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1. INTRODUCTION

It is well-known that pre-service teachers do not read much. Although
they are usually considered expert readers (Colomer & Munita, 2013),
their reading habits (Chartier, 2004; Vélez & Rapetti, 2008; Yubero &
Larrafiaga, 2015) and their knowledge and capacity for interpreting lit-
erary texts (Diaz Armas, 2008; Duszynski, 2006) show they are not. In
fact, different studies have shown that they have a weak reading profile
and usually express disaffection for reading (Aguilar Rodenas, 2020).
Similarly, other studies (Contreras & Prats, 2015; Gallego &
Rodriguez, 2015; Skaar et al., 2018; Vera, 2017) have made it evident
that students from teaching degrees lack communicative skills and their
reading habit and motivation towards literature is insufficient (Apple-
gate et al., 2014; Vera, 2017). However, they should have a solid train-
ing in literature didactics to help their forthcoming students appreciate
literature (Mendoza, 2004). They should also find ways to immerse
their prospect students in language in all its dimensions, fostering not
only proficiency but also a deep appreciation for its nuances and cul-
tural context. In fact, the education of literary readers encompasses an
emotional dimension that goes beyond merely being an exemplary
reader who shares strategies and knowledge with their students. It in-
volves the act of instilling the joy of reading and actively participating
in the social realm of books, not just as an isolated endeavour but as a



shared experience within the broader literary community (Applegate et
al., 2014; Sanjuan, 2016). Hence, linguistic and literary training is un-
deniably needed (Aguilar Rédenas, 2020) so that future teachers’ com-
municative skills improve and so do their students’. In this educational
narrative, the roles of literary education and the art of storytelling
emerge as critical catalysts in the journey towards linguistic fluency.

Besides not being sufficiently skilled, some studies (Bozu & Aréanega,
2017; Medina & Pérez, 2017) have concluded that teachers do not feel
prepared enough to act as mediators when dealing with literature in the
classroom, that is, to act as facilitators and bring literature closer to
children. However, the change of paradigm in the process of teaching
and learning literature implies that the teacher adopts this role of medi-
ator as they are no longer seen as a person who only delivers content,
but as the person who acts as a mediator and thus facilitates the stu-
dents’ learning process by offering them the appropriate tools and strat-
egies (Colomer, 2006; Mendoza, 2004). Contreras (2020) also affirms
that mediators have an important role in literary education. In her study,
she found out that those students with a weaker reading profile were
those who could not mention any mediator related to their literary learn-
ing experiences. In contrast, students with a stronger reading profile
where those who reported more instances of dual mediation between
their family and teachers. Moreover, their memories related to literature
and their self-image as readers were consistently positive.

Pre-service teachers usually believe that the only books that have great
educational potential are those with a pedagogical criterion, forgetting
the artistic and literary ones (Aguilar, 2020). Hence, children’s litera-
ture usually goes not only overlooked but also undermined. Conse-
quently, pre-service teachers’ training in literary education is vital so
that they can make good use of literature in the classroom. Naturally, if
the previous literary education received by future teachers is insuffi-
cient, the training in the didactics of children's and youth literature dur-
ing their undergraduate studies will also not be effective (Colomer,
2013). In order to attain this objective, literary education should focus
on assisting students in their development as readers, providing them
with the necessary knowledge to produce, comprehend, and interpret



literary texts. Furthermore, it should equip them with the capability to
establish hypertextual connections and to formulate reasoned judge-
ments about what they have read. Importantly, literary education should
also address the cultivation of reading habits, the fostering of a positive
disposition toward literary endeavours, and active engagement within
the broader social sphere of literature (Mendoza, 2002; Munita, 2014).

In connection with this, it is essential that pre-service teachers are aware
of the importance of experienced readers to mediate learners’ learning,
organize activities, select books, and systematize knowledge (Munita,
2014; Munita & Manresa, 2012). In other words, formal training that
includes the informed organization and selection of books is needed,
both of these leading to the so much needed systematization of
knowledge. However, it cannot be forgotten that there is a direct rela-
tionship between the teacher's reading profile and the reading education
practices they provide to their students. In fact, teachers bring their own
reading practices into the classroom, which influence their teaching
practice (McKool & Gespass, 2009; Morrison et al., 1999; Trotman &
Kerr, 2001). It is therefore imperative that reading literature is fostered
in nowadays’ schools so that students’ literacy does not continue to di-
minish. Consequently, it is necessary that future teachers are trained on
children’s literature and its didactics, both theoretical and practical
(Martin & Rascon, 2015).

As Trotman and Kerr (2001) claim, pre-service teachers’ own experi-
ences as learners have a great impact during their training as future
teachers. Contreras (2020) states that although some pre-service teach-
ers had literature school mediators who were of little significance to
them, these teachers they had at school may have inadvertently become
their models. Consequently, when they themselves act as mediators,
they may also lack significance to their own students because, as it has
already been pointed out, one’s personal biography becomes a signifi-
cant influence in the construction of a teacher’s identity and thus, it
should be addressed during their university education (Berrios Barra,
2018; Diaz-Plaja & Prats, 2013). Hence, it is important to delve into
prospective teachers’ perceptions as regards the use of literature in the
English as a foreign language classroom and the importance of being



trained on communication skills since their beliefs are key to explain
the actions they will undertake in the classroom in the future (Ramirez
etal., 2012). Moreover, exploring pre-service teachers’ beliefs can have
important implications in the teaching degrees, which must address,
among other aspects, the modification of preconceived ideas of future
educators (Tatto & Coupland, 2003).

2. OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Considering what has been explained in the previous section and the
lack of research into the importance of communicative and storytelling
skills in pre- and in-service teachers, the aim of the present study is to
examine future teachers’ perceptions on being trained to improve their
communicative and storytelling skills in the English as a foreign lan-
guage (EFL) classroom. The research questions (RQ) the present study
seeks to answer are:

— RQI1: In students’ views, to what extend do the activities pro-
posed throughout the subject help them improve their commu-
nicative skills?

— RQ2: What are the pre-service teachers’ beliefs on the im-
portance of using stories to teach in Early Years and Primary
(PE) education?

3. METHODOLOGY

In order to answer the RQs, mixed methods were used. On the one hand,
participants were asked to answer a questionnaire at the end of the in-
tervention. On the other hand, they were also asked to write a critical
reflection which was analysed qualitatively.

3.1. PARTICIPANTS

A total of 23 students from the Primary Education (PE) degree attend-
ing the compulsory subject Learning English Using Stories participated
in the study. The Learning English Using Stories subject is taught dur-
ing the second semester of the last year of the university degree, and it



lasts for 3 months. All of the participants were studying to become Eng-
lish primary teachers.

3.2. INSTRUMENTS

To conduct the study, the following instruments and materials were
used.

3.2.1. Content materials

Different materials were tailored in order to teach students different
strategies to select good storybooks to work on EFL in the primary
classroom as well as strategies and techniques to become a good story-
teller. Therefore, students were given tips to read out aloud, develop
their confidence, assess their storytelling skills —pronunciation, stress,
rhythm, intonation and variation— and to communicate effectively. Par-
ticipants were also taught the kind of questions they could ask to in-
volve pupils actively in the story, to elicit language or information, to
arise curiosity and motivate learners, to encourage students to predict
and to check understanding, among others.

3.2.2. Google Sites

At the beginning of the course, students were asked to get in pairs so
that they could carry out a peer-assessment after each of the activities
performed during the course. Moreover, they were also asked to create
a Google Sites and to share it with both the teacher and their peer in
order that both of them could edit it. They were also encouraged to in-
troduce themselves and talk about their teaching and learning experi-
ence in foreign languages.

Once the foundations had been set, they were presented with the com-
pulsory tasks they would have to complete in their Google Sites —peer
assessments and critical reflection— during the course.
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FIGURE 1. Example of a student’s Google Sites design

Inicio . Expectations  Storybook  Storytelling  Storytellingreflection ~ Microteaching  Final reflect

Storytelling

Source: Student's Google Sites
Peer-assessment and self-assessment

The storytelling project consisted of two different stages. In the first
stage —storytelling in small groups—, learners carried out both a self-
assessment and a peer-assessment piece of writing. In the self-assess-
ment, they were asked to mention three things they considered they had
done well during their storytelling and three things they believed they
had not done so well. Stemming from that, they also had to clearly state
the course of action they intended to take to improve their storytelling
delivery in front of all their classmates at end of the course. The peer-
assessment followed the same pattern, only that instead of talking about
what they would do to improve their storytelling, peers had to provide
the storyteller with suggestions as to how to improve their performance.
In the second stage —storytelling in front of the whole group—, which
involved a competition element, learners had to offer their peers a rather
extensive peer assessment on Google Sites. In this case, no guidelines
were offered, but students were asked to consider all the content mate-
rials they had been offered during the course. Moreover, the rest of the
participants were given a rubric to punctuate the student who was de-
livering the story.
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Critical reflection task

At the end of the course, participants were asked to complete a critical
reflection task on their Google Sites. They were asked questions about:

— Feeling of learning as regards delivering stories.
— Usefulness of their classmates’ feedback.

— Steps taken between the first stage (storytelling in small
groups) and the final stage (competition) to improve their sto-
rytelling.

3.3. PROCEDURE

The project took place throughout eight weeks. At the beginning of the
course, students were taught about the project. After having been of-
fered the different theoretical materials presented above — techniques
and strategies to select a good storybook and become a good story-
teller—, learners were asked to select a storybook of their taste consid-
ering what they had been taught in class. Once all the students had se-
lected a storybook of their taste, they had to write it down in a forum
created for such purpose to make sure all the students had chosen a
different book. Then, in one of the lessons, students were allotted in
groups of 4 or 5 students. They had to tell the story in small groups and
each student explained their picture book to the rest of the students in
the group. After having told their story, the rest of the classmates in the
group mentioned three things they considered the presenter had done
well, three things they believed s/he had not done so well and finally,
suggestions on how to improve the storytelling. At the same time, the
storyteller had to write down three things s/he thought s/he had done
well, three things s/he thought s/he had done so not well and finally
what s/he would do to improve her/his final storytelling in front of the
whole class.

A week later, there was a competition which involved all the students
in the group. Individually, each student had to explain their storybook
in front of the rest of their classmates. While the storyteller was ex-
plaining the story, the other learners were given a rubric meant to
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punctuate the storyteller communication skills and the storytelling tech-
niques used. Once all the students had rated their peers’ performances,
the student with the highest punctuation of them all was awarded with
an extra 0.5 in the final mark of the subject. Moreover, students also
received some rather extensive peer assessment on their Google Sites
from their pair chosen at the beginning of the course.

FIGURE 2. Example of peer assessment on Google Sites

Last friday, Alba did her storytelling about "Me and my fear” by Francesca Sanna. Now, I will bring Alba a brief feedback about her storytelling.

First of all, Alba, thank you for sharing your storytelling about “Me and my fear” with us. | enjoyed listening to you and it was awesome to see how we can bring this
book, which I love, into a primary class. Then, in terms of communication, your English was clear and easy to understand and your intonation, rhythm, and stress fit the
speech well. However, I noticed some pauses in the right places, especially at the end of sentences and paragraphs, which sometimes made it difficult to follow the

story. To improve this fact, you can practice reading your story out loud and try to reduce the pauses gradually to improve your fluency and flow.

Additionally, I noticed that some individual sounds, both vowels and consonants, were not pronounced clearly and correctly. This could lead to misunderstandings,
especially for non-native speakers as your future students will be. To improve it, you can try practicing the specific sounds that you find difficult, for example, using

tongue twisters or listening to English speakers through online resources.

Focusing on the storytelling part, your storytelling techniques were excellent! You create a great atmosphere that guides us and engages us throughout the entire story.
You did a great job keeping the story moving at the right speed and pausing when needed to emphasize important parts. By using different intonations and rhythms for
each moment of the plot, you were making the story more interesting and helping us to understand what the feelings of the character were. Pointing at words also

helps to make the story more fun and realistic and even to help us be focused.

What was really impressive about your storytelling is how you can make us, as children, so interested in your story. We stopped making noise and listened carefully in
order to follow what you were saying. You have a special talent for connecting with your audience and making them feel involved in the story you're telling. This is a

great talent that you have, even though at your first minutes you were a little bit nervous.

To sum up, you did a great job with your storytelling. and with some practice, you can improve even more and become an even better storyteller in English. Keep up the

good work!

Source: Student’s Google Sites

At the end of the course, students were asked to answer a questionnaire
enquiring about their degree of agreement with a series of statements re-
garding the issues tackled along the term. The questionnaire was divided
into three big blocks. The first one, included questions related to the strat-
egies learnt to deliver a story, the second one focused on the importance
of primary teachers having good communication skills and finally, the
third one asked about peer assessment and the competition element in-
cluded in the project. They had to select the extent to which they disa-
greed or agreed from a scale from 1 to 4. Apart from answering the ques-
tionnaire, students had to write a final reflection on the subject. In this
critical reflection, they had to reflect on their learning process as regards
delivering stories and the usefulness of their classmates’ assessment.
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FIGURE 3. Example of final reflection on Google Sites

Contes i relats per aprendre a... ko Analyzing and recomending a book  Task 1 -Self reflection  Task 2 Storyteling  Storytelling reflection  Mis v

Storytelling

reflection

Once we have finished the Storytelling activity, | would like to reflect on my experience and on what | have bearned

from it

First of all, I'm going to talk about how | prepared my individual storytelling based oo the recommendations of my
colleagues when we practiced it in groups.

Afer practicing storytelling in small groups. | tried to imporve my skills by recording videos of myself doing the
storytelling at home. This allowed me to reflect on my performance and identity areas for improvement. | paid
particular attention to my pronunciation and made efforts to articulate words clearly. | also experimented with
emphasizing certain parts of the story through changes in ny tone and pace and | was able to refine my storytelling
technique accordingly. This self-reflective practice has been very helpful in improvieg my skills and iscreasing my
confidence as a storytelier.

Secondily, in terms of the indvidual storytelling done in class, | can affirm that observing my cassmates performing
their storytelling Ras been a useful experience for me. Through their narratives, | have learned the power of personal
expression, the art of capturing the audience’s attention, and the importance of empathy in storytelling. | have
observed the impact of using descriptions. emotional connections. 4nd questions to engage children. Furthermore.

secing my classmates’ storytelling styles and techs b 4 me to explore my and to Improve
my storytelling abilitics.

Regarding Carla's foedback on my storytelling. it has been important and helpfal for me to further enhance my skills. She pointed out some errors in my pronunciation of certain

words, which | had't been aware of. Her bas allawed me to of my ind to make an effort to get a clearer pronundiation in

English In addition. Carla’s pacing and pauses have in improving the flow of my storytelling 50 | have realized that strategic pauses can add emphasis
and make my stories more engaging.

Finally. | would like to remark that | appreciate Carla's comments, as they have helped me to becoase more aware of my areas for improvement and provided me with practical tips to
improve my storytelling techaique.
7’

Source: Student's Google Sites

3.4. DATA ANALYSIS

For the purpose of the study, data from the questionnaire and the critical
reflection task were analysed. The peer feedback offered on Google
Sites after each of the activities asked was not considered as we were
interested on students’ perceptions as regards their feeling of learning.
The critical reflections were analysed thematically, and the most recur-
rent topics were examined. Quotes were extracted to represent the main
ideas verbalized by the participants. Regarding the questionnaire, the
participants’ self-perceived usefulness of the content materials and the
self- and peer-assessment activities were considered. The degree of sat-
isfaction with the gamification element included in the project was also
calculated, the maximum being four and the minimum, one.
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4. RESULTS

The first RQ enquired about the helpfulness of the subject on improving
participants’ storytelling skills. Graphic 1 shows that this subject was
meaningful to students in several ways, especially regarding learning
the criteria to select books, the strategies to deliver stories and, to a
slightly lesser extent, to acquire more confidence when telling stories.
Somewhat mixed results appear when it comes to the peer-assessment
and self-assessment activities, which were not to the taste of all stu-
dents. That dislike appears specially regarding the gamification element
of the whole experience.

GRAPH 1. Usefulness of the subject
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Despite the highs and lows just described, all students considered this
subject to be a positive and enriching experience, with a special empha-
sis on the acquisition of storytelling techniques and strategies that they
had not considered before taking this subject, despite them being about
to finish their degree. They also mentioned the usefulness of peer-as-
sessment, and how, after this short yet intense course, they have started
feeling more prepared and self-confident to take stories to the EFL class.
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To answer RQI, critical reflections were also considered. They were
analysed, and quotes extracted and categorised in two main categories
—usefulness of the subject to learn how to deliver stories and usefulness
of the peer-assessment. Participants highlighted, among others, topics
like one’s feeling of reassurance after the course, thanks to several as-
pects, such as deliberate practice, and getting to enjoy the subject thanks
to a new approach to stories, where techniques to deliver them had been
taught explicitly. This subject was also a chance to learn about new
story books in English:

I’ve learnt the importance of using storytelling techniques throughout
the whole story, such as using different voices for different characters,
changing up the rhythm, pointing at words or pictures that are relevant
to the story and using props related to the story (stuffed animals for
instance). [P2_PG]

I got a lot of ideas and knowledge about books and of course about
reading books. [...] I learned in this class, working with books is a great
way to teach them English. I've been introduced to so many great chil-
dren's books and learned so much about the different ways to work with
books. [P5_JG]

The peer-assessment phase was also positively valued. Quite a few students
mentioned their feeling of embarrassment or insecurity at the beginning of
the course and how the dynamics of the sessions, along with the peer-as-
sessment helped them develop a sense of security. Practice was repeatedly
mentioned as key to success in the final storytelling performances.

When the activity of storytelling was suggested, I felt overwhelmed.
[...] Nevertheless, the outcome was different from what I thought. In
my opinion, through peer assessment, | have developed new strategies
to make storytelling about books more dynamic and enjoyable.
[P1_AA]

My classmate’s feedback has been very useful. I think that a pair of
somebody else’s eyes can always give you insight and objective feed-
back that you wouldn’t get otherwise. [P2_PG]

Without a doubt, being able to test your storytelling with a few col-
leagues has been a great help for me to improve the weak points I had
and thus be able to do it better on the day of the presentation. My col-
leagues commented on aspects of my storytelling that they liked a lot,
such as my expressiveness. However, apart from having good feedback,
I also had to pay attention to those things I had to improve. [P7 AL]
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Focusing on the RQ2 —pre-service teachers’ beliefs on the importance
of using stories to teach in Early childhood and Primary education—,
which targeted the main ontological axis of the course, that is, transmit-
ting the importance of storytelling in Early Years and Primary Educa-
tion, students state that they agree that they have become fully aware of
its relevance thanks to this subject, as they do as well in the sense that
training is needed in this domain.

GRAPH 2. Importance of stories in Early Years and Primary Education
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It is also important to point out that students emphasised how they be-
came aware of the usefulness of stories as a powerful tool to EFL and
how the subject was also a great opportunity to see that stories are cru-
cial for getting children’s attention and fostering their likes of books.
Therefore, as it can be extracted from the following quote, it seems that
this subject was also illuminating in the sense that it makes pre-service
teachers arise interest in books and see how important they are for chil-
dren’s education:

Without a doubt, I now give much more importance to encouraging

reading in the classroom, as it contributes to learning in a captivating
and dynamic way. [P7 AL]



5. DISCUSSION

In this study, we investigated pre-service PE students’ perceptions on
being trained to improve their communicative and storytelling skills in
the EFL classroom. The reasons for this were, first, that storytelling is
at the heart of Early Years Education and, though to a lesser extent but
also very present, in Primary Education. Second, it is known that stories
are useful not only to develop pupils’ creativity but also oracy and lit-
eracy skills, which are also crucial for one’s development of reading
comprehension, empathy and many other personal and academic
growth aspects. Overall, students affirmed that it was thanks to this sub-
ject that they realized not only this importance but also how necessary
it is to be trained in delivering stories. In other words, this subject
helped students acknowledge and understand that reading a story is not
just taking a book and start reading, but it requires prior and conscien-
cious training. Similarly, the results show that the totality of the partic-
ipant believe that this subject was useful for them, and that, throughout
the course, they had dealt with storytelling in ways they had never seen
before, which indeed helped them to express themselves in different
ways and gain self-confidence. Hence, this leads us to think that it
might be the case that storytelling is not very well represented in our
current Early Years Education and Primary Education degrees or that,
at least, the impact that previous subjects dealing with this topic had on
pre-service teachers was not enough.

Moreover, without being explicitly taught about the positive aspects
that storytelling has according to research to date, students mentioned
them in the reflections they wrote towards the end of the subject. They
mentioned the importance of storytelling techniques, gaining self-con-
fidence in expressing oneself and narrating, and growth of interest in
books or literature in general. Although data regarding this might not
have been systematized, the results imply that our students are capable
of sensing that children’s literature should be given particular presence
at school as a means to educate beyond entertaining.

As regards the usefulness of peer- and self-assessment, they were re-
garded as mostly positive actions leading to one’s personal



improvement, and naturally better results, in the subject. We believe
that these assessments as well as the reflections are needed so that our
students can state specific goals and work towards them, thus arising
more metacognitive awareness at the pre-service stage.

In contrast, the thin-layer gamification (Marczewski, 2013a, 2013b) el-
ement in this experience was noticeably considered as accessory. It
could be affirmed that a 0.5 increase in the final mark of the subject was
not so revolutionary as a prize as participants were all students in the
English mention, which means that they all had a fairly good level of
English to pass the subject with a notable or excellent mark without this
extra help. Furthermore, since they were students in the English spe-
cialization, they already had intrinsic motivation for the language or the
subject, which means that the extra boost provided by gamification
could be irrelevant to them. Finally, the hype for gamification has made
it to be present in quite a few subjects during their degree. Therefore, it
was not a novel ingredient for them but repetitive and familiar to them.
Consequently, many of the positive aspects believed to be linked to
gaming might not have been relevant for these students about to finish
their degree.

6. CONCLUSIONS

The present study has shown that training students in the art of story-
telling is effective to raise pre-service teachers’ awareness towards the
importance of storytelling as part of children” education as well as for
their own personal improvement as a professional in communicative
and lesson-planning terms. However, this study is not without limita-
tions. First, the results obtained were based on students’ perceptions
and reflections towards the subject, but no factual data were collected
as regards learning evidence. Moreover, the sample size was small, and
therefore, might not be generalizable. Consequently, we can conclude
that the project was indeed a good teaching innovation approach, but
its effectiveness remains unknown.

Apart from that, the students’ perceptions and the results stemming
from them may be biased, as they were all participating in a thin-layer



gamification (Marczewski, 2013a, 2013b) project and their reflections
were a compulsory activity that students knew the teacher would grade.
This is the reason why we believe more research is needed to: first,
identify which activities and to what extent they have been key in im-
proving students’ communicative and storytelling skills; second, ex-
plore if this “interest in books” expressed by the students is genuine,
and finally, see if there is indeed a correspondence between partici-
pants’ interest in reading and its implementation in the classroom as an
in-service teacher.
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