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Introduction 

Storytelling plays a critical role in early childhood education, helping children develop essential skills in 
language, communication, and empathy. For young children, ages pre-birth to seven, listening to stories 
encourages their understanding of language, expands vocabulary, and sparks imagination (Gopnik, 2009; 
Bruner, 1986). In today’s world, digital storytelling has become increasingly important, allowing educators to 
teach in ways that resonate with children who are growing up surrounded by technology. According to the UK 
Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework, both traditional literacy and digital literacy are key in 
preparing children for their future (Department for Education (DfE), 2017). 

This paper explores how storytelling, both traditional and digital, supports language and literacy 
development. Using an activity video as a reference—where a story is first read aloud from a book and then 
shown on a digital screen—I’ll compare the effects of each method on children’s engagement, 
comprehension, and skill-building. Drawing on theorists such as Vygotsky, Piaget, and Bruner, I’ll discuss 
how storytelling helps young children in many areas of development, including language, oracy, and digital 
literacy skills. 

Storytelling and literacy development in Early Years 

Storytelling provides a strong foundation for literacy development in young children. Listening to stories 
helps them learn new words, follow a narrative, and begin to understand emotions. Traditional storytelling, 
such as reading from a hardcopy book, connects children with language in a social and interactive way. 
Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) explains that children learn best with guidance from an adult 
or more knowledgeable peer, which storytelling provides (Vygotsky, 1978). During the first part of the activity 
video, I used a book to tell the story. By turning pages and pointing to pictures, I helped the children see the 
connection between words, pictures, and the flow of the story, which Piaget (1959) argued is crucial for 
cognitive development. 

Albert Bandura’s social learning theory also supports storytelling, as children learn behaviors and language 
by observing others (Bandura, 1977). In the activity, my use of expressions and different tones of voice made 
the story more interesting for the children and helped them learn how to express different emotions. This 
approach aligns with Bruno Bettelheim’s belief that stories help children understand complex emotions, 
which is essential for their emotional growth (Bettelheim, 1976). 

Furthermore, storytelling helps children develop phonological awareness, which is the ability to recognize 
and work with sounds in language. This is an essential skill for reading, supported by the EYFS, which 
highlights phonics as a foundation for literacy (DfE, 2017). Maria Montessori’s educational approach 
emphasizes hands-on learning, suggesting that children benefit from physically interacting with books, which 
builds attention and memory (Montessori, 1967). Physical books help children develop fine motor skills as 
they turn pages and engage with the story in a tactile way, providing sensory input that digital stories may not 
offer. 



  
 

   
 

Overall, traditional storytelling methods offer rich opportunities for children to learn language, develop social 
skills, and explore emotions. By engaging with a story through images, words, and sounds, children can 
connect more deeply with its meaning, laying a strong foundation for their future reading and writing skills. 

 

Digital storytelling in Early years 

Digital storytelling adds a new layer to early childhood education by combining text, sound, and visuals, 
which many children find engaging. Today’s young learners are often called "digital natives," meaning they 
are familiar with technology from a young age (Prensky, 2001). In the second part of the activity video, I told 
the same story on a screen, which kept the children’s attention through animated images and highlighted 
text. This digital approach aligns with Richard Mayer’s cognitive theory of multimedia learning, which 
suggests that combining different media forms helps children process and understand new information 
(Mayer, 2001). 

Digital storytelling introduces children to digital literacy skills, which are increasingly important in modern 
education. Following highlighted text on the screen helps children learn to track words, enhancing their 
reading skills while also teaching them basic digital skills, like following visual cues. The EYFS framework 
supports the use of technology to prepare children for school and life in a digital world (DfE, 2017). 

However, it’s important to be cautious with digital tools. Research by Burns (2005) found that screens can 
sometimes overstimulate young children, leading to shorter attention spans. Noam Chomsky’s theory of 
universal grammar suggests that language learning is an innate process that benefits from clear, focused 
language input (Chomsky, 1957). Therefore, while digital storytelling is highly engaging, it may be best used in 
moderation and as a complement to traditional reading methods. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems 
theory also notes that learning environments shape children’s development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), which 
suggests that a mix of traditional and digital literacy activities may offer the most balanced learning 
experience. 

Digital storytelling encourages early digital skills, such as navigating a device, understanding digital icons, 
and following multimedia prompts. By preparing children for a technology-driven world, digital storytelling 
aligns with the goals of the EYFS framework, which promotes the integration of technology into early 
education (DfE, 2017). Although it differs from traditional storytelling, digital methods are valuable tools for 
building both literacy and digital skills in young children. 

 

 

Comparing Traditional and Digital approaches to storytelling 

Example 1: Physical Interaction with the Book 

The act of turning pages in a physical book, as observed in the activity video, provides an important hands-on 
experience for children. Maria Montessori’s philosophy emphasizes sensory learning, which helps children 
understand the story’s flow and sequence (Montessori, 1967). This aligns with the EYFS framework’s focus 



  
 

   
 

on hands-on learning, which helps children become familiar with books and reading (DfE, 2017). In contrast, 
digital stories may lack this tactile experience, as noted by Piaget (1959), who emphasized the need for 
concrete, hands-on learning at early stages. 

Example 2: Vocal Intonation and Expression 

Using varied tones of voice and facial expressions during storytelling helps children connect emotionally to 
the story, encouraging empathy and understanding. This approach aligns with Jerome Bruner’s scaffolding 
theory, as storytelling guidance aids children’s comprehension (Bruner, 1986). Deborah Tannen’s research 
on conversational style shows that expressive, dialogic reading encourages active listening and language 
development (Tannen, 1989). Although digital storytelling can include sound effects, traditional storytelling’s 
simplicity may allow children to focus more fully on the narrator’s voice. 

Example 3: Engagement and Digital Interactivity in Screen-Based Storytelling 

Digital storytelling introduces interactive elements, such as animations and highlighted text, which hold 
children’s attention effectively. This approach supports Aitchison’s research, which emphasizes that 
children learn language through repeated, meaningful exposure (Aitchison, 1996). However, Albert Bandura’s 
social learning theory suggests that children also benefit from observing social interactions, which traditional 
storytelling offers (Bandura, 1977). The social and interactive components of both methods provide a 
balanced learning environment, as Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory suggests, supporting various 
aspects of children’s development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

In conclusion, both traditional and digital storytelling approaches provide unique benefits for literacy 
development. Traditional storytelling helps children engage with books physically and socially, while digital 
storytelling builds early digital literacy skills and captures attention in engaging ways. Combining both 
approaches aligns with the EYFS framework, offering a holistic approach to early literacy and digital 
readiness. 

 

 

Conclusion 

In closing, both traditional and digital storytelling are incredibly valuable in helping young children grow their 
literacy, language, and social skills. Each approach has its strengths and combining them gives children a 
well-rounded foundation. Traditional storytelling, like reading from a physical book, gives children a hands-
on experience with language. It lets them see how books work—following pages in order, observing text and 
images, and feeling the book in their hands. This experience is in line with Piaget’s view that young children 
need concrete, real experiences to make sense of the world (Piaget, 1959). Montessori’s ideas also back this 
up, as she believed children learn best when they can touch and interact with materials, which strengthens 
memory and focus (Montessori, 1967). Bruner’s theory of scaffolding shows that when adults bring stories to 
life through expressions and tone, it helps kids understand the emotions and lessons within the story 
(Bruner, 1986). 



  
 

   
 

On the other hand, digital storytelling brings in a fresh, engaging way to learn by adding visuals, sound, and 
interactivity. This can be especially exciting for children growing up in a world full of screens and technology. 
Through animated text and images, digital storytelling doesn’t just hold children’s attention; it also 
introduces basic digital skills, like following highlighted words. Mayer’s theory of multimedia learning 
explains that combining pictures, words, and sounds makes information easier to understand and remember 
(Mayer, 2001). Digital storytelling ties into the EYFS framework, which encourages preparing children for a 
tech-filled future by helping them learn digital basics early on (DfE, 2017). In our activity, digital storytelling 
showed it could keep children engaged while supporting these important skills. 

Using both types of storytelling together can create a balanced and flexible learning environment. Vygotsky’s 
concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) shows that children benefit from having someone guide 
them—whether through the pages of a physical book or through interactive digital elements (Vygotsky, 1978). 
For example, traditional storytelling could be great for building emotional connections and comprehension, 
while digital storytelling might be more useful for learning new words and following digital prompts. 
Chomsky’s idea of universal grammar suggests that children are naturally wired for language learning, so 
storytelling of any kind helps reinforce language patterns, giving them a clearer understanding of how 
language works (Chomsky, 1957). 

In future practice, it’s worth exploring how to get the best of both storytelling styles. Teachers might start by 
reading a story from a book and then explore the same story through a digital format, using animations or 
interactive features to reinforce understanding. This approach can boost children’s focus, comprehension, 
and excitement for learning. 

Altogether, combining traditional and digital storytelling methods creates a richer, more complete learning 
experience for young children. Supported by theories from experts like Vygotsky, Bruner, and Piaget, it’s clear 
both styles help children in different but complementary ways. As education evolves alongside technology, 
finding ways to blend these approaches can provide children with the skills they need to thrive both in school 
and in a world that’s increasingly digital. 
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