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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� 
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General guidelines 

This guide has detailed information on how 
to use the eight elements of Storyplay in 
your classroom or other ECD setting� First, 
here are some general guidelines: 

 L Each time you select a new story it’s a 
good idea to complete the following 
Storyplay elements in this order: 
Choosing and preparing the story, 
Introducing and sharing the story, and 
Thinking and talking about the story� 

 L The other Storyplay elements can be 
used in any order and they don’t all 
have to be done every day� They can be 
repeated as often as seems appropriate 
to the selected story and the children’s 

interests� However, it is recommended 
that for each selected story, you include 
at least one activity linked to each of the 
Storyplay elements�

 L Allow activities to be guided by the 
children’s interests and engagement� 

 L Many younger children (especially three-
year-olds and sometimes four-year-olds) 
interpret stories in extremely personal 
ways that are only loosely connected to 
the original story� Do not worry about 
this� Concentration and focus develop 
over time� Keep exposing the children 
to a variety of good stories and trust in 
their capacity to learn� 

Using Storyplay: a summary

Storyplay 
element

Who? What?

Planning
1� Choosing and 

preparing  
the story�

Adult� •	 Find a story that “speaks” to you, and that you think your 
children will appreciate�

•	 Think about themes or issues in the story that you wish to 
highlight for the children�

•	 Practise reading the picture book or telling the story  
out loud�

•	 Create an activity to introduce the story� This activity 
should get the children interested and curious�

•	 Plan other related activities – these will depend on the 
nature of each story�

•	 Make or gather any props you would like to use�

With the children
2� Introducing and 

sharing the story�
Adult with  
whole class�

•	 Use a stimulus to introduce the story to the children�

•	 Read the story aloud or tell it, allowing the children 
to comment� 

•	 With younger children, while reading the story, highlight 
any movements and sounds and allow the children to make 
them with you� 
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3� Thinking and 
talking about  
the story�

Adult with  
whole class�

•	 Share comments and ask questions that encourage the 
children to be imaginative, explore ideas and to connect 
to the story in personal ways� 

•	 Especially with younger children, make sure that they can 
all see the pictures, have the chance to look at them for 
long enough, and get to comment and talk about them�

4� Playing with  
the story�**

Mainly children,  
with adult observing 
and, when invited, 
joining in�

•	 Offer opportunities throughout the week for children to 
explore the story in their play�

•	 Encourage the children to incorporate print in their play  
by providing some writing materials and suggestions 
where appropriate�

•	 Some children play, while other children are busy with 
other activities�

5� Shared reading 
and writing�**

Adult with whole 
class, small groups 
or individual 
children�

•	 Done regularly but at different times of the day�

•	 Write with the children� You do the writing as they join in, 
composing together with you, and watching as you write� 
Always read as you are writing and then read the whole 
piece back to them once you have finished� 

•	 Re-read or re-tell the selected story to the children at 
different times in the week, as seems appropriate�

6� Emergent 
reading,  
writing and 
drawing�**

Children – alone, 
with a friend or in a 
group� Adult moves 
around, sitting 
with small groups, 
modelling writing 
and supporting  
the children’s  
writing attempts�

•	 Make sure the children have easy access to the selected 
book and other books, so that they can “read” on their 
own, if they choose to�

•	 Make activity suggestions that encourage the children to 
use drawing and writing to further explore the story�

•	 Have various examples of different words or phrases 
available (relevant to the story or conversation with the 
children) that they can use and copy�

•	 Be available to support the children when they ask for help 
with what they want to write�

7� Dictating, 
scribing and 
acting out 
stories�**

Adult with  
individual child, 
followed by adult 
with whole class�

•	 Invite individual children to dictate their stories to you, 
while you write them down (scribe)� 

•	 Later in the day, seat the children around the magic carpet 
(see pages 17 to 22) and let them take turns playing the 
characters in one another’s stories�  

Home links
8� Taking the  

story home�
Adult and family 
caregivers  
with child�

•	 Share story activity suggestions for family caregivers and 
others to do at home�

** These Storyplay elements can be:
•	 Used	in	any	order.
•	 Done	by	different	groups	of	children	at	the	same	time.
•	 Repeated	as	often	as	seems	appropriate	to	the	selected	story	and	the	children’s	interests.
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Here is detailed guidance on how to use 
each of the Storyplay elements in an ECD 
classroom or other setting�

1. Choosing and preparing 
 the story 

To share a story well, we first have to fall 
in love with it ourselves! We need to get 
to know the characters, understand and 
wonder about the plot and to visualise the 
world in which the story takes place�  

Over time, try to use a wide selection of 
stories with the children – stories that are 
fascinating, comforting, funny, exciting, 
thrilling, light-hearted, playful, informative, 
interesting, awe inspiring 
and/or challenging� The 
children’s responses to 
different stories will tell 
you which ones they are 
gripped by, want to hear 
repeatedly and want to 
explore further� Follow 
their lead!

As you select stories, here are some 
questions to ask yourself: 

 L Why do I like this story? What intrigues 
me about it? 

 L Do the illustrations engage me and how? 

 L How do the words and illustrations  
work together? 

 L Does the language flow? How much 
rhythm and repetition is there? 

 L Do the words used stimulate thinking 
and imagining?

 L What questions would I ask the children 
about the story?

 L Which character do I most engage with 
and why?

 L What themes or issues are there to 
think about in the story? For example: 
good and bad, friendship, loneliness, 
happiness, joy, comfort, security, fear, 
safety, power, magic, wisdom, loss, 
greed, kindness, cruelty, bullying�

 L What emotions do I feel and what might 
the children feel? 

 L Does the story carry ideas that are 
relevant to the children? 

 L What kind of story are the children “in 
the mood” for? 

 L Does the story contain ideas that are 
relevant to the children, our classroom 
and/or community life?

 L Would I be able to use it for different 
Storyplay activities?

 L Does it have opportunities for open-
ended thinking and exploring? 

 L Does the story help the reader/listener 
to understand and think for themselves?

 L How does it link to NCF or CAPS? 

As you plan to use the story in your 
classroom or ECD setting, think about how 
you will introduce it to the children before 
you actually read or tell it� How can you 
create a buzz of anticipation linked to the 
main theme of the story? How can you 
introduce a sense of mystery or excitement?

As a way of leading the children into the 
story, use a stimulus that offers clues that 

Using the Storyplay elements
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are challenging and they will enjoy thinking 
about� For example:

 L Find an interesting object linked to the 
story or make a story prop� 

 L Write a letter from one of the characters� 

 L Make a noise or sound, sing a song or 
do movements that suggest an element 
of the story�

 L Create a character who connects in some 
way with the story by drawing a picture, 
finding a picture in a magazine, making 
the character from cardboard or making 
a puppet from a sock�

Here are some other ways you can prepare:

 L If you are using a rhyme or a song rather 
than a story, write the words on the 
chalkboard or a large sheet of paper to 
display when you read with the children� 

 L Have large sheets of paper and  
kokis ready for when you write with  
the children�  

 L Write some interesting words and 
phrases from the story to read to  
the children� 

 L Choose words and phrases that are 
funny, expressive, denote sounds 
or actions (for example, “Ha, ha, 

ha!”, “It grew bigger and bigger and 
bigger!”, “Roar!”)� Or you can write 
the characters’ names (for example, 
“Asanda”, “Crazy Crocodile”) or parts of 
the story that are repeated throughout 
(for example, “Open the door dear 
children, it’s me your gogo”, “You are 
not my friend!”)� 

 L Practise reading the picture book aloud 
or telling the story so that you are able 
to bring it to life for the children� 

2. Introducing and sharing  
 the story

Begin with the introductory activity you 
have planned� This is a time to enjoy 
yourself and pretend together with the 
children! Then read the story aloud or tell it� 
Before you start reading or telling the story, 
make sure that all the children will be able 
to see and hear easily�

 L Invite the children to sit where they can 
see the book or you� If they can’t, ask 
them to move calmly and quietly to 
another spot� 

 L Allow the children to get comfortable� If 
possible, they should not sit so close to 
each other that they feel cramped�

Here are some tips for reading or telling  
the story:

 L Bring the story alive! Use a different 
voice for each character when she/he 
speaks� Put lots of expression in your 
voice to create the mood� Pause in the 
right places to help build suspense� 
Use body gestures and actions, where 
appropriate� For example, if the 
character is angry and stomping around, 
stamp your feet�
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 L Show the pictures in the book as you 
read. (You will need to read sideways 
and upside down!) You can look and 
linger on the pictures afterwards too�

 L Some of the time, run your finger 
under the words as you read. This helps 
children make the connection between 
the print on the page and the words they 
are hearing� Do this especially with parts 
of the story where words or phrases are 
repeated, and/or if you want to draw 
the children’s attention to an expressive 
word or phrase like “Roar!” or “It grew 
bigger and bigger and bigger!” 

 L Emphasise and repeat sounds and 
movements as much as possible, 
especially with younger children� 
Encourage the children to join in as you 
do this�

 L Invite the children to join in as you 
read or tell parts of the story that are 
repeated� For example, “I’ll huff and I’ll 
puff and I’ll blow your house down�”

 L Pause to allow the children to look 
closely at the pictures. Children use 
visual images to help them understand 
the literal and abstract concepts in text�

 L Allow the children to make comments 
or ask questions about the story as 
you read or tell it. Always waiting until 
after the story has finished means that 
these moments of interest might be lost� 
You may need to remind the children 
that they should share their ideas one 
person at a time and that they should 
listen when someone is speaking so that 
everyone can hear the ideas� This might 
take some practice! 

 L At an interesting or exciting part of 
the story, or just before the end, stop 
and ask the children: “What do you think 
is going to happen?” or “What could 
happen now?” 

3. Thinking and talking  
 about the story

When you discuss and reflect on the 
story with the children, it enriches their 
language� It also extends the language 
of the story into real life, connects it to 
individual children’s experiences and offers 
possibilities to imagine� In addition:
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 L The children experience turn-taking, 
listening to others and hearing how 
others respond to things they say� This 
shows them that their views and the 
views of others are taken seriously and 
valued, which helps to enhance their 
self-esteem, confidence and respect for 
one another� 

 L They notice where they agree or 
disagree with each other�

 L You become aware of any unhelpful 
assumptions or generalisations that the 
children might have learned� This allows 
you to guide them gently to considering 
more useful and/or accurate information�

There are different kinds of questions to ask 
children� For example:

1�  Questions that ascertain whether 
children have understood or already 

know the answers� These are mostly 
factual recall questions�

2�  Questions that require children to 
discover and solve problems� For 
example, of a mathematical, scientific, 
technological and geographical nature� 

3�  Questions that connect to community, 
social and cultural life, and which allow 
children to draw on and express their 
own experiences and understandings� 

4�  Ethical or moral questions that require 
children to think critically about their 
roles and responsibilities, and help them 
to understand and challenge the actions 
of society�

5�  Imaginative questions that encourage 
children to dream, explore ideas, 
pretend and wonder “what if?” or 
“would you rather?”

Although question-types 1 and 2 are 
not excluded in Storyplay settings, more 
emphasis is placed on question-types 3, 
4 and 5� These are open-ended question-
types that invite children to investigate 
themes and issues in stories and relate them 

If the children are restless, do not go 
straight into thinking and talking about 
the story� Let them do something else 
and return to this when they are ready 
to concentrate again�
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to their own lives� They encourage children 
to think for themselves, rather than to 
simply recall facts from the story or answer 
“yes” or “no”� 

Instead of closed questions like “Do you 
know …?”, “What is this called?”, “Where 
did he go?” or “Tell me what happened 
when ���”, here are some open-ended 
questions and comments you could use:

 L Let’s think about what this might mean 
… have you any ideas?

 L I wonder what might be/was happening 
when … What do you think?

 L I wonder what is going to happen  
when …

 L Can you imagine what they are saying? If 
it were you, what would you say?

 L What would you be thinking if that  
was you?

 L What would you do if you were …?

 L Do you think that is a good idea or a bad 
idea? What makes you think that?

 L If you were in this book, what would you 
see/hear/smell/touch/taste/feel? 

 L What are you wondering?

 L Would you rather …? Why?

Some children might prefer to talk in 
pairs or small groups� Allow them to chat 
together for a few minutes if they want to� 
Then invite them to share with everyone 
their own thoughts or the thoughts of those 
they spoke to�

Sometimes you might choose to write down 
some of the thoughts and ideas expressed 
by the children� This reinforces for them 
how useful writing can be for remembering 
and reflecting on thoughts and ideas�

Without listening and learning to 
respect what others think and say, we 
cannot expect to understand what it 
is to be human� Empathetic listening 
is about putting yourself in someone 
else’s shoes�

To develop an empathetic ethos in your 
classroom, it’s useful to practise and 
role model:

•	 Listening attentively to what the 
children have to say� 

•	 Trying to see things from the 
children’s perspective� 

•	 Looking for non-verbal cues that 
young children often use to tell you 
how they’re feeling about something�  

•	 Asking children directly what they 
feel, think or need� 

•	 Taking children’s emotions and 
perspectives into account when you 
try to help them, rather than moving 
straight into “fixing” things your way�  

•	 Finding ways to show children that 
you believe they have the right to 
their thoughts and feelings� 

•	 Helping children understand that 
you have emotions and feelings too� 
Both you and the children need to 
consider each other’s emotional 
needs and  wants� 

Look out for children who are silent 
or don’t contribute much during 
discussions� Find ways to encourage 
them to share their ideas� For example, 
when you are alone with them ask them 
what they think or invite everyone to 
share their ideas in small groups�

Listening empathetically
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Knowledge-based 
questions

Imagination and language-building 
questions

What grows on trees? •	 Do you think food grows on trees?

•	 Do you think money could grow on trees? 

•	 I wonder what we would do if money grew  
on trees?

•	 What do you wish grew on trees?

What hatches from eggs? •	 What might hatch from a giant egg? 

•	 Can you imagine what it would be like if you 
were a baby bird coming out of an egg? What 
would you do? What would you look like? 

How many legs do  
spiders have?

•	 Why do you think spiders have so many legs? 

•	 What would happen to a spider with only  
two legs? 

•	 If people had as many legs as a spider, what 
would they be able to do?

•	 If spiders wore clothes, what would they wear?

What did Little Red Hen say 
to the other animals?

•	 If you were Little Red Hen, what would you have 
thought and done?  

•	 What might you have said? Is it something 
different from what she said in the story? Why 
would you choose to say this?

What is two plus two? •	 Imagine if there were no numbers� How could 
we count things? 

What can you buy from a  
food shop?

•	 If you were the shopkeeper, what would you sell 
in your shop?

Can a pig fly? •	 What could you do to make a pig fly?

•	 Would you rather be a pig than a person? Why?

What colour are your eyes? •	 What if you could choose your own eye colour? 
What colour would you choose?

What colour is a mouse? •	 Do you think there is a reason that a mouse 
is grey? 

•	 What do you think it would be like if you were a 
bright pink mouse and all the others were grey?

The table below provides examples of the difference between 
questions that expect factual answers and questions that encourage 
children to think imaginatively�
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4. Playing with the story

Over a week or a few days, offer different 
activities that invite the children to 
incorporate the selected story or elements 
of it into their play� When you offer such 
activities, you may find that the children 
create their own version of the story, 
create a completely new story, or re-tell 
a different, familiar story that they like to 
tell� All of these are fine and should not be 
discouraged� If children are interested in a 
story, they will use elements of it in a way 
that is meaningful to them� This sometimes 
happens days, or even weeks, after 
exposure to the story!  

Here are examples of activities that children 
could do� You can find other activity 
ideas in PRAESA’s Storyplay in Action 
leaflets in “Story-based Resources” under 
“Publications & Resources” on the PRAESA 
website (www�praesa�org�za)� 

 L Create characters and objects from 
the story using playdough or other 
modelling materials, such as plasticine  
or clay�  

 L Create characters and story scenes using 
recycled materials� 

 L Use sand and water to re-create 
elements of the story�

 L Create miniature story-worlds in boxes, 
trays, tubs or outdoors� Use little objects 
for this, such as buttons, plastic spoons, 
straws, shells, pebbles and small stones, 
leaves, sticks, matchboxes and bottle 
tops� If you can get them, use Lego or 
other figurines� Or make your own using 
sticks and fabric scraps, cardboard or 
plastic spoons� 

 L Re-tell the story, or tell another story 
using wooden blocks and plastic figures� 

 L Build scenes from the story using 
construction toys like Lego or Duplo�
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 L Create dens that represent places in 
the story using old curtains, towels, old 
blankets or tablecloths� Drape them 
over tables to make spaces underneath� 
Use large cardboard boxes for children 
to hide in� Then allow the children 
to choose which props they need to 
take into the dens�   

 L Use dress-up clothes and props to 
“become” story characters and re-create 
parts of the story�

 L Children love to copy and model what 
they see adults do� Create as many 
opportunities as possible for them to 
play real-life situations� For example, 
collect old pots and pans and allow 
children to cook with them; and provide 
large pieces of fabric, scarves or 
blankets, and dolls or soft toys for them 
to carry babies on their backs� 

As they are doing these kinds of activities, 
children often re-tell or talk about the 
story to themselves or others� Encourage 
this talk� Support them as they imagine, 
represent and enact the story, their own 
version of it, or even a new story� It’s 
important to note that although a particular 
story is being used as a stimulus, this 
doesn’t mean that each child will want to 
play using this story� It does not matter� It is 
the cumulative effect of many stories over 
time that benefits young children’s literacy 
learning and development� 

Children should not be asked or made to 
make the same objects together, using 
the same materials in the same way� This 
encourages uniformity and discourages 
individual initiative and thinking� Rather 
encourage the children to imagine and 
fashion their own story-worlds and 
characters� Often children copy one 
another’s ideas and create versions of them�  

Playing a story set on a beach.
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Remember, many children love to write 
and read when they are pretending and 
you can encourage this�
Doctors and nurses write and read 
prescriptions and medical notes, and 
complete admission forms�
Teachers complete class registers; write 
class lists, reports, the alphabet and 
messages to principals and parents; write 
and read on the chalkboard, in books, etc� 
Explorers and adventurers write and read 
journals, postcards, messages, directions 

and news reports; write and decipher 
secret codes, and make and read maps 
and signs�
Mothers, fathers and grandparents 
write and read shopping lists, to-do lists, 
recipes, emails, WhatsApp messages/
SMS’s, notes and letters; complete forms 
and do crossword puzzles�
Shop workers make posters, price tags, 
sale labels and publicity flyers�
Taxi and bus drivers take money, and 
give change and tickets�

They do this when they feel part of a 
community of “thinkers and doers”, 
affirming and learning from one another� 

Children need to know that their immature 
offerings are valued by adults� Find time 
to sit with them, offering help when it 
is needed� It is also very important to 
sometimes draw, write or make something 
alongside the children� You don’t need to 
be an artist! Young children are curious and 
will be interested to see what you’re doing� 
Role modelling the process and products of 
more mature drawing, writing and creating 
provides examples for them to learn from as 
they explore what they can do� Remember 
that the point is to assist, support and 
inspire, but not to take over! 

5. Shared reading  
 and writing

Re-read or re-tell the selected story during 
the week, if the children seem interested in 
hearing it again� Young children often like 
to hear a story repeatedly� They absorb the 
grammar and style of the language, often 
learning particular phrases off by heart� 
They also begin to match the words with 
the illustrations�

You could share the story again with an 
individual child, in a small group or with the 
whole class� You can, of course, continue 
talking about the story if the children want 
to, or you can just read it and enjoy it� 

When you are reading the story to an 
individual child or small group of children:

 L Run your finger below the lines of print 
as you read�

 L Invite a child to turn the page when you 
are ready� 

 L Point out particular words and phrases 
that are familiar to the children, or letters 
of the alphabet that are in their names�  

Also set time aside for shared writing 
activities with the whole class� Create print 
with the children by writing down their 
ideas for them and then reading these 
back to them� Shared writing activities 
allow you to model for the children how to 
work with print� Over time and with many 
opportunities to be part of writing events, 
they learn:

 L How we can write down our thoughts 
and words�

 L How we can return to what we have 
written down and the message will 
remain exactly the same�
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 L That we can compose and write down 
anything like names, ideas, lists, songs, 
stories, games and recipes�

 L That some words are long and some 
words are short�

 L The conventions of print, such as starting 
in the top left corner and working our 
way down the page from left to right�

 L How sentences are constructed�

 L That we use spaces between words and 
punctuation to help the reader make 
sense of the text� 

 L How to sound out words�

 L How letters are formed�

Here are a few ideas for different shared-
writing activities:

 L Brainstorm a variety of possible answers 
to a question arising from the story, or 
solutions to a problem presented in  
the story� 

 L Read a letter/s (that you have written 
beforehand) from one or more story 

Shared-writing tips

•	 When you are doing shared writing 
with a class or large group, it’s a 
good idea to write on large sheets 
of paper displayed on a flipchart 
stand, chalkboard or wall so that the 
children can see you writing� As you 
read back to the children what you 
have written, run your finger  
under the words� 

•	 With a smaller group, if you are 
comfortable around a table or sitting 
in a circle on the floor, you can write 
with the sheet of paper flat on the 
table or floor�  

•	 When you have finished, display 
the sheet at the children’s eye level 
for a day or two so that they can 
remember the content, look at it 
together or alone, and pretend/ 
try to read it� 
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characters and then together write a 
letter/s back to them�

 L Write a letter to a character in the story�

 L Write a warning to a character�

 L Write a request for help from one of the 
story characters�

 L Write an invitation to an event that takes 
place in the story�

 L Write a list of characters invited to an 
event and/or a list of things needed for 
the event�

 L Write a shopping list�

 L Create a poster�

 L Make signs (for example, a “Beware”, 
“Welcome” or “Danger” sign, or a sign 
that shows direction)�

 L Make a map or provide directions to 
help a character� 

 L Write step-by-step instructions on 
how to do something or how to make 
something in the story�

 L Choose two characters from the story, 
decide what they’d be saying to each 
other and write this dialogue�

 L Invite the children to think what they’d 
like to say to a character from the story 
and write their words down for them� 
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6. Emergent reading,  
 writing and drawing 

Shared reading and writing activities often 
inspire children to read, write and/or draw 
on their own� You need some resources  
to help them to do this�

In the book corner, where possible:

 L Have a few copies of the selected 
storybook available for the children to 
read and talk about�

 L Include other books (fiction and non-
fiction/information books) related to the 
themes or issues in the selected story�

 L Include some story props related to the 
story and invite the children to use them 
to re-tell the story in their own way�  

     
Encourage children to incorporate reading, 
drawing and writing related to the story into 
their pretend play by always having paper 
or small booklets (which can be homemade) 
and a few crayons available in the pretend-
play area� Also add other things that 
relate to the selected story, for example, 
maps, calendars, postcards, envelopes, a 
newspaper, magazines, take-away menus, 
pamphlets, price tags (often found on 
clothing items) and advertising brochures�

Make sure that your classroom has writing 
and drawing materials that children have 
easy access to� Sometimes you may wish to 
suggest writing and drawing activities to 
the children� Here are some ideas:

 L Draw maps and landscapes of the story 
setting and/or places that are mentioned 
in the story� 

 L Draw a group picture of a moment in the 
story on a large sheet of paper or plastic� 

 L Write and/or draw messages to one or 
more of the story characters�

 L Make your own storybooks�

 L Draw yourself in the story�

 L Make cards for a story character�

 L Make lists�

 L Draw and write on a story wall that you 
have created in the classroom�

You can find other ideas in PRAESA’s 
Storyplay in Action leaflet series in “Story-
based Resources” under “Publications & 
Resources” on the PRAESA website  
(www�praesa�org�za)� You can find more 
about how to support children’s emergent 
writing in Chloe’s Story: First steps into 
literacy in “Papers & Articles” under 
“Publications & Resources” on the website� 

Suggestions for drawing and 
writing materials 

•	 pencils, pens
•	 crayons, pencil crayons
•	 scrap paper, scraps of cardboard
•	 string
•	 a paper punch
•	 used greeting cards 
•	 blank forms from, for example, a bank 

or post office
•	 envelopes (used or new)
•	 used stamps 
•	 old diaries with some blank pages 
•	 notebooks, shopping list pads
•	 small chalkboards and chalk
•	 pieces of white or coloured plastic 

sheeting, for writing (and rubbing out 
and re-using) with non-permanent 
markers/kokis

Remember: You don’t have to make 
all the materials available all the time� 
Sometimes it’s good to let children 
explore the differences between using 
different materials – for example, how 
writing with pencils is different to writing 
with crayons�
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7. Dictating, scribing and  
 acting out stories 

The “magic carpet” involves story dictation 
and story acting� It has been adapted from 
the work of Vivian Gussin Paley and is a 
powerful sequence of activities that should 
ideally be done each day� It begins with the 
children composing and dictating their own 
stories to an adult, who writes them down� 
Later, the children sit with the adult in a 
circle, around the magic carpet, and act in 
each other’s stories as the adult reads them 
aloud� 

As adults write the children’s stories, they 
model for the children an excellent reason 
for writing and reading in a language they 
understand� The children gain confidence as 
they see their thoughts and ideas become a 
written text� They experience what being an 
author means and how much adults value 
them as imaginative story composers� They 
also learn:

 L About the relationship between writing 
and reading�

 L How to sequence their ideas into a story�

 L Concepts of print (for example, what 
writing, pages, lines and punctuation 
are; in which direction we write; how 
letters and words are formed; and how 
we leave spaces between words)� 

Story acting brings individual stories to 
life for everyone� The children learn to 
take turns and to listen to, respect and 
empathise with each other� They experience 
each other’s interests and concerns and 
learn about taking on different roles, 
including roles that they might not have 
selected for themselves� The adult offers 
the children turns to pretend to be the 
characters from the stories: sisters, uncles, 
doctors and nurses, queens and kings, 
animals, trees and flowers, old and young, 
rich and poor, strong and weak, big and 
small, happy and sad, fierce and timid� 

Children drawing money.
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The child whose story is being enacted, 
experiences what it feels like to be 
acknowledged and valued� The point of 
acting out the stories is to play in one 
another’s stories, rather than to perform 
them for an audience� The emphasis is 
on the children interpreting the roles 
as they choose, rather than on perfect 
performances� No one is forced to join in, 
but everyone is encouraged to take part� 

Here is a step-by-step guide to a magic 
carpet activity:

1� While the children are busy with different 
group activities, invite one of them to 
tell you a story� 

2�  Sit next to the child telling the story 
and show him or her a page in your 
notebook� Explain that the story can 
be as short as a small part of the page 
or as long as the whole page, but no 
longer� (This is so that all the children 
get a turn during a week� It also helps to 
ensure that there is enough time to act 
out three or four stories every day� Very 
young children don’t usually tell a story 
that is more than a few lines� However, 
as children become more experienced 
at telling their stories, some want to 
create longer ones� Showing them how 
long their stories can be for a magic 
carpet activity helps them to learn to 
end their stories at the end of the page�) 
If a child begins to tell a very long story 

Scribing a story.
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that you can see they really want to 
tell, encourage them to remember the 
story and explain that they can continue 
telling it as another chapter the following 
day� This helps children to remember 
and develops their ability to expand on 
story themes and characters� 

3�  Write the date and the name of the child 
telling the story at the top of the page� 
If the child asks to write his or her own 
name, allow this� Encourage but don’t 
force the child to watch as you write� 
For example, you could say, “Right, let’s 
write your name and the date here, A-s-
a-n-d-a, Asanda!” Point to the child’s 
name as you read it� 

4�  As the child tells the story, write down 
the exact words said� Say these words 
as you write them because this helps the 
child understand and appreciate that the 

marks you are making on the page mean 
the same as the words they are saying� 

5�  While you don’t want to interrupt 
the child’s creative flow, you might 
occasionally spell a word aloud as you 
write it� For example, “e-x-p-l-o-d-e-d”, 
then point to the word and say “that 
spells ‘exploded’”� This demonstrates 
for the child how words are formed from 
letters, how letters represent sounds 
and where you are in writing the stream 
of words she or he is saying� If you are 
using an African language, sound out 
each letter in the selected words� If you 
are using English, say the letter names�

6�  When the children have finished telling 
their story, read it back to them to check 
that they like how it sounds� If they want 
to, allow them to make changes� 
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7�  Ask the child which of the characters 
in the story they would like to be when 
their story is acted out on the magic 
carpet (most children want to take part 
in acting out their story, but if they don’t, 
it does not matter)� Circle this character’s 
name as a reminder to yourself� Then 
underline the other possible roles 
(characters, nouns or objects) in the 
story that could be acted out by other 
children� These can include a house, a 
car, the rain, the wind or the sea� 

8�  Give the child one of the copies of the 
story to put in a safe place so that they 
can take it home later�

9�  Repeat steps 1 to 8 with another two to 
four children so that each day you are 
scribing three to five stories�

10� Acting out the stories takes place later 
on the day that the stories are dictated� 
Begin by using masking tape to mark 
out a large rectangular shape on the 
floor� Ask all the children to sit around 

the outside of it� If you don’t have 
masking tape, ask the children to sit in 
a circle (the magic carpet then becomes 
the space in the centre of the circle)�

11� Have the stories you have collected that 
day ready to read aloud� It’s always best 
to act out the stories on the day they 
are dictated because this completes the 
magic carpet cycle�

12� Invite the author of one of the stories to 
sit next to you, and then read this story 
out loud to the class� 

13� Assign roles to the children as you get 
to a new character or ‘thing’ in the story� 
Do this by going around the rectangle/
circle, inviting children to come onto 
the magic carpet� If any children are shy, 
invite them to play the role with a friend� 
Ask the children to use actions, sounds 
and movements� Don’t demonstrate 
what you think the children should do� 
Allow them to choose how to express 
themselves� 
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Magic carpet tips 

•	 Although it’s best to use a book with carbon paper to write in, you can 
write down the stories on any paper� Making a carbon copy of what you 
write means that the children can take home their stories to share with 
their families while you keep a copy as a way of tracking each child’s 
progress�  

•	 A register or a list of all the children’s names can be used to keep a 
record of who has had a turn and who still needs to dictate a story� In this 
way, all the children get the chance to dictate a story on a regular basis� 

•	 Usually a few children are willing storytellers and the others observe 
and follow their lead� But if all the children are reluctant, the first few 
times you could make up a short story, write it down and read it to the 
children� Then when you do the story acting later with the children, you 
can start with your story� 

•	 If the child’s story is only a few words, don’t worry� The important thing 
is for the children to express what they wish to� At first, many young 
children just want to see and hear the magic of their words in print� They 
might give you only one or two important words, like “My mommy”� 

•	 Sometimes children use unconventional language� This is part of their 
learning process� Remember that young children are still learning to 
speak, so the way they speak is sometimes immature and will not always 
be correct� They might also speak a different dialect to the standard one 
and this should be honoured� Dictating a story is not about getting the 
grammar correct� It’s about encouraging and supporting confidence in 
self-expression and composing stories� The general rule is to write what 
the child says – this is their text and you are their scribe� But, because 
you are also their role model, sometimes you might gently suggest 
options� For example, “Do you want me to write ‘he runned and he 
runned’, or ‘he ran and he ran’?” This gives the child the chance to 
choose� As children have more and more story composing experiences 
and hear lots of interesting stories, their knowledge of vocabulary, 
language structure and story sequence deepens and they start to use 
expressive, atmospheric language� 

•	 If you don’t hear clearly what a child says, ask the child to repeat what he 
or she said� 

•	 If you don’t understand what they are saying ask, “Let me check� Do you 
want me to write ‘I jumped off the wall’ (the words you think the child 
has said)?” 

•	 If a child speaks too quickly, ask them to slow down, and show and tell 
them what you are writing� This helps them to see how long it takes to 
write a word� For example, say “Hang on, I can’t write as quickly as you 
can speak! See I’ve written, ‘The dog ran away and the mouse …’ Now 
what do you want to say about the mouse? Here it says ‘mouse’ so we 
can carry on …”

•	 If a child doesn’t know what to say, you can first ask, “Do you want to 
tell a story?” Then ask, “What do you want your story to be about?” 
If the child then decides that they don’t want to dictate a story, don’t 
force them, but suggest that they might like to watch while another child 
dictates their story� Or you could read out some of the other children’s 
stories to help them understand more about the process� 
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Here is an example of a story  
and how it was used.

I was playing with my sister� We played with our 
toys� We played with our toys till night time� It was 

dark and then a ghost bit us� 

Busi, the child who dictated the story, chose to play the “I” 
character� The other roles are a sister, toys, the darkness and a 
ghost� Several children were the “toys” and the “darkness”�
 
Teacher: Busi, can you come and be yourself please? And Niki, can 

you be Busi’s sister please? 
(Busi and Niki stand up and come onto the magic carpet�)
Teacher: (reading) I was playing with my sister. We played with our 

toys. 
Teacher: Now, we need the toys� Busi, how many toys would you 

like in your story? 
Busi: Five�
Teacher: (Points to the next five children in the rectangle�) Can you 

come and be the toys, please? Show us how you pretend to be a 
toy� Busi and Niki, show us how you play with your toys� 

Teacher: (reading) We played with our toys till night time. It was 
dark …

Teacher: Let’s have three children to pretend to be the darkness of 
the night� (Points to the next three children�) Would you like to 
come and pretend to be darkness coming over?

Teacher: (reading) … and then a ghost bit us. 
Teacher: Oooh, now we need a ghost� (Points to the next child�) 

Can you come and play being a ghost in the story – a ghost 
pretending to bite Busi and Niki? Now remember, it’s just pretend!

The teacher had to make sure that the children didn’t get too 
excited� Often, children all want to “be” the interesting characters� 
This is why establishing the order in which children will be invited to 
participate is so important� Once the children get used to you going 
around the rectangle/circle in strict order, they realise that they have 
to wait for their turn� This ensures that eager and confident children 
do not dominate and it gives shy and reserved children a chance 
to participate� It also offers opportunities for playing roles that 
challenge the conventions that many children follow in their pretend 
play� So, for example, boys have the opportunity to play the roles of 
moms and grannies, and girls have the opportunity to play the roles 
of monsters and superheroes�
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Getting started 

•	 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�

8. Taking the story home

Involving the children’s parents (and/or 
other caregivers) in Storyplay helps to build 
a bridge between life at home and life in 
the classroom� 

 L Inform parents and other caregivers 
about Storyplay at a parents’ meeting� 
Also explain why the children will be 
bringing stories home and what the 
adults can do to support their children�

 L Each week, communicate which story 
you will be sharing with the children� You 
can do this by making and displaying a 
notice that says, “Our story this week is 
…” and then putting up the story title 
each week� 

 L If you have five to ten copies of the 
picture book selected for the week, 
give the children turns to take a copy 
home� Family members can listen to 
the children re-tell the story, discuss the 
illustrations with them, and/or read the 
story together� 

 L Encouraging the children to take home 
and share their own magic carpet stories 

creates a bridge between school and 
home� The children get to show their 
family members their stories and the 
family members get to see how their 
children are growing and developing in 
their storytelling abilities�
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