Early Childhood Books and Storytime
Reading - Telling – Chewing - Scribbling – Skipping pages - Wandering – Jiggling:
All the normals and why they are important.
Beth Barnett

What kind of stories are suitable for under fives?
All of them!
•

Board books they can chew on and drop in puddles and use in building a garage for
Thomas the Tank engine.

•

Wordless picture books that you make up the story line together – different each
time.

•

Picture books with child-centred narrative that our little ones can see themselves in
and add their own variations on the narrative.

•

Rhyming stories which are learned by heart and which the child can ‘read’ to you
before knowing the alphabet.

•

Songs that tell stories (The Wheels on the Bus is an irreplaceable classic!) that you
sing out on a walk with no book in your hands.

•

Chapter books with no pictures that let your child’s imagination run wild and free.

What matters in reading stories with under fives?
This can be a ‘concerned parent’ or ‘anxious carer’ question, motivated by not wanting to
get literacy ‘wrong’.
The good news is that in language and literacy development everything counts! Everything
helps! Language and literacy are complex skill sets that develop in sophisticated ways across
a multiplicity of experiences. Things like learning the alphabet or a child writing their name
are often significant markers to adults – but these do not really signpost effectively the
depth of skills most children are working on constantly as they play and experiment.
The question of age-appropriate books for children needs to be considered not from the
perspective of the bookshop shelving system, but from the perspective of your own home
context. What are your children experiencing? They need stories about these things to give
them language for empowering their own voice.
What are they interested in – books of all levels will be engaging. Remembering that the
criteria of what makes a book ‘appropriate’ for a child isn’t that they
a)
b)
c)
d)

Understand all of the vocabulary
Can sit through a reading from beginning to end
Can follow the plotline
Remember what the story was about

Rather, the experience of story, and books and language – are all relevant to young children.
When my younger son was 8, the final Harry Potter book was released and we bought it that
day – and within 24 hours he had read it all himself!
This same little boy at the age of five listened to chapter after chapter of the Narnia books
as I read aloud often to pass the time while their dad was working late.
When it came to the part where the stone table broke and the girls turned around and saw
Aslan alive and radiant before them, back from the dead, my little boy shivered and shook
as I read about the table breaking, and he gradually stood
up on the couch beside me and at the moment he heard
that Aslan was alive he joyously leapt forwards off the
couch with a shout. Although this text is many ‘reading
years’ above his five year old capacity the power of the
story permeated his very being and burst out in bodily
celebration. While all this was going on this little boy was
imbibing vocabulary and sentence structure and the skills
of crafting an extended narrative, character development,

plots and subplots, expressive devices that would
sit in his learning store house for several years
before actually turning up in his writing and
reading.
At the other end of the spectrum, reading books
that are tagged ‘too young’ for a child are also still
beneficial in creating a situation in which the child is
the ‘expert’ in the story. This also supports the
empowerment of a child as they work with a text
that is familiar to them – let them fill in the words,
or ask them if they know what’s going to happen
and let them do the plotline ‘spoilers’ – and of
course milk these interactions for all their worth in
giving affirmation and praise to the children.
“You knew already! What a great memory you have”
“Clever girl!”
“You are a super story teller.”
“You know a lot about this story!”
“Fantastic words!”
The deeper story - what is really going on here?
The place of stories in family and community are keys to
formation of identity,
problem solving,
exploring possibilities,
creativity,
wisdom sharing,
emotional awareness,
cultural values,
connecting past and future,
soothing the present,
finding voice,
empowering communication,
shared understandings,
developing common ground of discussion,
and – perhaps my favourite of all – embodying hope.
These are weighty things – and all of this is going on while we read
‘Here is the blue sheep and here is the red sheep’
or
‘Hug’
or
‘On Saturday he ate through one piece of chocolate cake, one icecream cone, one pickle…’
or

‘So he set out and went to Zarephath. When he came to the gate of the town, a widow was
there gathering sticks; he called to her and said, “Bring me a little water in a vessel, so that I
may drink.”
As she was going to bring it, he called to her and said, “Bring me a morsel of bread in your
hand.”’
As we all say time and time and time again in early childhood contexts – the process of
being and exploring and living and sensing is what matters. Our best work with books and
stories comes when we give space and attention to the process of being together around
the story.
*
What does this look like in practice?
Let’s examine some typical literature-positive behaviours in children. These are classics.
Even heard these descriptions?
“Amy only gets half way through the story and then gets distracted
by something else and wanders away…”
“Arlo loves sitting with the board books but ‘reads’ them all
backwards.”
“Annabel wants the same story over and over everyday for 3 weeks.
She won’t tolerate any other book!”
“Aisha is always making up plays with her dolls and teddies that we
have to sit and watch – but she’s four and doesn’t know the
alphabet at all. I’m worried she won’t learn to read.”
“Atilla loves stories but just will not sit still! He has to jump around
and do actions all the time.”
“Abby has scribbled in every single book in her book shelf.”

*
These children are all displaying wonderful characteristics of children who are well on the
way to using language well and loving literature. Despite each of them portraying a different
‘deviation’ from the conventional model of a child sitting quietly to have a story read to
them, they have this in common: all of these children are showing signs of being deeply
engaged in the experience of how language and literature works.

Amy is using the material of a story to launch into her own thought experiments – go with
that! She is interpreting the stimulus of the story – and in observing what she does, you will
learn what’s important to her. You’ll see which part of the story has caught her attention
and learn more of her own priorities.
Don’t call her back to the story – but join her on her imagination
adventure.
Arlo is practicing the technology of books – handling them and
turning pages. He’s working from right to left at the moment, but
once he’s mastered this action, he’ll work on switching it around.
Soon he’ll start finding the favourite pages with the picture of the
Bigger Bigger Digger that he loves looking at.
It’s important that we don’t take it out of
his hands, but let him work through the
physical process himself. This empowers
children in learning the ways of language
and story and books.
Annabel. What a mighty girl she is. Apart from perhaps driving you bananas, Annabel is
rehearsing the rules of language. She is developing fluency, letting the words and rhythms
become familiar, and embedding the conventions of syntax and grammar through
repetition. Her enthusiasm for reading this one text over and over fuels a capacity for
mastery.
Relax and enjoy her dedication – and just for fun, change up some of the words – throw in
‘Bananas’ instead of ‘shoes’ or reverse the sounds in the words as a spoonerism:
“And on her feet she was wearing the most dainty bananas…”
“Oh no! Right there in the ballroom were her sugly isters…”
Let her correct you, having a big chuckle at how silly you were!
Aisha has discovered her own creative story telling powers, of
creating and manipulating characters and forming plot lines.
Many children lack the motivation to learn the alphabet in
the early years because it is foisted upon them as a task in
itself, rather than a tool for expression. There is no credit in
knowing an alphabet or spelling words if your mind hasn’t got
a need, and urge, a compulsion to communicate. A child like
Aisha will take up the alphabet and skills of reading like a
duck to water when it’s time – when she gets to school – and
her stories will hit the page with wonderful life and colour.

Atilla is a dynamo for sure, but his embodied story
participation is a healthy sign that he takes in the
world of the story and responds to it. Atilla is
demonstrating that he understands that stories
connect to his reality. Stories matter! It maybe that
Atilla will retain this kinesthetic appropriation of
story and become a fine actor. At the very least he
has the seeds of being a dynamic and engaging
public communicator, with an innate ability to
match gesture and word. Perhaps Atilla will be one
of those writers hunched with his whole body over
his writing, saturated with experience of creating
language.
In the meantime – affirm his actions and encourage his energy,
imitating his gestures, or adding those of your own to the story
reading.
Abby. God bless Abby. Like Arlo, Abby is practicing the technology of literature. She’s a
bright one – and she has registered that the words in the book were put there by a person.
That texts are the creation of humans. And being a human herself, she’s keen to be
involved. To be involved now! She’s getting in on the act of contributing to creating text
with the skills she has mastered: holding and wielding a crayon, connecting with the page,
making deliberate and flowing marks. These are all important early writing skills.
Create ‘books’ for
Abby that you are
happy for her to
scribble in, using
old exercise books,
pasting in pictures
cut from
magazines. Write
together in them –
ask her what she
wants you to write,
and then ask her to
‘write’ something
for you.
For those of us living with under-fives, or leading community groups that support families
with underfives, or are engaged in nurturing and learning contexts with underfives, we may
find ourselves under siege from anxious agendas that children should learn their alphabet,
be given ‘age appropriate’ material, not make mistakes mishandling books, pay attention
and sit quietly during mat-time/story-time.

We have the opportunity to redirect attention
towards the deeper things that children are working
on internally, with small comments that affirm their
processes, and dispel the anxieties of parents and
carers that misread wriggles or distraction or scribbles
or tangents or repetition as ‘problems’ and in
celebrating the little lives that are working on big
things, point to the far far Bigger Story of Life that
embraces us all with love for our very being, hope and
grace.

