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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� 

Text: Nadia Lubowski, Sara Stanley, Carole Bloch  

PRAESA Storyplay mentors: Nolubabalo Mbotshwa, 
Sive Mbolekwa

Photographs: Nadia Lubowski (page 5), Plexus 
Films (cover, pages 6, 7), Sara Stanley (pages 3, 4)

Editing: Arabella Koopman, Bronwen Dachs Muller

Design: Magenta Media

Funding for this resource was provided by PRAESA, 
the Oppenheimer Memorial Trust and  

Ilifa Labantwana.  

© The Little Hands Trust 
t/a PRAESA (Project for 
the Study of Alternative 

Education in South Africa)

3 Marlow Road, Kenilworth 
7708 Cape Town,  

info@praesa.org.za

For more information about 
Storyplay,  

visit www.praesa.org.za.

www.praesa.org.za


3

Setting up your classroom
Begin by arranging your classroom (or other 
ECD space) in a way that encourages the 
children to be independent and  
co-operative learners� Create small group 
areas to allow the children to choose 
between different kinds of activities� For 
example, you can read a story with one 
group of children, while the others are busy 
with different activities� 

The small group areas don’t need fancy 
equipment and can be flexible and 
interchangeable if space is limited� 
Make use of tables and floor space, and 
remember to use available outdoor space 
when possible too� 

Why is this important? 

Having these areas allows you to: 

 L Move between the groups and work 
closely with the children� 

 L Observe and listen to the children to 
learn about their interests� 

 L Notice their behaviour, levels of 
interaction, engagement and progress�

Once children are used to Storyplay, they 
will become increasingly purposeful in their 
behaviour� With practice and with your 
guidance, they will be keen to explore the 
small group areas and will learn how to play 
co-operatively� You can encourage this if 
you:  

 L Help the children divide themselves up 
across all the available play areas� With 
practice, they will learn to work out how 
to share resources and space�

 L Regularly settle down at the different 
groups to communicate, play, offer help 
and generally engage with and get to 
know the children�

 L Talk to the children about problems 
in the classroom and ask them to share 
their ideas about solutions� 

 L Ask children to use their quieter 
“indoor voices” and to negotiate with 
each other using words rather than 
physical actions� 

ECD practitioners are responsible for 
the safety and happiness of the children, 
but the children also have a measure of 
responsibility for this� If you keep talking 
with them about how best to behave, and 
refresh your lists of “do’s and don’ts” with 
them, they will increasingly feel a sense 
of responsibility and ownership� After a 
few weeks of doing this, you should have 
a mostly calm, happy classroom in which 
everyone is respectful of each other�
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The five Storyplay small group areas are:

 L The story-sharing area�

 L The book corner�

 L The pretend-play area�

 L The writing and drawing area�

 L The story-building area�

Below is information about the purpose of 
each of the areas as well as ideas and tips 
for using them� 

1. Story-sharing area 

What’s it for? Use this area for sharing, 
listening to, re-telling and acting out stories 
on the magic carpet� (You can find out 
more about the magic carpet on page 17 
of A Guide to Using Storyplay�) It can be 
the same place used for morning ring and 
other whole-class activities� As you and the 
children share stories, they will learn that 
you value their ideas, observations and 
questions� 

How? Learning to listen to others takes 
time, especially when children are excited 
about a story� Tell them that you need 
to work out how to make sharing a story 
comfortable and interesting for everyone 
and ask for their ideas about how to  
do this�

Remind the children that: 

 L No one will be able to hear what they 
are saying if everyone speaks at the 
same time� 

 L They need to wait for a turn to speak� 

 L It is uncomfortable for everyone if they 
crowd around the book�

Make a list of listening, looking, talking and 
sitting reminders� Remember to include the 
children’s ideas� Read the list together and 
display it where you and the children can 
refer to it easily�  

2. Book corner

What’s it for? This area is a place for 
independent reading and looking at books, 
sharing books with each other and talking 
about books� It is also a place where, every 
now and then, a wonderful new storybook 
pops up to excite and delight everyone!  

How? Try to make the area as comfortable 
and “homely” as possible� Provide mats and 
cushions for the children to sit on� Keep it 
uncluttered but include a few soft toys that 
the children can cuddle and share stories 
with� A relaxed atmosphere will mean the 
children choose to spend time in the book 
corner� Encourage them to “read” here, but 
never force them�  

Small group areas

A cosy book corner.
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Learning to look after books is important 
and adults are the role models for this� We 
show children how to take care of books 
when we:

 L Take the time to sit in the book corner 
and read or page through books� 

 L Tidy the books away and ask the children 
to help with this�

 L Display the books with their front covers 
facing out and place them carefully so 
that pages of one book don’t get torn or 
stuck inside another book�

 L Repair or replace torn books with the 
children helping and watching so that 
they see how valuable books are� 

Tell the children you also expect them to:

 L Put books back where they found them 
when they have finished using them� 

 L Use calm, quiet voices when they are in 
the book corner�

 L Keep in mind that everyone wants to 
look at interesting books, so choosing 
to look at them together is sometimes a 
good idea�

3. Pretend-play area

What’s it for? In this area, the children 
“play the story”, sometimes alone and 
sometimes with adult guidance� With simple 
props like old clothes, fabric and blankets, it 
can become a shop, taxi, train, clinic, school 
or beach! 

How? If the children help to create the 
area, they are more motivated to look after 
it – for example, if their artwork is displayed 
there, if they have helped hang up fabric 
to create a den, and if they have helped to 
make and choose the resources and props�

Children often need support to use the 
pretend-play area safely� 

 L Any initial over-excitement will disappear 
if the resources and props are used 

Pretending to be in a taxi.
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regularly and not only brought out for 
special occasions� 

 L Restricting the number of children who 
can use the area at a time also helps� For 
example, make six “access” labels for 
the children to wear while playing in the 
area� This keeps the maximum number 
of children using the area at the same 
time to six�

 L Discuss and agree with the children 
what behaviour is acceptable and 
unacceptable� For example, talking 
rather than shouting, sharing rather than 
grabbing, listening and helping rather 
than ignoring and fighting� 

 L To help remind the children of your 
agreement, write a list together of  
“do’s and don’ts”� Also, ask them 
to draw pictures of “ways of playing 
together”, then use the pictures to 
create large posters for display in  
the pretend-play area�

4. Writing and drawing area

What’s it for? Here the children draw and 
write freely� 

How? A table or floor space can be used to 
create this area� Provide enough resources 
for the children to use for self-initiated 
drawing and writing activities such as:

 L Drawing pictures�

 L Pretending and trying to write things like 
letters, lists, labels and stories�

 L Making their own books�

Provide space for the children to display or 
keep their completed work so that they feel 
it is valued�

Encourage the children to keep the 
resources in the area and to tidy up after 
themselves so that this space is inviting for 
others to come and work in once they have 
moved on to another area� 

Exploring writing while making props for play.
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5. Story-building area

What’s it for? In this area, the children  
re-tell and re-create elements of a story  
and create small story-worlds by:

 L Modelling with clay or playdough�

 L Playing with wooden blocks and/or 
construction toys such as Lego/Duplo�

 L Constructing objects from different 
recycled materials�

 L Painting, drawing and writing�

How? You can use indoor floor space as 
well as outdoor space for this area� Try to 
make enough space available so that the 
children do not feel crowded as they play� 
Story-worlds can be made in sandpits or 
sand trays too� 

If possible, provide a choice of resources or 
alternate them regularly� In addition to the 
above resources include collected (natural 
or human-made) objects, small plastic/
wooden people and animal figures and 
large paper to map out story-worlds� 

Ideas for resolving conflict

•	 Wherever possible, offer guidance 
rather than punishment� 

•	 If a child has been pushed or hurt, 
help the child to talk to the person 
who hurt them� Ask the child: “How 
did it feel when that happened?” 
Provide examples of language we 
can use to express our feelings, for 
example, “When you hurt me, it made 
me feel sad and it was sore� Please 
don’t do that again�”

•	 When there are disputes over 
resources, encourage the children 
to use the following explanation: “I 
hadn’t finished using the thing you 
took from me� I will give it to you as 
soon as I have finished using it�”

•	 When children complain that their 
friends are not letting them have a 
say in how a game is being played, 
encourage them to say something 
like: “Please could you listen to me, 
my ideas are important too�” Or, “Can 
we ‘play’ my ideas next?”

Talking, listening and negotiating while creating and recreating stories in play.
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