What is
Storyplay?

Welcome to this guide
to Storyplay!
The Storyplay early literacy approach is designed to help teachers use
the power of stories and imaginative play to facilitate young children’s
effective learning.
Exploring print through stories enables young children to make
meaningful connections with their own lives. When this happens,
they engage and concentrate well because they want to learn more.
Research evidence suggests that all the elements of Storyplay help
to ensure positive first steps into writing and reading for children,
whatever their language, class or cultural background.
While the main focus of Storyplay is literacy, it also leads to children
learning other skills, concepts and factual information. This makes
Storyplay suitable for placing at the heart of any daily programme for
children from three to six years old.
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Storyplay: An introduction
The essential elements
of Storyplay

A teaching approach. Storyplay is an early
literacy teaching approach based on the
power of stories, imaginative thinking and
play. These elements can be the central
focus for the daily activities of young
children in Early Childhood Development
(ECD) centres, preschools and Grade R
classrooms in primary schools.

Each day begins with a story, rhyme or song
that is read or told by an adult. The diagram
below shows the eight essential elements of
the Storyplay early literacy approach.

Holistic learning. In Storyplay activities,
children use their learning strengths
together as they combine doing,
thinking, feeling, imagining, pretending,
communicating and expressing themselves.
This offers them a good chance at
successful learning.
Holistic early learning through

1. Choosing and
preparing the
story
2. Introducing
and sharing
the story

Holistic early learning
through stories and play
draws on:

3. Thinking
and talking
about the
story
4. Playing
with the story

emotions
(feeling)

imagination
and
intellect
(pretending,
imagining and
thinking)

physical
body
(doing)

language
– oral and
written

5. Shared
reading and
writing

(expressing and
communicating)

6. Emergent
reading,
writing and
drawing

Supporting and promoting
multilingualism. Storyplay encourages
language use and it can be used in settings
with one or more languages. The emphasis
is always on mutual understanding, interest
and personal meaning-making. For this to
happen successfully, the children’s mother
tongues, or a language that the teacher
and children share, are mainly used.
Other languages are introduced. Where
children come from a variety of language
backgrounds, all of their languages are
acknowledged as valuable and language
awareness is encouraged.

7. Dictating,
scribing and
acting out
stories
8. Taking the
story home
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Child agency and voice. Storyplay is
an approach that values children’s selfexpression as well as their growing
confidence and identities as language
users. They are encouraged to listen to and
engage with the talk and writing of others,
through discussion and reading. They are
invited to think and express themselves in
writing as they learn how writing is done.

Role modelling. Adults write and read daily
for and with the children. They role model
both the “why” and the “how” people read
and write. This allows children to notice and
appreciate that adults value these activities
and recognise the potential value reading
and writing have for them. Because young
children cannot yet move independently in
society, the learning moments that adults
offer them are particularly important.
Children especially notice, copy and repeat
actions that adults value highly in practice.

Motivation and engagement. Carefully
chosen stories are used to stimulate
interest, curiosity and excitement in
young children. As children focus on
communicating, composing and playing,
they become engrossed in story-worlds.
They also learn good reasons to use print.
Emergent reading, writing and invented
spelling help children learn concepts of
print such as what letters are, how letters
and sounds come together to make words
and sentences, and how to form them.

Relationship building. Adults and
children build relationships as they form
a community of emergent readers and
writers. The children learn to explore and
experiment with different aspects of the
reading and writing process, spurred on as
they realise how much adults value their
immature attempts. This, together with
continuous exposure to conventional print,
allows them to understand and trust that
making mistakes is part of learning.

Sharing a story.
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What children learn through Storyplay
LLThey develop a strong sense of agency

Storyplay offers children opportunities to
engage with stories in ways that encourage
various kinds of learning.

and identify as writers and readers.

LLHaving sensitive and interesting

LLChildren develop their language use,

conversations about stories with others
encourages self-confidence, initiative,
patience, co-operation, negotiation
and independence.

vocabulary, sequencing skills, grammar,
concept of print, phonemic awareness
and other skills related to both reading
and writing.

LLAs children explore and imagine the

LLThey develop the fine-motor skills

experiences of story characters, their
empathy deepens. They appreciate what
people have in common as well as what
makes us different.

necessary for reading and writing.
These include eye-hand co-ordination,
directionality and how to hold a pencil.

LLImaginative thinking, prediction and

LLChildren explore themes such as loyalty

problem-solving abilities are stimulated
through regular listening, turn-taking
and talking.

and betrayal, fairness and inequality,
happiness and sadness, and strength
and weakness. This supports their
understanding of what it means to be
human, and develops their ability to
make moral and ethical choices.

LLChildren’s interest in writing in their

mother tongue deepens and they gain
confidence as they tell their own stories
and see these written and enacted.

Emergent drawing and writing.
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Storyplay: the basics
Where?

Ideas for story props

Storyplay can take place in any formal or
informal ECD setting.

• Pictures from magazines and/or
•

What?
You need simple but good-quality resources
for Storyplay. This is what is essential.

•

LLStories that you can read and/or tell.

•

The stories you choose need to interest
you and the children. Choose stories
that you can all enjoy and connect with
meaningfully. These may be stories in
picture books, from pictures you have
drawn or collected, that the children
have dictated to you, or stories from
their family members at home.

•
•
•

LLA collection of rhymes and songs for

•

young children. Rhymes and songs can
be used in the same way as stories – as
stimuli for thinking, talking, playing
and storytelling.

newspapers.
Recycled materials like plastic
bottles, paper, cardboard boxes,
cardboard tubes, lids, lollipop/sucker
sticks and plastic spoons.
Natural materials like feathers, sea
shells, sticks, seed pods and pebbles.
Dressing-up items like scarves,
sunglasses, hats, shoes, clothes
and necklaces.
Blankets and pillows.
Small and large fabric scraps, ribbon,
wool and string.
Plain (unpatterned) plastic tablecloths
(white or a pale colour) that can be
used for drawing or writing on with
non-permanent markers/kokis.
Small plastic/wooden figures of
people and animals.

What is the role of adults?

LLA collection of story props. These are

Storyplay requires teachers and ECD
practitioners to:

any interesting natural and human-made
resources that can be used by you and
the children to tell, re-tell and “play”
with stories. (See the box for suggested
items.) Ask people to help you collect
the story props. Make sure that they are
always clean and safe to use.

LLKeep collecting and learning stories,
rhymes and songs.

LLFind and collect story props that can be
used for storytelling and other storyrelated activities.

LLBring stories to life with the children.
LLListen and talk to the children.
LLBe role models who read and write daily
for and with the children.

LLWrite down the children’s thoughts and
their stories.

LLObserve the children’s play and other
activities they engage in.
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LLEncourage children to pretend, imagine,

How does Storyplay link
with NCF and CAPS?

think, talk and create.

LLBe curious about what the children are

The Storyplay approach has the flexibility
and breadth to incorporate many of the:

doing, and show an interest and join in.

LLGuide children.

LLAims and developmental guidelines of

Teachers and ECD practitioners also show
children that they:

Early Learning and Development Areas
(ELDA) of the National Curriculum
Framework for Children from Birth to
Four (NCF).

LLAre interested in children’s thoughts,
ideas and feelings.

LLGrade R topics and skills in the

LLAre interested in their play.
LLWant to listen to their stories.
LLBelieve young children are highly

Curriculum and Assessment Policy
Statements (CAPS) for Home Language
and Life Skills.

capable and trust their integrity.

For detailed information on how Storyplay
links with the NCF and/or CAPS, go to
About Storyplay in the “Storyplay” section
of the PRAESA website
(www.praesa.org.za).

LLExpect them to take responsibility to
think and learn for themselves.

LLValue the children’s attempts and
creative contributions.

LLKnow that mistakes are an important

Getting started

part of learning.

PRAESA’s Storyplay in Action leaflets offer
different Storyplay ideas. These are activity
ideas for a selection of picture books and
oral rhymes and stories. The picture books
chosen are all available in South Africa
and are published in several indigenous
languages as well as in English. Go to
Story-based Resources under
“Publications & Resources” on the PRAESA
website (www.praesa.org.za) to find these
free practical resources that have been tried
and tested with different-aged children in
Grade R classrooms and other ECD settings.
You can also find other Storyplay guides,
and inspiration and support in the short
videos in Storyplay in Action under
“Storyplay” on the PRAESA website.

Playing with a story prop.
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