
A shark and a crocodile were swimming in the sea!                                 

(sung to the tune of Five Little Monkeys)  

 

Where to begin? New creations at the 

carpentry table, a great appreciation of 

the potential of storytelling by the 

children,  a sudden surge of creativity in 

oral contributions, a  playful  interest in 

the sounds of words, an animated series 

of playful 

collaborative 

encounters in the playground and a lively and 

creative interaction with the resources, each child 

confidently finding their own niche and level of 

engagement!  

Firstly we had only a 

crocodile, imaginatively 

projected by a child onto a piece of rubber. She 

asked for a tail to be added in order to be 

complete. We worked on it together and Crocodile 

came to mat time. Along with some waves. 



The same formula worked well as they already knew the protocol. They knew 

that their contributions were valued and welcome and they also knew that 

there were no ‘right’  or ‘wrong’ answers. Result? temporary eager mayhem!             

We reviewed the hands up rule and they cooperated on the ‘one person, one 

idea’ rule and we moved amongst the various offers. It was a crocodile and he ( 

or she) was at the beach, and there were waves, big waves. Crocodile stood on 

the shore and looked out to sea and could see a big shark with sharp teeth. 

Meanwhile I am ‘drawing’ fast (and ‘badly’) to keep up. We agreed that we 

could tell which animal was which because sharks don’t have feet and 

crocodiles do. I like the fact that the children can see me model the fact that I 

am not brilliant but that I like my own efforts and that they are recognisable. 

And good enough! 

What happened? The 

waves swept over the 

crocodile and he went 

spluttering and splashing 

into the water.... down, 

down, down! Where he 

met the shark with very 

sharp teeth. What 

happened? They said  

“Snap snap!” at each 

other and they had a 

fight. Yes, they did, they made the water swirl and swoosh with their powerful 

tails thrashing in the waves.  What happened next? The shark ate the crocodile 

up. Well, I said, I think that would be the end of the story so we will pass on 

that idea and maybe there is another one? Yes, the shark bit the crocodile’s tail 

off. (I was relieved to be able to explain why I was drawing the line at such a 

draconian ending! And I realised it was, indeed, a very valid reason).  

Oh, my goodness. That bite really hurt. Some 

discussion on pain and wounds and blood. Most 

stories constantly oscillate between action and 

description.... there is a storytelling game where 

one person tells a story and the partner 

occasionally interrupts saying ‘Extend’ (meaning 

tell me more about the injury etc) and then 

‘Advance’( meaning tell us the next stage in the 



action, the plot line). It is a useful tool and a crucial balance between the two is 

needed for most stories.  And it creates a useful guide and means one can 

resist the ‘and then what happened?’ and go for some open ended questions 

about the last event....a very useful strategy.  

 

 

 

 

 

I had no idea what would happen next. I was busy drawing tails in mouths... 

lots of ziggy zaggy lines on both tail and jaw! And drips of blood. What 

happened then? The crocodile bit off the shark’s tail! Tit for tat!  I like it... there 

is a nice symmetry and poetic justice and something familiar to us all in the 

playground. Now the sea is red and they both hurt. A lot. What happens next? 

They say ‘Give me back my tail!!’, and they also say ‘Sorry’. And they go to the 

doctor and get fixed up and become friends. Mat time has run out and we have 

had to cut to the chase.  

But now we are back outside making 

sharks. And houses and hospitals. Dog 

Dragon from the previous story  makes a 

surprise entrance as Doctor Dog. Wiith 

masking tape,  because the wounded 

beasts need plasters. Fair enough.  

 

Wounds are inspected with a magnifying glass. 

Different body parts develop different injuries 

that require more plasters.  

Hospitals, doctors, plasters and pills are 

familiar features of many children’s lives and 

very appropriate storytelling material. They 

know a lot and there are plenty of working 

theories to go round!. 

 



Houses and hospitals are painted and can now be named and identified. The 

one on the left belongs to a child’s grandfather, because he has stairs, hence 

an upstairs and also an upstairs window.  Very logical, and curbed my impulse 

to want the roof to be window-free! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When we go inside, the characters suddenly reappear in the form of Lego 

creations!  

 

 

 

 

 

One 4 year old girl records the whole story in ‘written’ form, and then reads 

me the entire saga, which increases in saga-like length and now includes a 

nurse with a clip board. And also some magical shrinking powers so that the 

two lead characters can fit into a 

small goldfish tank at the end! And 

when she was asked who she would 

like to be in the story, she said the 

nurse. And what sort of nurse? A 

writing nurse! So the next day, she 

had a clip board and a pen and a 

white shirt and a big jar of ‘pills’. 

(empty!)  



 

The next day, I bring one green cape (crocodile), one red cape (shark), four 

blue capes and cloths (waves) and two of my white 

shirts (doctor and nurse). I also brought a huge pill 

bottle and a stethoscope that I happen to have.  

(Stethoscopes are brilliant. They work!)  

We revisit the story. We retell it. We incorporate a 

plastic helicopter for an air lift to hospital.  And 

then, we act it out! With sound effects: waves, 

helicopters, snap snap, etc  Much excitement and much co-operation. ( Alas! 

No photos!).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After morning tea, they spill outside again and grab cloaks and the play erupts 

with an unusual level of enthusiasm and language. 

For some reason, I am inspired to produce ‘cell 

phones’ and the children help to fill in the numbers. 

They name themselves! The Troubler, The Joker, 

Wave-shoot-out-hand, Superwoman, an d 

Documendera Croc! ( This boy kept coming back and 

whispering to me to quickly remind him of his own 

name!  Fortunately I had written it down and could 

oblige. It makes one appreciate the enormity of the 

task of learning new words...) I kept hearing the boy announcing ‘This sounds 

like a job for Documendera Croc!’ They rang the doctor on their phones, they 

called for backup on their phones, they chatted and yelled and conversed, they 

even tucked their phones up in bed and told them bed time stories...   



Play, storytelling, oral, visual and written literacy, carpentry and construction, 

art, role play blend into a seamless and engaging whole, in which 

empowerment, holistic development, whanaungatanga and relationships are 

undoubtedly the key principles. I swear I have never seen them so involved 

and animated. It was a delight to see.  

Mostly I have noticed that the emphasis here seems to be primarily on 

tidiness, obedience and ‘getting ready for school’. Apart from the tidiness, we 

scored very highly, I thought. This whole experience was just a pleasure for me 

because we were playing AND we were able to weave oral, written and visual 

literacy into these storytelling experiences for the children. Many of the 

children have English as a second language and they were such joyful 

participants. And what gorgeous untidiness anyway!  

Storytelling allows them to draw on all their varied experiences outside of the 

centre and particularly those experiences which are meaningful for them. 

What makes an impression seeks expression. Words can be incorporated that 

normally are never heard during the daily routines. Words like ‘hospital, 

thrash, drown, stethoscope, prescription, scamper, wounds, powerful... And 

the colours are constantly mentioned and embedded without any hint of 

‘testing’...(What colour is this? aaagh!) The children are encouraged to 

volunteer ideas and inspirations and there can be no ‘wrong answers’. Even 

eating each other up is not wrong, it just cuts our ‘play’ short.  

When one of the teachers saw a ‘cell phone’, she was delighted. The child lit up 

at her sign of appreciation and approval. Then she immediately asked ‘Did you 

write all the numbers?’ The emphasis on testing, rather than extending, 

learning meant that she put the child into an awkward place. This 

praise/approval/interest meant that there was an instant temptation to lie 

(research in fact shows that this is often the consequence of a certain ‘fixed 

mindset’ form of praise) or almost an admission of ‘failure’. How much more 

effective would a playful storytelling/ role play approach/response have been!  



“Oh, a phone, that’s wonderful.... could you please ring Amy for me and ask 

her to bring some more milk for tea? Her number is 12340.” And whatever 

numbers the child presses, you can say ‘Thank you, I do like a little bit of milk in 

my tea’. And you will also know what the child knows without needing to 

violate their integrity. We do too much testing under the guise of ‘friendly 

chat’ and the children know it. They know there is a ‘right’ answer.    

 I heard a small child with Russian as a mother tongue singing a song to the 

tune of ‘Five little monkeys’ to the animals, and so I was inspired to make new 

words to the song to fit our story, and I drew it so that they can ‘read’ it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A shark and a crocodile were swimming in the sea,  

They bit each other’s tails off, 1, 2, 3!!  

They flew to the doctor, and the doctor 

said 

“No more biting! Be friends instead!”  (see 

photo at the start of this long ramble!) 

 

During an evening stroll, I realised that one could make very simple hand 

movements to go with it. Snapping jaws for both animals, crossing the midline 

ideally. Waves would be hands up and over, arching. More snapping ...left 

hand bites right, right bites left. Then holding up thumb on one hand, thumb 

and finger on the other hand, and then three on the first hand... or simply 

adding fingers. 1,2,3.  Helicopter propellers spinning above your head, fingers 

in your ears for stethoscope, followed by admonitory finger wagging and then 

more snapping (for biting) followed by holding either your own hand or your 

neighbour’s hand.  (February 22nd. 2015) 


