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Abstract

The aim of this study is to investigate the effectiveness of storytelling in improving English vocabulary learning among
children in kindergarten. Twenty Iranian children (9 boys and 11 girls) in a private kindergarten in Kerman, Iran, were
the participants of the study. All of the children were five years old and were taught English with the same teacher in a
class in a kindergarten. The design of the study was one group pre-test post-test quasi experimental design. Both pre and
post-tests included 20 vocabulary picture items taken from a story book teaching in the kindergarten. The statistical
analysis revealed that storytelling was effective in increasing vocabulary learning among kindergarten children.
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1. Introduction

Stories are considered as an important part of everyday lives like the food we eat and water we drink. “Stories help us to
understand who we are, to make sense of the confusing swirl of everyday life, to digest and transform our experiences.
They can also serve to develop reflection and critical thinking.” (Booth, 1994, p.89). Stories can make our world. Life is
full of stories, and the life stories include different characters, places and “events. In fact, stories can provide the human
beings with helpful knowledge, and experience and they can make the life meaningful. To Booth (1994), stories can
form a fundamental way for organizing the human experience. Thus, a way to look back in time is storytelling “to move
forward and it is an active process” (Booth, 1994 as cited in Mokhtar, et al., 2011 p. 164). By telling and listening to
stories, people can share experience, values and ideas. “The way our minds think is the essence of the story. Therefore,
to communicate effectively, it is important to engage people, break down barriers and ensure that they remember facts”
(Mokhtar, et al., 2011 p. 164).

Storytelling is considered as an ancient verbal art which is defined in different ways. To Gere (2002) storytelling is “the
act of using language and gesture in colorful ways to create scenes in a sequence” (cited in Behmer, 2005, p. 2).
McDrury and Alterio believe that storytellinge is a unique capability which is able to convey human experience through
language of words. Regarding these definitions, sharing some ideas and experiences through words and actions to
communicate is the general characteristic of storytelling (Behmer, 2005).

When the word 'storytelling' is heard, we often think of children. Since stories are rich materials for children, they are
able to learn more about the world they live through stories. Every situation in real life can be tangible “in the magical
world of story. In fact, whatever children learn in the story world can be practical in the real world” (Soleimani &
Akbari, 2013, p.4005). Stories can make some suitable situations for children to get some necessary experiences about
the problems and dangers of their future life. Thus, they are able to cope with future problems.

Children from different ages love stories. From early childhood, the children are told stories of different natures. They
like to listen to fairly tales in which “the never-ending struggle of powers of good and evil takes place Stories of their
childhood, stories of our own childhood, stories talking about fun accidents or happy memories, stories describing
exciting and amusing situations appertain to children’s most favorite ones” (Hronova, 2011, p.15). Wright (2008)
believes that stories play important roles in the lives of children. In fact, stories can help children to know the world
around them better. “Driven by the need to understand and to live with the complexity of daily experience, children
hunger for stories” (Wright, 2008 as cited in Hronova, 2011, p. 15). An storybook can be an ideal means for children
to learn a foreign language. Stories “can also served as the starting-point for other related language and learning
activities” (Ellis, et al., 1991, as cited in Hronova, 2011, p. 15).
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Georgiou and Verdugo (2010) refer to different reasons for providing storytelling to young learners. In a meaningful
context, storytelling can combine listening, speaking, reading and writing. Georgiou and Verdugo (2010) believe that in
a meaningful context, grammar, vocabulary and speech that can support comprehension are presented through stories.
Storytelling “fosters cultural awareness and offers values and beliefs. It stimulates children's curiosity and encourages
them to learn more about the world” (Georgiou & Verdugo, 2010 as cited in Soleimani & Akbari, 2013, p.4005 ). To
Wasik and Bond (2001), stories can make language comprehensible and memorable. Gibbons (2002) believes that
stories are suitable scaffolding tools which can help learning process. In addition, learners can progress gradually in
their own construction and reconstruction of knowledge (Georgiou & Dolores, 2010 as cited in Soleimani & Akbari,
2013, p.4005).

When the learners retell or remember the plot of the story, the story can help them to foster cognitive and social skills.
“[C]cognitive activities such as identifying characters, comparing their behaviors and reactions during story and
defining concepts, lead to develop concrete thinking, and cognitive activities such as: reasoning, finding solution, and
creative ending lead to develop abstract thinking” (Soleimani & Akbari, 2013, p.4005). To Dolakova (2008) a fluent
stream is provided by the story which makes the children listen better and help them to produce or reproduce it. It seems
that children are able to understand the stories even if they do not know the meaning of any word that has been used in
the story. “Since they [children] can use the predictive power of the text which help them to guess the meaning; they
also use the gesture, the posture, and the intonation of storyteller to process and understand the meaning (Dolakova,
2008, as cited in Soleimani & Akbari, 2013, p.4005).

According to Dolakova (2008), stories are known based on their contents as “classical tales, animal tales or fables,
repetitive and cumulative tales, adventures and romantic stories, poem, rhymes, songs and chants” (cited in Dolakova,
2008, p.267). Dolakova (2008) also stated that classical tales are the most common types of tales for children of
different cultures. In this case, the children are familiar with the plot, characters and can guess the ending of these types
of stories. Thus, they are able to guess the meaning of the unknown words. However, these types of stories have some
problems like the length of the stories and the large number of the words which avoid teachers from using them in the
classroom.

Since children like animals, these types of stories are the most popular tales among the children. Children mostly like
the characters of these stories which are animals and these animals because talk and think like human beings. Children
like to imitate the behaviors and actions of the characters in these stories (Dolakova, 2008).

According to Dolakova (2008), some types of tales like repetitive and cumulative tales are very suitable for learning
language because their plots are short and they contain repetitive rhythms which can assist children remember the plot
of the stories and also enable them to reproduce words and structures in a very short time. In addition, these stories
include some comprehensive answers for children’s repetitive questions which make the teacher or parents exhausted.

Other types of stories which are popular among children are adventurous and romantic stories, because they contain
some hero and heroine characters that are attractive for the children. Moreover, they include some bad characters that
are bad, ugly and nasty. Children like these types of stories because they always have happy endings and they can see
the overcoming of good or positive characters over bad or negative ones. Dolakova (2008) believes that Cinderella is
the most familiar adventurous and romantic story for the children. Dolakova (2008, as cited in Soleimani & Akbari,
2013, p.4006) also states that “Poems, rhymes, songs and chants are also great sources for listening because of the
repetitive nature of rhymes, their plot and their imaginative nature; they can foster the motivation and language ability
of children.”

2. Review of Related Literature

A powerful and effective way to increase the level of vocabulary acquisition in an EFL context is storytelling Maldelez
(2010). Motivation and interest of the students will be developed by the use of storytelling method (Moon & Maeng,
2012). Gonzalez (2010) identified that some stories which are used for children in language centers to teach a foreign
language can motivate and increase their participation for conducting different activities in the classroom. There are
numerous studies on the effect of storytelling on learning a second language. Isbell, et al. (2004) explored the impact of
storytelling on increasing the reading comprehension among young learners. The outcome of their study revealed that
storytelling was effective for improving the comprehension skills among the children. They concluded that the children
who listened to the stories had greater reading comprehension than those children who just read the stories. To
Cameron (2001), storytelling is a kind of oral activity that has been designed for both listening and involvement, and it
can make children participate in class activities. He asserts that eye contact between the teacher and the children can
play an essential role in storytelling because eye contact is a kind of behavior which is natural in communication, and it
can increase the communication ability among the students in the classroom. To Baker and Greene (1985, as cited in
Lenox, 2000, p. 1) “telling a story is giving a gift . . . storytelling brings to the listener heightened awareness—a sense
of wonder, of mystery, of reverence for life”. They also refer to storytelling as a “gift of understanding of self and
others, and understanding the story itself” (Baker and Greenel977, as cited in Soleimani & Akbari, 2013, p.40006).
Some researchers (e.g. Kaderavek & justice, 2002; Rubin & Wilson, 1995; Snow, 1983) believe that reading story
books by teachers in the classroom is a very suitable activity which is recommended in educational literature, and it is
beneficial for children’s language learning. According to Alna (1999), except the entertainment value of storytelling, it
may have some value as an educational tool and the role of storytelling has been highlighted for many teachers and
scholars. Farrell and Nessel (1982) believe that storytelling is very useful in the reading classroom.
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Storytelling is almost always used in nearly all nursery schools and kindergartens in Iran. In fact, it is a kind of tradition
among Iranian families. Most children are familiar with “lots of archetypes, plot structures, different types of characters
and themes, and they also know a large amount of fables and anecdotes which they inherited from their ancestors”
(Soleimani & Akbari, 2013, p.4006). Despite the familiarities of children with these stories, unfortunately they are not
comprehensively used in language classes for children (Soleimani & Akbari, 2013). Vocabulary plays an important role
in learning a second or foreign language. However, the children are taught vocabulary based on rote learning method.
Teachers mostly ask the children to repeat or memorize a large number of words. Or, they ask the children to match
words with the pictures. Children learn these words through their pictures, out of text. Total Physical Response (TPR) is
another method of teaching vocabulary in Iran, and by using this method, teachers teach action verbs. (Soleimani &
Akbari, 2013). Teachers also use some songs for teaching vocabulary for kindergarten students. However, it is not a
meaningful method of learning vocabulary. As the children do not know the meaning of the words, they just repeat the
words without understanding their meanings. Regarding this issue, the researcher of the current study is going to
investigate the effectiveness of storytelling on vocabulary learning among the children in a kindergarten. To this end,
the research question is as follows: Is storytelling effective in improving the vocabulary learning among the children in
a kindergarten?

3. Methodology
3.1 Participants

The participants of the present study were 20 children (9 boys and 11 girls) in a private kindergarten in Kerman Iran.
The average age of the participants was five. These children were taught with the same English textbook and they had
the same English teacher.

3.2 Instruments

In the current study an English storybook was chosen to teach the participants in the kindergarten. The textbook that
was taught was Three Bears. In addition, the researcher made a vocabulary test to be administered as pre and post-tests.
In order to motivate the children, they were given some stickers as gifts.

3.3 Procedure

The researcher prepared a vocabulary test from their storybook. The vocabulary test included both known and unknown
vocabulary. Known words were those that were taught in the kindergarten, and unknown words were those words in the
storybook which were new and unfamiliar for the children. In this stage, the researcher asked their English teacher
about the vocabulary knowledge of the children in the class and also was consulted about the more familiar and less
familiar items for children. The vocabulary test was a multiple choice test with pictures. Since the children were not
able to read or write, the teacher read the words for them and they ticked the correct answers. To this end, the teacher
read the words and the children ticked the answers on answer sheets which had been prepared in advance.

Then, the English teacher taught the storybook in three stages: pre-storytelling, during-storytelling, and post-storytelling
stages. Pre-storytelling stage continued for 3 sessions, each lasted one hour. The main aim of pre-storytelling was to
prepare the children for better comprehending of the story. Therefore, they were motivated to listen and follow the
story. Then, the teacher tried to introduce the new words by the help of some flashcards and asked children to draw
some pictures of new words.

The second stage was during-storytelling stage, which lasted 3 sessions; each session lasted one hour. During the first
session of this stage, the teacher read half of the story for children, and they were shown some pictures. Then, the
teacher asked them some questions based on the pictures. The teacher kept on reading the rest of the story to keep them
motivated and active. Post-storytelling was the last stage which lasted two sessions “which was the generalization of the
new knowledge to the student's real life” (Soleimani & Akbari, 2013, p. 4007). In this stage, the teacher asked children
some questions about their lives. Finally, the teacher administered the post test. The teacher read the new words and the
children ticked their answers.

4. Results

Table 1 indicates the descriptive statistics of the pretest. In this Table, the Skewness value is -.347 and the Standard
Error of Skewness is .411. As shown in this Table, the Skewness value is less than the two times value of Standard
Error of Skewness.

Tablel. Descriptive statistics for the Pretest

Mean  Std. Median Mode  Std. variance Skewness Std. Error of Range Max. Min.
Error of Deviation Skewness
Mean

1930  .654 18.00 18 2.79 14.465 -.347 411 14 15 29

Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics of the posttest. In this table, the Skewness value is -.460 and the Standard Error
of Skewness .379. As illustrated inTable 2, the Skewness value is less than the standard error of skewness.
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Table2. Descriptive statistics for the Posttest

Mean  Std. Median Mode  Std. variance Skewness Std. Error of Range Max. Min.
Error of Deviation Skewness
Mean

2340 537 23.00 22 3.36 11.748 -.465 411 13 18 31

As shown in table3, one sample kolmogorov-smirnove test was done. Asymp. Sig.(2 tailed) reveals that both pretest
and post test are more than the p. value 0.05.Thus, the results show the existence of a normal distribution.

Table3. One-Sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test

pretest posttest

N 20 20
Normal parameters Mean 19.30 23.40
Most extreme differences  Std. deviation 2.79 3.36

Absolute 142 128

Positive .094 .082

Negative -.142 -.128
Kolmogorov-Smirnov Z .854 .649
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) 326 .673

5. Discussion

The statistical data obtained from the vocabulary test indicates that storytelling is an effective way to improve the
abilities of vocabulary learning for children in kindergartens. As it was mentioned earlier, there was one group of five-
year-old children and a vocabulary test was administered as pre and post-test. Then, the results of pre and post-test were
compared. The results revealed that the children in the post-test performed better in the vocabulary test. Moreover, in
comparison to the pre-test, the mean of the group in the post-test showed a significant increase. This indicates that
storytelling is effective in improving the children’s vocabulary learning.

The findings of the current study was in line with the earlier study by Ab Rashid (2012) which reported that storytelling
was effective in increasing vocabulary learning of less proficient young adults. Mohamad Rafik (2005) was another
researcher in the area of storytelling who investigated the effects of storytelling on the elementary students. He found
that storytelling was effective for the elementary students. Joyce (2011) investigated the impacts of song picture books
on the vocabulary acquisition among the children in kindergarten. He found that song picture books had a positive
effect on increasing the vocabulary acquisition of students in kindergarten.

Although the researcher tried her best to eliminate the limitations, there were inevitably a few minor limitations while
conducting this study. Thus, these limitations should be taken into account when further research is designed. One
limitation was the sample size which was small with 20 children in a kindergarten. Thus, a larger group of children in
kindergarten or preschool may have a different result. Another limitation is related to the duration of the study which
was limited to six sessions a longer duration of instruction may have provided different results.

6. Conclusion

The statistical analysis indicated that storytelling can be a helpful method for children and it increases vocabulary
learning. Since there are not adequate studies related to the effectiveness of story and storytelling, story books are not
used widely in kindergarten, preschools and nursery schools in Iran. However, the results of the current study allow the
teachers or course designers to see the potential and effectiveness of storytelling in increasing the vocabulary learning
among the children in kindergartens and preschools. In addition, the outcomes of this study reveal that storytelling
enables children to learn the vocabulary in context. However, further studies are required to be conducted to investigate
how to best use of children’s stories to improve learning a second or foreign languages among children in kindergartens
and preschools.
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