
Storytelling for Literacy and Connectedness: The Storyteller’s Tale	
!
As the Manager of Kempsey Library for many years, Gabi Brie had a thorough 
understanding of the literacy needs of the Macleay Valley Community. She conceived the  	

Storytelling for Literacy and Connectedness Project, and received funding from the 
Macleay Valley Communities for Children, for its implementation. Funded for two and a 
half years, July 2011 – December 2013, the purpose of the project was to provide a range 
of literacy experiences to families with young children, who had little current contact 
with structured children’s activities. The most obvious medium to deliver such a 
programme that promoted family literacy and forged connectedness, was with outreach 
storytimes.  !
During the project’s duration, 180 storytimes were presented to 18 different groups in 
seven townships throughout the shire: Kempsey, Willawarrin, Bellbrook, Frederickton, 
Smithtown, Stuart’s Point and South West Rocks. Some of these groups were visited once 
and others on a regular basis, up to twenty times. The groups were comprised mainly of 
assisted playgroups, but also included two Aboriginal preschools, a local preschool and 
specific children’s groups. !
I was engaged as the project’s storyteller and worked with my husband, photographer, 
Roman Schatz, and for the first half of the project, Aboriginal trainee storyteller, Tiffany 
Sines. Our presentations were all under an hour and incorporated a storytime focusing on 
oral literature, visual, dramatic and musical storytelling as well as reading picture books 
aloud. Puppets, percussion instruments, and storyboards were also used in the storytime. 
Following was the opportunity for parents, carers or early childhood educators to discuss 
issues about parenting, child development, health, education and literary services. !
In addition to presenting storytimes, the book Tell Me Too: Tales for Terrific Talkers 
(2002), authored by Speech Pathologist, Kerrie Murphy and myself, was given to parents 
and carers. This written resource was designed to assist participants in understanding 
their child’s speech and language development and give exercises and examples of oral 
literature that can promote it. Locally produced children’s books and leaflets promoting 
literacy were also disseminated to participants. Oral literature packs containing rhymes, 
songs and stories presented in the storytimes were also made available to educators. All 
participants were given application forms to join the library. !
A number of issues were identified throughout the project and informed the structure and 
content of the storytime sessions. These ranged from particular group preferences through 
to serious health issues. For example, some groups worked on themes and requested 
sessions that connected with their ideas, which we were able to programme for. Other 
groups were unstructured so we maintained a flexibility with the content and space to 
work with whoever was present on the day. 



The most serious health and social issues included the following: A high percentage of 
hearing problems in young Aboriginal children caused through persistent ear infections, 
the need for speech pathologists to see many young children because of speech and 
language development delays, low literacy levels in many parents and the need for 
ongoing economic, social and educational support for many mothers.  !
Many playgroup participants were economically disadvantaged and isolated. They did not 
own a car or have access to one, so were dependant on support services, inadequate 
public transport or their own social network. The co-ordinators of the assisted playgroups 
and young mothers’ groups picked up their clients so they could attend. Additionally, 
many participants regularly had sick children, family trauma, breakdown or loss and 
mental health issues to deal with. For many participants these issues combined with their 
lack of formal education and/or learning difficulties meant that they did not initiate many 
literacy activities with their children. For some groups this was not perceived as 
important, in contrast with more pressing social and health issues. !
As we were guests coming into existing groups in the main, we did not feel we could 
impose rules on the participants’ space; only explain protocols for listening and 
behaviour. Group co-ordinators varied in their ability to create positive listening and 
interacting environments with full participation of adults and children.  !
Health promotion rhymes, and stories building children’s self esteem were created, and 
integral to the content of many storytimes, and Aboriginal educators at Dalai Scribbly 
Gum Aboriginal Preschool incorporated them into their programmes. Individual parents 
also related that they were sharing the songs and rhymes learnt in the storytimes, with 
their children at home.   !
A key element of the project was modeling, both to the children and parents. We wanted 
to demonstrate that every adult is a teacher and has something to offer their child, in the 
form of a rhyme, a song or a story, and that this is also an enjoyable shared learning 
experience. !
Professional Development and Connecting Groups with the Broader Community  !
Over the project’s duration many children became old enough to attend school.  We gave 
concerts connecting the storytime playgroups with two local schools where children who 
attended the playgroups were now enrolled.  !
Two independent applied storytelling workshops for Early Childhood Educators in the 
region and an introduction to storytelling Seminar for students studying Early Childhood 
education at TAFE were presented. 
Two public concerts for local organisations to celebrate Child Protection Week in 2012 
and 2013, with storytelling performances advocating the empowerment of children. 



Three recommendations for continued promotion of Family Literacy: !
Kempsey Library !
Kempsey Library plays a key role in connecting families and community organizations in 
the Macleay Valley, and should be appropriately funded to continue its essential work in 
servicing the literacy needs of its community. To this end their monthly storytime and 
baby bounce sessions should be a weekly events and made accessible to isolated families 
through the provision of a community van which would provide a Literacy Lift to Library 
Storytime. Participants from supported playgroups and young mothers groups could 
register to attend and be picked up, free of charge. 
  
Playgroups !
Incorporate a 10-15 minute storytime at each playgroup where all participants under the 
leadership of a co-ordinator are asked to present an example of oral literature such as a 
rhyme, song, riddle or story, or read a picture book. Each playgroup invest in a library of 
oral resources and additional literacy advocacy training for their staff to create a viable 
storytime/language programme. !
To achieve successful Playgroup Storytime/Language programmes, specific Storytime 
training for Early Childhood Educators and Support Workers co-ordinating these groups 
needs to be undertaken.  !
Community Literacy Programmes with Morgan Schatz Blackrose !
A proposal:   !
A series of six week programmes of literacy sessions for young families with the focus on 
literacy learning through teaching your children.  
Presenter: Author and storyteller Morgan Schatz Blackrose 
Aims: To promote family literacy, strengthen families, train parents to become literacy 
advocates for their children. 
Concepts: Modeling, Be the Story, Discovering Childhood in your family. 
Content: Making family books, Oral literature, Reading Aloud !
Photographs !
A selection of photographs from the project, taken by Roman, are presented for your 
enjoyment.	
!
Copyright Morgan Schatz Blackrose and Roman Schatz 2013.	
!
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An active and engaged pre-school group in an outdoor storytime.	
!

��� 	
!
Mother and daughter with Kempsey Library’s Old Macdonald Puppet set.	




��� 	
!
Telling their own version of Little Red Riding Hood with Morgan’s puppet doll	


��� 	
!
This playgroup uses a parachute to define the listening area.	




��� 	
!!
Lap rhymes rocking high!	




��� 	

Oh Grandma who is that coming into your house?	


��� The 
Dinosaur rhyme. Always a big favourite.	
!



��� 	
!
We love The Little Platypus Song.	


��� 	
!
Mother and daughter sharing the joy of rhyme.	




��� 	
!
Father and son sharing a Library book.	




��� 	
!
Young mothers and their kids enjoying storytime.	
!

��� 	

Stories are for everyone!	




��� 	
!
Tiffany reading to an enthralled listener.	
!

��� 	
!
Young mother and son exploring a book. 	




���  	
!!
Roman showing that Dad’s love books too.


