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 This study investigated the use of storytelling in teaching elementary science 
on the topic of ‘Sense Organs’ at the Grade 1 level. A total of 21 students 
from one of the elementary schools in Brunei Darussalam participated in  
the study. The qualitative analyses of the observations and video recordings 
resulted in the classifications of the challenges faced when storytelling  
was used in the lessons. The four identified categories were the language 
aspect, development aspect, external challenges and existing knowledge. 
These categories were then used to investigate further any aspect that  
would develop the challenges into the teaching and learning of science  
using storytelling. Despite identifying the challenges in using storytelling  
in teaching science, storytelling may enhance the students’ understanding of 
science concepts. 

Keywords: 

Challenges 

Classifying 
Elementary science 
Science concepts 
Storytelling This is an open access article under the CC BY-SA license. 

 

Corresponding Author: 

Masitah Shahrill,  
Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah Institute of Education,  
Universiti Brunei Darussalam,  
Jalan Tungku Link, Gadong, BE 1410, Bandar Seri Begawan, Brunei Darussalam. 
Email: masitah.shahrill@ubd.edu.bn 

 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 

Everyone has the basic repertoire of telling stories every day without realizing that an individual is 
getting information of a certain topic. Through stories, one may develop certain skills that symbolize 
imagination, emotion and truth found in the universe [1]. The goal of storytelling is usually for immediate 
organization of information, which provides continuous engagement, enjoyment and commitment of each 
representative [2-4]. In the early years of education, children are expected to acquire learning activities  
that trigger their imaginative self especially when these children were born with different cultural 
background. The children should be trained with a lot of opportunities in new literacy such as digital 
storytelling at earlier stages [5-7]. 

In brief, information is naturally organized by using narrative, but storytelling is used as  
an immediate means that the narrative represents [2, 8]. This relates back to the word imagination, which 
leads storytelling as an influential tool that provides numerous benefits for students [9-11]. Researchers had 
found remarkable results of what storytelling has done as a good teaching approach especially in literacy 
skills. At most, storytelling is broadly looked at in language classes. However, studies are still lacking in 
adapting the use of storytelling in science education. Many of the teachers’ concerns relate to students not 
understanding science concept, and its application to life. This rings true in Brunei Darussalam where science 
subject is considered to be one of the challenging subjects to learn as the subject is taught in the English 
language. Students in Brunei face double challenges of learning science, as they have to learn the language  
of science itself as well as the English language. To help students learn science, there is a possibility of  
using storytelling to help students engage in science, as stories are easily acceptable by young children. 
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Furthermore, storytelling in primary schools are proposed to help improve students’ linguistic and literacy 
skills, promote their interaction, synthesis and analysis [12]. In so doing, it adds to the limited literature on 
using storytelling to teach science particularly at the elementary level. Many of the studies conducted on 
storytelling in science also tend to explore the benefits and effects of storytelling in teaching certain science 
concepts. This study is one of few studies, which discussed the challenges of using this approach in young 
children through action research.  

Storytelling was initiated many years before the formal education started [13, 14]. Storytelling 
accompanied with simple chants, in big ceremony by the early men and grew to be rituals [9]. Stories have 
been heard and passed down to generations meaningfully were presented with oral expression [15, 16]. 
Storytelling is a traditional Gurukala and Harikhata teaching methods before the Western introduced  
the formal education [17, 18]. In fact, it was the beginning of all before stories changed into pictures, written 
words, and books. Thus, its definition is subjective, and there is no formal form to explain it. Storytelling is 
also defined as recounting a tale of an audience through voice and gesture [19]. It definitely means that there 
is no involvement of script of story in hand while delivering it. As much as storytelling is mostly known to 
apply for the literacy ability in language classes, it is indeed, that storytelling expands knowledge in other 
subject areas such as Science. This helps in simplifying complex keywords, or explaining a complex concept 
into simpler and easier ways to understand [18, 20, 21]. 
 
 
2. RESEARCH METHOD 

This aim of this study is to investigate the challenges faced on using storytelling in improving 
students’ understanding of the science topic ‘Sense Organs’. The purpose was to provide reflective analysis 
on improving the use of storytelling when it is used to young children. The research question pose for this 
study is “What are the challenges of teaching the topic ‘Sense Organs’ uses storytelling at the elementary 
science classroom?” Teaching Sense Organs is important at a young age as it reveals that the senses function 
differently. It is essential to make students differentiate these senses as it is and also fundamental to let 
students analyze the aspects of them working together in everyday life.  

The participants of this study consisted of 21 Grade 1 students, with age ranging from 6 to 7 years 
old, enrolled in a government elementary school in one of the districts in Brunei. Although the medium  
of instruction of science subjects in Brunei is in the English language, the Malay language was also used 
simultaneously for their better understanding and expected engagement in class participation. The students 
were of mixed abilities. The participants practiced learning with storytelling for the topic ‘Sense Organs’ in 
two learning environments, the classroom and the science laboratory. Additionally, they have learnt the topic 
on body parts prior to this study. Briefly given in Table 1 are the details of the three lessons, which were 
conducted by the teacher (the first author) with the use of storytelling. All the lessons were video-recorded. 
 
 

Table 1. Details of the lessons conducted with storytelling 
Lessons Lesson Content Titles of the Story 

Lesson 1: What are your sense 
organs? 

Identifying the ‘Sense Organs’ (eyes, nose, ears, skin and tongue) 
and recall the spelling 

The Mystery of the Boy 
with No Sense Organs 

Lesson 2: How important is your 
sense organs (The function)? 

Differentiate the uses of the five senses, identify the importance 
of the five senses and apply the idea of senses to any task 

The Best Sense Organs 

Lesson 3: How do you use your 
sense organs? 

Application of the sense organs in everyday doings Goldilocks & the Three 
Bears 

 
 

Upon completing the lessons, the video recordings were reviewed and observations were noted into 
the field notes. An observation analysis form was used for each lesson. The descriptive coding process by 
Saldaña [22] was used in analyzing the challenges on the use of storytelling. The data obtained were then 
analyzed by determining keywords, phrases, actions and students’ reactions that were seen as obvious from 
the video recordings. Subsequently, categories emerged from analyzing the challenges on the use of 
storytelling in the classrooms. The categories and codes were then compared with the other researchers to 
establish inter-coder reliability. The researchers of this study agreed to find the common categories and codes 
analyzed from the video recordings. Importantly, all ethical procedures such as the relevant permission  
and consents from the school, parents or guardians and students were sought prior to conducting the study. 
 
 
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The qualitative data analysis resulted from coding of the video recordings of the three lessons.  
The codes were then categorized into four main categories: 1) the language aspect, 2) the development 



                ISSN: 2252-8822 

Int. J. Eval. & Res. Educ. Vol. 9, No. 3, September 2020:  716 - 722 

718 

aspect, 3) the external challenges, and 4) the existing knowledge. These categories were used to help 
investigate any aspect that would develop the challenges into the teaching and learning of science using 
storytelling. The summary of the categories and their codes that falls in each category is given in Table 2. 
 

 

Table 2. The four categories in challenges of using storytelling in the science classroom 
Codes Category 

Language; Questions; Responses The language aspect 
Teaching aids; Activity; Misinterpretation of information Development aspect 
Environment; Behavior External challenges 

Expectation; Background knowledge The existing knowledge 

 

 

3.1. The identified codes 

Language – Language was seen as a barrier in the lessons and it was one of the main problems faced 
by the teacher to express within the story, and while delivering normal instruction. Most times, code 
switching from English to Malay languages, and translations of a whole sentence were used interchangeably 
during the storytelling. It was obvious from the recordings that the teacher uses them frequently, extending 
the storytelling sessions from nine to twenty minutes. Examples of typical occurrences on teacher’s code 
switch and translation during storytelling can be found in Table 3. 
 
 

Table 3. Code switching and translation of a part of a story during the intervention 
Ways of 

Delivering Teacher’s Speech 

Translation “Maybe we can take a walk outside” said mama bear. “Lakastah kitani jalan-jalan di luar” 
(Let’s take a walk outside) 

Code switch At the same time, Goldilocks was actually jalan-jalan dalam hutan (strolling in the forest) 
 
 

Question – From the recordings, question and answer sessions were observed nonetheless like any 
other classes. Questions were asked consistently even during the storytelling session. In addition,  
the questions were sometimes asked to elicit students’ point of view. Throughout the recordings, most  
of the questions asked to the students were focused on the knowledge level that is to define, to identify, to 
name, and to match. For example, ‘Where’s your tongue?’ and ‘What’s greedy?’ Other questions included 
some close-ended questions requiring students to answer yes or no. The questions did not challenge students’ 
thinking abilities despite the usefulness in using storytelling.  

Responses – In finding the challenges of using storytelling during the lessons, responses from 
students were seen as a factor to see whether students were able to comprehend the stories told, or otherwise. 
When questioning the students, the higher ability students mainly do the answering. In other situations,  
the students gave choral answers with the reassurance of the teacher’s question such as, Teacher: “Setuju kah 
inda?” (Do you agree or not?); Students: “Setuju...” (Agree). Sometimes the students uttered their responses 
without thinking thoroughly, and sometimes responded with one-word responses, leaving the high order 
questions unanswered, such as the teacher asking, “Why can’t we choose only one sense organ as the most 
important one?” 

Misinterpretation of information – In relation to the knowledge development, the students 
considered learning basic information about parts of senses, but it eventually took time to have  
the information retained in their minds. Two of the senses were always wrongly interpreted due to  
the language used when being asked, such as shown in the Table 4, which were asked using the Malay 
language. Shown in both examples, touch and hold were different semantically. However, in the Malay 
language, it could mean the same thing as to taste the food, especially when spoken in Bruneian Malay; rasa 
(taste) would also mean to eat and to touch an item. The students interpreted them by using body parts 
because skin touches items, and so does the hands. While tongue is part of the mouth, the students interpreted 
the mouth as being able to taste the food, instead of the tongue.  

Teaching aids – During the course of the lessons, three teaching aids were used in conveying the 
stories. On the first day, the glove puppet (shown in Figure 1) and PowerPoint presentation of scenes were 
incorporated in the story, secondly, laminated pictures of sense organs (Figure 2). 
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Table 4. Misinterpretation of information during discussion after storytelling 
Teacher’s Speech Students’ Response 

Pakai apa kamu rasa ani? (What do you use to touch this?) 
Pakai apa kamu pigang ani? (What do you use to hold this?) Tangan (Hands) 

Pakai apa kamu rasa ani? (What do you use to taste this?) Mulut (Mouth) 
 
 

  

  
Figure 1. Story glove for day 1 Figure 2. Laminated pictures for storytelling day 2 

 
 

Thirdly, using models of house items for Goldilocks and the three bears (see Figure 3) and 
PowerPoint presentation of scenes were used in the storytelling. It was observed that during the first day, the 
most challenging task was that the students were distracted. They were seen uninterested during the first part 
of the story, some students talked to each other, and two male students were fighting. This was mainly due to 
the students dividing their focus on three things – the story, the glove and the pictures shown.  
The teacher then put away the puppet, and delivered the lesson normally by referring to the PowerPoint 
presentation only. However, as it came towards the end of the instruction and before the next activity,  
the teacher took out the puppet for the students to give farewell, one student complained by saying “Lagi kah 
cikgu, balik-balik jua” (This puppet again?)’, with a disappointed tone. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3. Goldilocks eating porridge in the bears’ kitchen 
 
 

In comparison, the second day of the storytelling session was the calmest of all the three lessons. 
This was seen from the recordings where the teacher used laminated pictures of sense organs as a teaching 
aid. The students were told to sit on the floor, and they were silent and seen focused while the storytelling 
was on going. The third day of storytelling had similar teaching aids with the first day. However, the students 
were more engaged into the story. They were focusing on the models and the story at the same time, as  
the teacher gradually used the PowerPoint presentation towards the end of the story as the conclusion.  
This showed that students were able to follow the flow of story with less distraction. Interestingly, as the 
story used models made for students to feel and tell the texture of the materials, they were very excited, and 
little fights between them occurred, as they all wanted to touch the model. 

Activity – In preparation of the lessons, the teacher included activities preceding the storytelling. 
There were hands on activities of matching the sense organs in a group, simple experimentation of using 
sense organs and discussions about the story in relation to the use of sense organs. Unfortunately,  
the matching of sense organs group activity was excluded from lesson one because of the limitation of time. 
In lesson 2, the teacher seemed to take control of the activity without stimulating the students’ thinking into 
deeper thoughts of the experiment. 

Environment – For the Science subject, the students get to study in the science laboratory. Hence 
during the lessons, the students spent two days in the science lab, and one in the classroom. Another 
observation that is included in the challenges of conducting a lesson using storytelling is the gathering  
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of students in one area to convey the story. The science laboratory, despite the ease of access for  
the interactive whiteboard for the PowerPoint presentation, the sitting area was smaller. As the students were 
sitting down, the area was packed and they were easily distracted by the noises made by their friends.  
This can be related to the lesson on day three where students fought and competed with each other in order to 
look at the models presented at the front of the class. This made some students complaining by saying “Inda 
nampak cikgu!” (I cannot see teacher!). 

Behavior – The observations from the video were pertinent as it depicts the students’ reactions 
towards the use of storytelling. For example, in the first lesson some students distracted themselves  
by talking with each other, and some were even yawning. In the second lesson, two students leaned their 
heads on the table throughout the storytelling. While the on the third day, some of the students were fighting 
over on who to volunteer in holding the model for storytelling. All of these incidents made the teacher pause 
telling the story to gain back their attention. Unfortunately, this had caused students to forget the story easily, 
especially when the teacher asked them at which part of the story was paused.  

Expectation – This was seen in most of the teacher’s parts of the lessons especially when questions 
were asked to the students. The teacher had expected the students to be able to understand the story thus able 
to answer the questions with no guidance. Afterwards, as the students were found incapable of answering  
the questions, the teacher gave up and told them the answers straight away. Other times, the teacher gave 
students obvious clues, so that the students were able to answer immediately.  

Background knowledge – The students were taught ‘Body Parts’ before the topic on ‘Senses’, hence 
they had some background knowledge on the topic. With the confusion of the terms and the use of sense 
organs – tongue and skin, into mouth and hand respectively, this shows that the terms used in the storytelling 
had not been retained by the students successfully. Therefore, several repetitions of the basic names of senses 
were told at most times in order for students to correct themselves. 
 

3.2. The categories from the codes 

The Language Aspect – This category was formed from the three codes – language, questions  
and responses, as these three involved the languages used in the class. Among all, these three resulted  
the most challenges in terms of delivering the content of the stories as part of the science instruction.  

The Development Aspect – This category falls into labeling the retention of information  
into students’ learning, and that external factors to help develop students’ understanding were needed  
and viewed by the coding selected for this category. The codes have described the lesson preparation and its 
quality of a lesson especially on what was being prepared, and how good students can gain through  
the included activities.  

The External Challenges – This category contained the external analyses that were not obviously 
showed by sound or speech from the video recordings. Based on the analyses, the codes behavior  
and environment were found as features that showed the incompatibility of the area used for the students to 
gather for the story session, the students’ facial reactions and actions while the story was on-going. The codes 
assisted the teacher to make any appropriate modifications in her lessons.  

The Existing Knowledge – This category that formed from the codes expectation and background 
knowledge related to the teacher as the questioner and the students in answering the questions asked to them. 
Asking questions to the students served the positive purpose for their learning, but the video lacked  
of evidence that showed students were able to recall some information shared during the storytelling sessions. 
It also showed the teacher’s expectations that the students were able to retain the new information after three 
days. However, the students tend to use their background knowledge of the topic taught before the lessons 
with the storytelling sessions. 
 
 
4. DISCUSSION 

The results of this study showed how science instructions in the elementary science classroom were 
delivered using storytelling that created a distinctive constructive learning. Using storytelling in science 
education can be said as more successful when teachers are devoted in providing quality teaching in terms  
of the time spent preparing the materials, teaching aids and activities for their students. However, regardless 
of all the preparations, all teaching strategies would thereby face challenges. One of the challenges is that it 
takes a long time to create a story with all the lack of related information, which can create hardship to their 
education [6, 23]. Previous studies have indicated that storytelling is seen as a powerful approach  
and resulted in positivity for students’ teaching [3, 9, 10, 24-27]. The evidence of the challenges in teaching 
using storytelling in the classroom made learning science different than other methods. From this study,  
the four classifications formed in the qualitative findings identified how the challenges are commonly 
experienced in other styles of teaching as well [28-38]. 
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Language barrier has continuously been the main problem when teaching the non-native speakers  
of the language. In the case of this study, the use of the Malay language has been widely applied to the Grade 
1 students during their previous months of science learning, and the application of English language 
storytelling in the classroom was seen as difficult. Therefore, the code switching and translation were  
done purposely together at all times to let the students follow what is taught. With the repetition of the same 
sentences in two different languages, it took more time for the sessions to be completed, the climax of  
the story could become dull, and existence of instances where students could be easily distracted. In fact, it is 
obviously important to reflect stories that would interpret relationship, motives and feelings together [39, 40]. 
This study also found external factors that contribute to the challenges in delivering the stories.  
The environment plays an important factor for a comfortable teaching situation [41]. A great environment  
for conducting a lesson using storytelling is when students are gathered in one area comfortably, listening to 
the teacher [27]. 

Beyond these challenges, the class in this present study experienced something different with 
engagement relationship between the teacher and the students enhanced, evidenced especially from  
the observed video recordings in which the students were excited seeing the models used in the storytelling. 
The students also had the opportunity to learn science from the introduction of stories, and by storytelling, 
get to unwrap information through scaffolding. By introducing storytelling, it allows students to expand their 
imagination, and enriched their learning ability through understanding of complex science concept in simpler 
and fun explanations through the conveyed stories. 
 
 
5. CONCLUSION 

It is widely known that storytelling has positive effects to primary school students’ learning by 
engaging them in the lessons, spark their creativity and improve their literacy and linguistic skills. However, 
teachers should be mindful in choosing the right story for their lessons and this requires careful planning  
and preparation. The challenges discussed earlier provided reflective insights on using storytelling in 
teaching science for non-native English language students. Students need to be taught the right vocabulary, 
using students’ first language (L1) and code-switching at times to help students comprehend the stories 
conveyed. This research has its own limitations, as the findings of this qualitative study are not generalizable. 
This can be achieved by utilizing quantitative research to enhance the credibility of this study. Further 
research is needed in exploring the challenges of using storytelling in science and perhaps finding  
the possible solutions to overcome these challenges of using stories to young children in the future.  
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