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ABSTRACT

The objective of the study was to explore the practice of storytelling by urban
mothers in Dhaka city. Two separate groups of participants — mothers in slum and
middle class — were selected in Goran area under Khilgaon thana. The particular study
explored the nature of storytelling, what the mothers thinks about it, what kind of
stories they tell, whether the practice varies based on different strata of the society,
how this is contributing to the mental and language development of the children, and

what the children themselves think about it.

The study followed qualitative approach. Focus group discussions (FGDs), in-
depth interviews with mothers and interviews with children were the methods used for
data collection. Two FGDs were conducted with mothers selected from slum areas
and middle class separately. Three in-depth interviews with mothers of each group
were conducted while three children from each group were interviewed. Since the

children interviewed are under age, their guardians were consulted beforehand.

The study findings are organized under four themes according to the research
objectives: 1) Prevalence of storytelling as a common practice among urban mothers;
2) Types of stories urban mothers frequently relate to their children and the time they
relate; 3) Stories urban mothers relate and their contributions to child’s learning and
development; and 4) Urban mothers’ knowledge on the importance of storytelling to

child development.

It is found that urban mothers tell stories to their children but on irregular
basis. Only 40% mothers (both slum dwellers and middle-class mothers) tell stories to

their children and the practice is much lower for slum mothers (slum mothers- 28.5%



& middle-class mothers- 50%). Nevertheless, mothers tell stories more frequently

than any other member in the family.

Folk stories, real life stories, religious stories and childhood stories mostly
occupy the list of stories related to children. Data also supports that mothers pick up
different kinds of stories based on their background and objectives. Slum mothers and
middle class mothers have different choice in selecting folk and real life stories. Both
groups of mothers practice oral storytelling, though it is the only means of slum
mothers to share stories with their children. Gender consideration in selecting stories
is present in both the group of mothers. Children also show their interests towards the

gender stereotype stories.

Analysis of the stories shows that the stories mothers select contribute to the
children’s learning and development, such as mental, language and emotional
development. Storybook reading enhances the home literacy environment which is
practiced only by a few middle class mothers (3 out of 8). Slum mothers do not

practice it at all.

Data supports that mothers have knowledge about the importance of
storytelling but do not practice it regularly. The study also found that watching
cartoons on television occupy a major portion of time that should be allocated to
storytelling. Though mothers are aware about the negative impact of cartoons on
children, living in the modern age, they are reluctant to discourage their children from

watching TV.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

1.1 Introduction

“After a day’s work, as I go to bed, I share stories with my children. It
refreshes both my mind and theirs”, a slum mother said. Meanwhile, a middle class
mother said while explaining how a storytelling boosts up imagination power of
children—"Storytelling enhances imagination power. Kids start to visualize the whole
story and keep on asking questions....They imagine the story as if they can see the
whole thing in front of them”. These statements illustrate immense power of

storytelling.

Storytelling practice has an ancient history. It is the oldest form of ways to
convey an event to listeners using voice, language and gestures (Peck, 1989; Isbell
2002). Comb and Beach (1994) claimed the power of storytelling to be an effective
educational tool for all children. The power of a story is essential in helping us shape
our view about reality. It was first developed as a medium for passing important
historical information through the generations (Lockett & Jones, 2009). Beliefs,
traditions and history have been passed to the next generation in all cultures

throughout the world by telling stories (Palmer, Leiste, James, & Ellis, 2000).

Traditionally, storytelling has been used with children in many ways. It is
conducted by relating fairy tales, folk stories, myths or personal stories from family,
friends, teachers or surroundings (Tsitsani et al., 2011; Harkins & Ray, 2004).
According to Isbell, Sobol, Lindauer, and Lowrance (2004), storytelling can be done
broadly in two ways: firstly, story reading from books aloud to a child, which is a
formal style; secondly, telling stories without reading books, an informal style. Both

styles are effective for sharing literature with young children and are crucial in a



child’s development. However, there are differences in participation in story reading
and storytelling. Storytelling has certain free elements and children are encouraged to
participate with repetitive phrases. Storytellers have the opportunity to bring
variations in the story (Isbell et al., 2004). While telling a story, having eye-contact
with the children create a bond and togetherness and a concentration on the story
itself. Stories tend to be based on experiential learning, but learning from an
experience is not automatic (Wikipedia, 2013). It is the storytellers’ unique

experience and backgrounds that reflect through stories.

In Bangladesh, mothers play the most important role in childcare and spend
significant amount of time with children at home. So, storytelling by the mothers can
be an effective medium of learning for the children. Dhaka, the field of the study and
the country’s capital, is the fastest growing megacity of the world and home to more
than 12 million people and undergoing rapid urbanization. The topic of this study was
to find out how urban mothers practice storytelling in the city characterized by a large
number of people migrating from rural areas in search of livelihood. With migration
being one of the crucial forces contributing to rapid urbanization, the city, whose
population is projected to reach 20 million by 2020, is increasingly characterized by

limited resources and basic services for the citizens (World Bank, 2007).

Slums are located across the city, with much of slum formation taking place
on privately owned land (79 percent), and 18 percent on government-owned land.
Only 40 percent of household heads among the poor have achieved more than 5 years

of schooling, and only 6 percent have had more than 10 years (World Bank, 2007).

Approximately 30 percent of women in poor households work to earn their
livelihood while 23 percent in the wealthier households do so. The majority of female

workers of slum are employed in two types of jobs — as domestic helps (about 35



percent) and as garments workers (32 percent). Women with an intermediate level of
education (class 6 to 10) are more likely to work in the garment sector than to be non-
workers. The lowest education levels are highly associated with the probability of

being employed as a domestic worker (World Bank, 2007, p. 19).
1.2 Statement of the Problem

Storytelling is a learning opportunity which supports children’s language,
social and psychological development. It can be practiced by literate as well as
illiterate parents. However, despite the importance of storytelling, according to Unite
for Children, UNICEF (2010) report, in Bangladesh, about 47% parents of children
under five provide care such as reading books aloud, telling stories, singing songs, or
drawing with their children that supports early learning. Many parents and families,
particularly who are poor and marginalized in rural and urban areas have inadequate
knowledge of early childhood development and provision of learning opportunities
for children (Unite for Children, UNICEF, 2010). Moreover, economics and
urbanization have changed the structure of family life and increased the number of
working mothers in the work force. More mothers are contributing to their family’s
financial security —yet making it more difficult for them to meet their children’s needs

for guidance and nurturing (Bruner, Floyd & Copeman, 2005).

Aboud (2007) discussed in the “Evaluation of an Early Childhood Parenting
Programme in Rural Bangladesh” that mothers showed positively responsive
behaviors towards their children during the HOME (home observation for
measurement of the environment) interview. However, their communication with
their children during the picture book reading showed little responsiveness to the

cognitive and language needs of their children with little verbal elaboration. Most



