
 

 

Nursery Rhymes 
 

A guide to the learning opportunities available through 

familiar nursery rhymes and songs. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Experts in literacy and child development have discovered that if children know eight nursery rhymes by 

heart by the time they're four years old, they're usually among the best readers by the time they're eight. 

 

WHY ENJOY NURSERY RHYMES TOGETHER? 
 

COMMUNCIATION AND LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT 
Nursery rhymes are great for introducing children to words they wouldn't normally hear on a daily 

basis. Through rhymes they are likely to build their vocabulary. It is said that the rhyme and 

repetition of nursery rhymes helps children to build their attention skills as they get used to 

anticipating what comes next in the song. 

 

When babies are learning a language, they are not only learning words. Before they can begin 

processing meaning, they must first listen to what we say and work out where one word ends and 

the next begins. Clare Wood, a Professor of Psychology at Nottingham Trent University, and a 

Trustee of the National Literacy Trust says, “It has been suggested that children are born with a 

sensitivity to rhythm in speech. This helps them to work out where words begin during normal 

speech.”  

 

Nursery rhymes exaggerate and repeat predictable rhythms, they often feature simple repetitive 

phrases and patterns children find easy to remember and repeat. They can support children’s ability 

to spot word boundaries in speech and can improve this sensitivity to speech.  

 

As children begin to recognise the rhymes and different word sounds that make nursery rhymes 

such fun to sing, they build their 'phonological awareness' - their understanding of the different 

sounds that make up words and make some words sound similar to others. This helps when they 

come to learn to read. 

 

Singing ‘Old McDonald’ together can be a great way to introduce animal vocabulary, or you can 

use ‘One Banana, Two Banana’ to repeat new food words. When singing ‘Hickory Dickory Dock’ we 

can ask children to find a word that rhymes with the number in each verse. 

 

 

PHYSICAL DEVELOPMENT 

Songs with actions help toddlers to develop motor skills, as well as helping them to remember 

certain words that go along with the actions. Laughing and singing rhymes together 

promotes bonding between adults and children. 

The opportunity to ‘act out’ a favourite rhyme is a welcome activity for active minds and fidgety 

bodies. Physical participation in action songs encourage children to develop their fine and gross 

motor control skills as well as balance, coordination and the skills needed to follow simple 

instructions. 

 

 

NUMERACY 

 

Counting songs (e.g. ‘Five Currant Buns’) help to develop a familiarity with number sounds and 

words in a way that is fun and interesting to a young child.  

 

Songs such as ‘When Goldilocks Went to the House of the Bears’ also introduce the concept of 

scale, size and order. Familiarity with counting songs provides the foundation for crucial numeracy 

skills and awareness. 

 

 

     



 

UNDERTSNDING THE WORLD 

Children can find many nursery rhymes relatable to their own everyday experiences and will enjoy 

sharing these moments, ‘Five Little Ducks’ can link to feeding the ducks at the local park, or sharing 

a picture book about boats can lead to ‘Row, Row, Row Your Boat’.  

Making up rhymes around an everyday routine, such as bath time can help children to understand 

the steps behind events and help them process them. 

 

Children’s emotional development begins long before they can tell us how they’re feeling. It is said 

that they only really start developing the ability to express their emotions in words between three 

and five. Nursery rhymes can play an important role in introducing babies and toddlers to emotions 

and vocabulary around them, for example ‘If you’re happy and you know it’ contains lots of key 

emotions for your child. Exaggerating your facial expressions and gestures whilst singing can also 

help improve their understanding. 

 

 

CREATIVITY 

Singing a rhyme or engaging with it by moving, encourages children to express themselves in a 

creative way and to find their own personal ‘voice'. Role play opportunities present themselves with 

different characters and events within the rhyme that children can respond to either individually or 

as a group. Open-ended play opportunities are also possible with paints, clay, wet sand or loose 

parts. 

 

Clare Woods says that, “When you are sharing songs and rhymes these are special moments.” 

Singing rhymes regularly with children while you cuddle them is a great way to bond. This then 

increases the production of a hormone called oxytocin in the brain. She says that oxytocin is known 

as the love hormone as it reduces stress and increases relaxation, so it's great for you and your 

child. 

Nursery rhymes are something silly that can be enjoyed together, they often make no sense, have 

unexpected endings and give children opportunities to explore silly words and ideas in a safe way. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

‘The Owl and the Pussycat’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/tiny-happy-people/splash-splash-bathtime/zy34vwx
https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/school-radio/nursery-rhymes-if-youre-happy-and-you-know-it-clap-your-hands/z6rnmfr


Start with simple rhymes that are not 

too long, such as ‘Twinkle, Twinkle 

Little Star’ or ‘1 2 3 4 5, Once I Caught a 

Fish Alive’. Try and use expression in 

your voice and face to capture your 

child’s interest. 

IDEAS TO TRY AT HOME 
 

There are many fun things to do at home linked to Nursery Rhymes that support your child’s 

development. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                           ‘Humpty Dumpty’ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
            Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star’ 

 

Nursery Rhymes can go anywhere…they can 

be sung in the car, at bath time, as a way to 

fall to sleep or whilst cooking.  

In Nursery and Preschool rhymes are used to 

encourage participation and bring children 

together. 

Children cannot resist a Nursery Rhyme, they 

are a great distraction!  

Nursery Rhymes are never ending, repeating the same rhymes and 

stories over and over again is important for the children. It 

encourages engagement and confidence, with this come the 

ability to recite their own rhymes to you. 

Rhymes are an important part of early reading, repetition is key. 

The use of expression when reading and 

reciting rhymes can include varying the 

speed and volume when singing/speaking or 

adding pitch to make a rhyme more 

interesting. In Nursery and Preschool we 

model these skills to the children in the 

games we play. 



GAMES 

 
MISSING WORD 

Once your child is familiar with the rhymes, play a game that encourages them to fill in the blanks. 

Say a line of the rhyme and leave off the last word for them to say. 

 

ACTIONS! 

Can you and your child create actions for key words in the rhymes you sing? Maybe use your finger 

as the mouse in ‘Hickory Dickory Dock’ to run up your arm. 

 

MAKE A MISTAKE 

Miss out a word, or change a word, in a familiar rhyme. Can you child spot the mistake? Maybe ‘Jack 

and Jill’ could go up the mountain instead of the hill. 

 

CREATE NURSERY RHYNME PUPPETS 

Draw or use junk modelling to make puppets to accompany your singing. Children can use these 

puppets to act out he rhymes and even create new stories for the characters. 

 

KEEP THE BEAT 

Clap along to the rhymes, or keep a steady beat with a spoon and saucepan to help hear the rhythm 

of the rhyme. 

 

VISIT YOUR LOCAL LIBRARY  

Local libraries in the area often hold Rhyme Time sessions for young children, young children can 

now have their own library card that can be used to borrow Nursery Rhyme books or CDs. 

 

LISTEN TO RHYMES 

Using CDs in the car, or sharing rhymes on a tablet can be another way to engage the children. 

Hearing others sing/say rhymes can hold their interest, allow them to follow along and allow the 

children to hear other expressive voices. 

 

TALK ABOUT RHYMES 

Can the children describe the characters they sing about? How did Jack feel when he fell down the 

hill? Were the soldiers tired after the Grand Old Duke marched the up and down so many times? 

 

 

MAKE YOUR OWN MUSIC 

Record yourselves singing rhymes, children can act out the rhymes and then watch themselves in 

their own Nursery Rhyme video! Share these with family. Get everyone involved! 

 

 

CREATE IMAGES 

Draw or paint scenes from favourite Nursery Rhymes. Create backdrops for your Nursey Rhyme 

puppets together. 

 

FIND THE RHYME (Early phonics) 

Help to develop a sense of phonics, an awareness of letter sounds, by finding words that sound the 

same in a rhyme e.g. ‘diddle’ and ‘fiddle’ from the rhyme ‘Hey Diddle Diddle’, or ‘wall’ and ‘fall’ from 

‘Humpty Dumpty’. 

 

 
                  I’m A Little Teapot’ 

 

 



ALLITERATION (Early phonics) 

Find words that start with the same sounds, can children hear the sounds at beginnings of words in 

the rhymes, e.g. ‘Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled pepper’.’ 

 

PROP BOX 

Make your own Nursery Rhyme prop box by collecting items that help tell the rhyme, e.g. a tea cup 

for Polly when she puts the kettle on or a fake spider for Miss Muffet. In Nursery and Preschool we 

have decorated wooden spoons to help us select a rhyme to sing, these could be made together at 

home. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

USEFUL LINKS 
 

Nursery rhymes try at home 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/articles/zdqjjhv 

 

Animations of some well-known rhymes 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/school-radio/nursery-rhymes-songs-index/zhwdgwx 

 

Selection of rhymes 

https://www.bussongs.com/ 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/tiny-happy-people/nursery-rhymes-and-songs-collection 

 

There are many apps that can support songs and rhymes too 

 

 

GLOSSARY 
 

Rhyme – when words have the same last sound, e.g. ‘Jill’ and ‘hill’. 

 

Pitch – the level of your voice – high or low. 

 

Volume – how loud or quiet your voice is. 

 

Rhythm – a regular pattern of sounds e.g. hi-ck-ory di-ck-ory. 

 

Repetition – when a word of phrase is repeated e.g. ‘Are you sleeping, are you sleeping? Brother 

John, Brother John.’ 

 

Alliteration – the use of the same sound at beginning of words. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/articles/zdqjjhv
https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/school-radio/nursery-rhymes-songs-index/zhwdgwx
https://www.bussongs.com/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/tiny-happy-people/nursery-rhymes-and-songs-collection

