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Talk with tales for Children (TWIiTCH)

Fufy Demissie, Sheffield Hallam University
Becky Cook, Executive Headteacher, Waterton Academy

This article explores the key features of the Talk with Tales for Children (TWIiTCH)
programme, its pedagogic aims, and its impact on both practitioners and children.
Using TWIiTCH over an academic year led to improvements in practitioners’
questioning styles and enhanced children's language and reasoning skills. The
TWITCH programme has the potential to be a valuable tool for promoting oracy in the
early years.

Introduction

In her groundbreaking book, ‘The forgotten power of reading aloud’, Gurdon makes a
powerful case for the cognitive, social and emotional benefits of shared book reading
(SBR) (Gurdon, 2019). However, many young children are missing out on these
valuable experiences.

According to BookTrust (2024), fewer than half of 0-2 year-olds are read to daily, and
1 in 5 children aged 0-4 have a book read to them less than once a month, while less
than half of 0-7 year-olds hear a bedtime story (www.booktrust.org). This decline is
linked to the growing pressures of family life and the impact of digital technology in the
home. Additionally, the increasing focus on decoding skills has left early years
practitioners with little time to prioritise shared book reading.

Talk with tales With Children (TWITCH) is a professional development programme
funded by the DfE through the covid recovery programme in 2021. It is a holistic
programme designed to support practitioners’ use of interactive/shared book sharing
which draws on the principles of repeated reading and dialogic reading principles. In
this article we report the findings from a pilot study that shows the programme’s
promising effects on adults’ confidence in using facilitative interaction styles during
story time and children’s language. Our practitioners are educators in the private and
voluntary sector (PVIs) and teachers of 3—4-year-olds in nursery schools.

Shared Book Reading

Shared book reading commonly involves parents and educators reading texts aloud
to children, using eye contact, gestures, comments, questions and explanations to
engage children in the story.

Book sharing as an educational practice emerged in New Zealand in the 1980s. The
practice was encouraged to address the perceived disadvantage of children without a
book sharing culture at home. Based on the natural language acquisition theory, it
proposed that text-based talk and discussion was highly effective in developing
vocabulary and phonological awareness. (Holdaway, 1982).


http://www.booktrust.org/

Recent research has also shown SBR’s impact on conceptual knowledge, inferential
language skills and reading for pleasure, seen as predictive of future success
irrespective of socio-economic backgrounds (Sun et al., 2024).

Why traditional tales?

Traditional tales provide a rich opportunity for shared book reading. The simple story
lines and moral dilemmas offer enticing opportunities for dialogue. In Goldilocks and
the Three Bears, for instance, the idea of danger looms behind her trip to the forest as
well as ‘stealing’ when she eats the bears’ porridge.

Children are drawn to these themes because they are familiar with adult warnings like,
"Don’t cross the road on your own" or "Don’t take things that aren’t yours." Questions
such as, "Did Goldilocks make good choices or bad choices?" encourage children to
explore different characters’ perspectives and grapple with complex ideas—all within
the safe context of the story.

Dialogic reading

Since Holdaway’s pioneering work, research has consistently highlighted the benefits
of shared book reading for children’s literacy development. More recently, attention
has focused on the impact of dialogic reading—a technique that uses structured
questions (such as recall, open-ended, ‘wh’ questions, and distancing prompts,
questions to relate the story to their own experiences) and the Prompt, Evaluate,
Expand, and Repeat (PEER) strategies to foster deeper dialogue around the text.
Studies have shown that dialogic reading significantly enhances children’s
engagement, vocabulary, verbal fluency, and understanding of story structure
(Whitehurst et al., 1988).

Repeated reading

Building on children’s natural affinity for repetition, researchers have also highlighted
the benefits of repeated reading. Repetition increases familiarity with the story and
creates more opportunities for learning vocabulary and engagement in higher order
language and thinking.

The importance of repetition also seems to have a cognitive science dimension.
Repetition and routine are integral to how young children learn about the world around
them and develops memory and attention skills, comprehension, reasoning and
abstract thinking. Repeated exposure to the same story means more opportunities to
encode the story and more in-depth engagement.

Puppets as a pedagogical tool

The value of puppets as a learning tool in the early years is well-documented. In the
TWIiTCH programme, practitioners use Rabbit the puppet (known by some



practitioners as TWIiTCH) to model vocabulary and dialogue and encourage the
children to engage in the discussions.

The TWITCH project

TWITCH is a professional development programme designed to build practitioner
confidence in facilitating text-based talk through repeated reading and use of dialogic
reading principles. Specifically, TWiTCH draws practitioners’ attention to the moral
dilemmas in traditional tales as a focus for reflection and deliberation. The programme
is designed for 3—4-year-olds (although some have adapted it to older and younger
children). lItis based on 9 traditional tales with each lasting for 3 weeks (see Table 2).

The TWIiTCH programme

The programme includes lesson plans and additional activities to support the stories.
In addition, each setting/school nominates a TWITCH champion who is trained to
facilitate and support other members of staff to implement TWIiTCH. Each setting
receives a resource bag containing 9 books, story spoons, key vocabulary and a
TWITCH rabbit to model the vocabulary and reasoning language that the practitioners
are aiming to embed.

In week 1 the focus is on developing children’s knowledge and understanding of the
story, through a series of dialogic reading prompts, such as recall, prediction and
sequencing. In week 2, practitioners focus on choice-based language games to
promote thinking and reasoning, such as ‘Did Goldilocks make a good choice or a bad
choice when she ate baby bears’ porridge?’ (see Table 1).

Week 1

Week 2

Day 1

Recall prompt ‘What can you
see on this page?’

Re-read/story

Day 2

Open ended questions’
‘What does Goldilocks look
like?’

Distancing prompt: Is sharing always a
good idea? But what if your friends
don'’t share with you?

Day 3

Sequence prompt’ What
happened first, then, at the
end?’

Distancing prompt: ‘Did Goldilocks
make a good choice or a not so good
choice?’

Day 4

Recall prompt ‘Which bit of
the story did you like best?’

Distancing prompt: ‘Was Goldilocks
silly or brave?’

Day 5

Prediction prompt ‘What do
you think is going to happen
next?

Re-read story

Table 1: Examples of practitioner comments/questioning guidance




After Rabbit the puppet models some responses, the children are asked for their
views, with the adult using the RCRI strategy (Repeat, Check, Reason and Imagine)
and comments/questions to extend the conversation. The purpose of week 3 is to
provide opportunities for children who may need additional exposure to the story
(through re-reading and repeating activities from week 1 and 2) and for children to
access the story in continuous provision, e.g. role play, cooking or block play.

The TWITCH coach is a key part of the programme. In addition to training practitioners,
they build supportive relationships with settings, actively promote facilitative
questioning, and encourage collaborative reflection through peer observation and
feedback. Although coaches are responsive to settings’ needs, a key focus during the
3 coaching visits in the year is to develop practitioners confidence in using RCRI:

Repeat (repeat the child/children’s response)
Checking (asking if they have got it right),
Reason (asking for reasons), and

Imagine (asking a What if question relating to the dilemma).

Week 1 activities Week 2 activities Week 3 activities
Day 1 | Getting to know the | Read story/review
story Reread story activities

from Week 1 and 2 for
children who may need
Day 2 | Read /characters in the | Exploring and | extra input

story discussing big ideas

Embed story in
Day 3 | Read story/sequencing | Choice-based activities | continuous provision
on the big ideas

Day 4 | Read story/recall story | Selecting and justifying
adjectives to describe
characters

Day 5 | Read story/predict Re-read story

Table 2: The TWITCH programme structure

Project practitioners’ experiences of TWiTCH

Practitioners reported that the repetitive structure helped them to deliver the sessions
although there were some challenges with the reasoning activities introduced in Week
2 (See table 1), which were seen as difficult for some children, at least initially. They
also valued the importance attached to children’s ‘voice’ and how TWIiTCH enabled



them to support children to lead with discussion, give time for children to ‘think and
reflect’ and to share ideas.

In terms of their own confidence levels, they reported a positive impact on their
understanding of facilitating talk with children, improvement in their questioning skills,
and their ability to facilitate discussions with children. As a result, they noted a growing
confidence in and awareness of using a larger variety of questions.

“‘Now I'm constantly asking them for reasons - their thinking extends, and they
just keep going with the talking!" "Before TWiTCH Storytime was my worst fear.
Now I'm more confident, | feel like | have structure, and | know what's coming.”

This is further illustrated in one of the coach’s experiences of supporting settings:

Everyone from least to most experienced has found TWiTCH to have improved
their confidence, questioning skills (biggest improvement) and changed how
they deliver their story time. Using one book for three weeks with all of the
elements of TWITCH is something they love, say works and definitely will
continue to follow and develop with their own stories (Coach 1).

TWITCH has had an enormous impact on the confidence of some of our more
reserved staff. It has enabled them to read stories to the children using meaning
and expression. It has also helped them to gain confidence in their ability to ask
appropriate questions and wait for the answers. As manager of a large setting,
| have noticed a difference in the way a book is read or a story told (Coach 2).

This is important because curriculum pressures and policy directives have impacted
on SBR opportunities in nurseries and schools. Educators are increasingly pressured
and incentivised to prioritise phonics, leaving little time for regular high quality book
sharing activities. Thus, where there is educational pressure to focus on decoding,
children may miss the opportunity to engage in high quality SBR experiences.

Resources, repetition, giving children a
The most positive aspects of | voice, children’s progress, communication

TWITCH and language development
Ways TWITCH has impacted on | Staff enjoyment and growth in confidence,
practice use of a variety of questions, focus on

children giving reasons,

Ways the programme has impacted | Children becoming story tellers, children’s
on children enjoyment, increased engagement in
stories, confidence to speak and give
opinions and reasoning, growing confidence,
longer sentences

Challenges encountered Expectations of week 2, managing group
sizes, space




Table 2 project practitioners responses

TWITCH - a case study of four pre-schools

Our four pre-schools, all located in the North of England serve an area of
disadvantages. They are overseen by one executive headteacher and are part of
an Academy Trust. In 2023-4, the settings participated in an EEF pilot study for the
TWIiTCH programme.

A total of 22 staff members and 199 children took part in the initial programme over
the course of one academic year. Staff at the pre-schools reported very positive
outcomes :in addition to significant gains (37% increase) in children’s understanding
of key concepts over the year, they also observed the following:

¢ Boys showing a strong interest in books during self-initiated activities

e All children developing a love of story time and recognising the value of
books and storytelling

e Children confidently using new vocabulary in everyday play and
conversation

e Children applying their understanding of key concepts across all areas of
provision

e Children using talk to explore and extend their ideas during play

e Children engaging in discussions around moral dilemmas

e Children recalling stories and events with greater accuracy and
articulation

e Children demonstrating improved ability to sequence events correctly.

The staff encountered some initial challenges in implementing TWITCH. These
included children’s attention and listening skills at the start, some staff’s initial
reluctance to read stories aloud with the puppet and ensuring staff consistency in
implementing the programme. Staff experience varied widely -from very
experienced practitioners who ‘didn’t see the point’ to college leavers with limited
experience. Most of the challenges were addressed by discussing things through as
a team, attending the training, adjusting sessions to meet children’s needs and
supportive management that helped staff to plan and implement the sessions.

The children’s enthusiasm for the stories also reached the home environment. To
cater for this, the settings involved parents through sharing story sacks, providing
guidance and offering a focused TWIiTCH ‘stay and play’ session as part of their
parent programmes.

Families now have access to the original TWiTCH tales and further new additions
for this year via a QR code which is sent out on their management information app
and posted in the cloakrooms. Furthermore, they have developed a private YouTube
channel where families can listen to the stories being read by staff and see the pages
of the books as they listen.




Overall, the TWITCH programme was well received by staff, children and parents
and the settings have continued with the programme as part of their daily routine.

Impact on children

Practitioner perspectives highlighted TWITCH’s positive impact on children’s verbal
skills, such as, improving their story telling in provision and using ‘longer’ utterances.
Children’s attitudes and participation also improved, evident in their ‘enjoyment,
engagement and participation in activities and stories.’. Practitioners provided a wealth
of case studies to illustrate improved confidence to speak and give opinions and
reasons particularly for children who were reluctant to speak and had additional needs.

“This child did not speak to us at all when he first started with us. Since
accessing TWITCH every day, he can hold a full conversation with staff and
other children within the setting. He expresses his wants and needs throughout
the day” (Setting 1)

“Child F started in our nursery in September and lacked confidence in social
situations. He needed lots of prompting to offer ideas and opinions and rarely
engaged with stories. He engaged in the TWITCH programme straight away in
September. At the start of the programme, he did not want to contribute to any
sessions but soon gained the confidence to hold the talking carrot and point to
pages to offer his ideas. Fast forward 8 months and he now has so much to say
during TWITCH sessions. He talks about villainous characters with excitement
and animation, and he has grown so much in confidence when role playing with
a group of peers. He can often be found in the reading area, taking on different
voices for different characters and he often wants to share a story with an adult!”
(Setting 2)

“Child A has really benefitted from taking part in the twitch programme, in the
early stages child A was quieter and would give one-word answers. In the last
three months we have seen that child A is a lot more confident with in the circle
and giving us answers with reasons. She really has found her voice.” (Setting
3).

These findings are important because where children have opportunities to access
SBR, they can develop a love of reading, expressive and receptive language and the
associated social and emotional benefits. For some children in particular, the effects
are magnified; keen readers from disadvantaged groups have comparable educational
outcomes with their more advantaged peers.
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Reflections

Overall, the programme indicated promising findings about the potential of dialogic
reading and repeated readings of traditional tales on practitioners’ confidence in using
story time effectively (through improved questioning) and developing children’s
language and reading readiness. However, whilst the article has primarily focused on
picture books, this is not to discount the role of digital books and media technologies
to promote language development. Indeed, research has shown their potential for
mediating high quality talk and interaction.

More broadly the programme draws attention to some fundamental concerns within
the early years context. Professional development opportunities are limited and/or
often lack scaffolded and sustained support to implement change. In addition,
intervention programmes do not often fit in with existing routines. By prioritising a
familiar routine (story time), the programme minimised practitioners’ cognitive overload
and offered an opportunity for practitioners to notice, practice and refine their
questioning and interaction styles.

TWITCH offers practitioners a professional development opportunity to support a key
element of their existing practice. The findings from this pilot study suggests that
repeated reading and using dialogic reading principles with traditional tales can
enhance educators’ practice in supporting children’s language development and
engagement.
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