills and are more likely to drop out from 

school (The Welsh Government, 2020; The Borgen Project, 2015). 

Storytelling has been around for thousands of years (Mendoza, 2015) and has many 

benefits on a child’s literacy skills, including enabling children to become better listeners and 

readers while also expanding their vocabulary (Agosto, 2016). Oral storytelling is portrayed 

as an activity that is debatably hardwired within us and in the social world the ‘organising 

principle’ of our experiences and understanding is narrative (Bruner, 1990). According to 

Hibbin (2016) storytelling not only has benefits for literacy development but also a child’s 

psychosocial development and creates an element of empathy and self-expression. 

Nishioka (2016) continues to explain the benefits that storytelling also has on language 

skills. Storytelling has benefits on many aspects of a child’s holistic development. 

Storytelling is defined as an interactive art used to engage the listeners imagination by using 

words and actions to create images, storytelling can be done in a variety of ways and does 

not always even require a book (National Storytelling Network, No Date).   

Rhyme is a major benefit to children through storytelling. Read, Macauley and Furay (2014) 

say that rhyme develops a child’s ability to retain words when taking part in reading. Rhyme 

enhances a child’s phonological abilities and vocabulary learning, and it can actively aid in 

the prediction of upcoming words (Read, 2014). The use of rhyme is used widely in the 

education of children (Lefebvre, Bolduc and Pirkenne, 2015). Nursery rhymes play a part in 

this and aids in a child’s spoken language and vocabulary abilities, therefore building on 



their ability to communicate through oracy (Pourkalhor and Tavakoli, 2017). According to 

the Welsh Government (2015), children from six to twelve months of age begin to benefit 

from the use of rhyme in their language development. Welsh Government (2019) also add 

that rhyme builds on a child’s reading and listening abilities. Scholastic (No date) agree, 

stating that children who are exposed to rhyme at a young age find it easier to learn how to 

read and that a child having the capability of hearing rhyming words allows a child to tell the 

difference between phonemes.  

Rhyming also links with Froebel’s educational theory (1837, cited in Nishida, 2019), who 

believed that by taking part in a close relationship and by creating rhymes helps to stimulate 

and create connections between brain neurons; this helps to expand the capacity needed in 

order to increase a child’s brain development (Norman, 2015). This is supported by the Early 

Years Foundation Stage (Department for Education (DfE), 2017) in England, which defines 

the importance of dedicating time in the curriculum to music and rhyme to aid the 

development of all angles of learning. This is also supported in Wales’ Curriculum for Wales 

(2015) which states that practitioners must allow time in the curriculum for rhyme in order to 

build on a child’s oracy skills and development in multiple learning areas.   

Repetition further supports a child’s language development. Research at the University of 

Sussex (Bealing, 2011) outlines that a child who reads the same book again and again is 

more likely to retain more and obtain new vocabulary than children that read a new book 

each day; this repetition of storybooks in beneficial for a child’s language development. 

Reading Bright Start (No date) portrays that repetition allows for the practice that is required 

by children in order to grasp new skills. Repetition also aids in the improvement of speed, 

boosts confidence, and reinforces the required connections in the brain that support children 

to learn. Lucarevschi (2016) further mentions that storytelling also brings opportunities for 

developing relevant and meaningful learning, particularly for bilingual leaners mainly due to 

the story itself becoming the focus, rather than its use as a tool to develop reading skills.  

As well as rhyme, Froebel’s (1837, cited in Nishida, 2019) theory also supports repetition. 

Norman (2015) states that Froebel believed by telling rhymes to children, then repeating 

them over and over, enables children to create close relationships, all played a part in the 

journey to more complex thoughts and learning abilities within literacy, such as story making. 

Tovey (2017) further supports the Froebelian theory of the importance of rhyme and 

repetition together in storytelling in order to support children’s development, by explaining 

how enjoyable it is for the children to take part in such activities. Curriculum for Wales (2015) 

and the Early Years Foundation Stage (DfE, 2017) both allow for time to be devoted to 



repetition in the curriculum in order to build on children’s oracy skills as well as a child’s 

development in multiple learning skills. Feltis, Powell and Roberts (2011) say that repetition 

has a beneficial effect on a child’s story- grammar ability in line with the number of times a 

story has been told to them; the more it is told the better the ability. Hattie and Yates (2014) 

and Weinstein, Madan and Sumeracki (2018) state that results from cognitive research into 

processes of learning provide evidence for the positive benefits of repetition to memory 

development, things become automized after exposure to repetition, this then extends to 

literacy skills (Bygate, 2018). Repetition is seen as an imitation skill associated with 

language; the better at imitating a child is, the better they are as an early talker too and this 

has an impact on a child’s holistic language development (Saxton, 2012).  

Onomatopoeia is another benefit to a child’s language ability. Onomatopoeia is a part of 

literacy that is used for children to enhance their ability in recognising the sounds of language 

as it translates the sounds that surround us into written words (Nashville Library, 2016). 

Onomatopoeia is ‘the naming of a thing or action by a vocal imitation of sound associated 

with it, as in buzz and hiss’ (Machado, 2010, p. 281). Fleta (2017) says that using sound 

patterns and words that mimic sound in children’s story telling can lead to increased 

language outcomes, leading to language learning. Sasamato and Jackson (2016) say that 

onomatopoeia is both a saying and a showing word allowing for expression in storytelling. 

Onomatopoeia is used to keep a child’s attention, it helps to keep them engaged in the story, 

take pleasure from the story and leaves them wanting to hear more (Bland, 2013).  

The use of onomatopoeia encourages a child’s phonological awareness by being able to 

clearly hear the different phonemes in each word; this is closely associated with a person’s 

ability to read and a child’s oracy development (Wang, 2015). Gillon (2017) says that 

phonological awareness is a foundation skill needed for writing and that the use of literacy 

devices in book reading with children is necessary in order to develop a child’s writing skills 

as well as oracy and reading. Hong (2019) states how Froebel’s theory (1837, cited in 

Nishida, 2019) also links to onomatopoeia, by saying that it engages a child’s imagination 

and creativity skills and keeps their attention. These skills then enable a child to develop 

their oracy and literacy skills before continuing to develop their creative writing skills. 

Onomatopoeia also links to Chomsky and his language acquisition theory (1965, cited in 

Saxton, 2012). Chomsky believes that we do not learn language, but that grammar grows 

inside the mind based on the information it is fed (Saxton, 2012). Chomsky is therefore 

suggesting that if fed the correct literary devices, the grammar and literacy skills will grow 

within the child. Saxton (2012) continues to say that phonology, vocabulary and grammar 



are levels of language that work together in order to develop, with literacy devices such as 

onomatopoeia, rhyme and repetition we can aid in the holistic language development of 

children. 

Vygotsky’s (1978, cited in Eun, 2019) zone of proximal development theory and Bruner’s 

(1978, cited in Bates, 2016) scaffolding theory support the importance of children having the 

support they need from practitioners being knowledgeable about children’s language and 

literacy, and so understand the level they are at and what is required to help them develop 

further. Yuill and Little (2018) portray the importance of effective support via the means of 

scaffolding and the influence that a child’s primary caregivers provide for each child’s 

development. This support from knowledgeable practitioners is essential to a child. 

Therefore, practitioners’ understanding of each child’s language and literacy skills, and how 

to use activities such as storytelling to develop further knowledge, is essential in order to aid 

in each child becoming the best of their ability (Welsh Government, 2016). Storytelling can 

support many different aspects of a child’s learning and language development and is 

therefore an essential aspect of practitioner knowledge to understand and appreciate 

storytelling as a resource (Flanagan, 2016).   

To summarise, many children are affected by language delay in the early years and 

storytelling in any form has many benefits to a child’s language and literacy skills, writing, 

oral and reading. Rhyme, repetition and onomatopoeia are all useful literacy devices that 

benefit a child’s development when used through storytelling. The way in which the story is 

delivered is important in order to keep a child’s attention and interest to make sure they are 

gaining skills and developing from the experience. Storytelling is therefore an effective tool 

that should be used by practitioners and primary caregivers in order the improve and child’s 

literacy skills and abilities and therefore reduce their probability of have and speech and 

language delay prior to beginning school. 
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