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The Benefits of Storytelling on Children’s Literacy Development.
Analysis of the traditional and digital storytelling activities.


 The benefits of storytelling have been widely recognized long before our times, going back as far as ancient Greece. Nowadays, advantages of telling stories to children from a young age are universally acknowledged by professionals. Parents and caregivers are also encouraged to become storytellers for their young ones for the simple fact that the fun activity is a powerful instrument to enrich their vocabulary, improve fluency and speed of their reading and effectively sculpting their communication skills, thus leading to higher literacy standards. As the present times are brimming with technological advances, teaching digital competence and adapting said teaching to newer, more functional methods of communication is imperative.

 The Early Years Foundation Stage Framework sets ‘communication and language’ goals for children to achieve such as to be able to listen and be attentive in different settings: from listening to stories and following up with their own ideas, thoughts or questions, and to be able to engage with the activity. The children also have to show understanding of what is being communicated to them, such as following instructions, to express themselves in an effective and grammatically accurate manner and to show ability to narrate and explain certain ideas or events in their own words (Department for Education, 2012). Mages (2020) thinks storytelling is a powerful learning tool which should be used by educators to support and scaffold children’s learning of new ideas and concepts. 
Children acquire language progressively by interacting with written text, and with reading, talking and conversing with adults about their direct experience, knowledge and interests, thus gaining coherence in speaking (Parvin, 2014).The same idea is put forward by Ramos (2012) who acknowledges that beside the enjoyment storytelling brings to children, it also provides opportunities for children to make connections between what is being narrated and what is written.
Adults, parents and educators alike who understand that language and literacy activities such as storytelling are meant to promote learning, give opportunities to children to understand and deepen their knowledge. This is in line with Vygotsky’s idea of a community, where the adults seen as the knowledgeable others support and mediate children’s learning, thus expanding their knowledge and understanding of the community and its values, also known as the zone of proximal development. In addition, it could be argued that this idea follows Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory model, where children’s development and learning happen in a familial context, followed by learning in the community and in the educational settings they attend to. (Anderson et al, 2016).
Vygotsky analysed the connection between thought and speech, arguing that the main function of the latter is communication via social interaction. Language therefore comes across as an instrument in constructing personal identity within social constructs. As Vygotsky mentioned the zone of proximal development where a child is assisted in learning and problem solving until assistance is no longer needed, it could be argued that the educational activities meant to develop language skills must be designed through scaffolding learning. Scaffolding is Bruner’s concept through which he explains how learning needs to happen in stages which build upon previous knowledge and extend development by gradually raising the level of complexity of tasks or activities designed for children (Larson and Marsh, 2014). 
Parvin (2014) mentions how the development of babies and young children’s early language happens through interaction in the form of games, song singing, nursery rhymes or even poetry in everyday activities. As the children grow, these practices become gradually more complex and help children to pick up on rhythms, inflections or patterns within stories or poems. Educators can therefore enable children’s immersion in the narrative by actively engaging them in discussions following the plot of the story, either by role-playing the story or by offering them the opportunity to create an alternative story, which will surely be based on their personal knowledge, experiences and interests. From this, they can become co-creators of the same story, acknowledging other children’s ideas and extending their thinking in a secure and rich environment. The same approach was followed when presenting both stories. Different techniques were used to grab and hold children’s attention throughout the story, otherwise known as ‘enchantment’ (Cekaite and Bjerknes-Willen, 2018); visual props were used for the traditional storytelling activity to set the scene of the story, giving hints to what characters might be included in the story and what the outcome of the plot might be: prints depicting the race between the hare and tortoise, the morale of the story and a whiteboard set up to choose teams, which was not mentioned in the presentation but could be used as a precursor engaging discussion activity to the story; masks depicting secondary characters of the story were used for the digital presentation to further access children’s attentive skills as well as their memory; the dialogue of the story was presented by modulating and changing the tonality and inflections of the voice, thus exciting the audience; the ‘lighthouse gaze’ – where the teller gaze sweeps intently across the audience from one side to the other, was also used in combination with affective postures and appropriate facial expressions to insinuate on character’s emotional stances. In addition to these strategies, both stories were told using several onomatopoeia such as ‘phweeeee’ to render the sound of a whistle blowing starting the race, ‘whoosh’ to interpret the fast running hare, ‘yummy’ to express the pleasure of the hare eating tasty food, ‘shh’ rendering the neighbours command to the hare and the badgers to be quiet or ‘zzzzzz’ imitating the sound of the hare sleeping. The use of onomatopoeia in a higher pitch while storytelling supports early development of attributing meaning to sounds, in line with Laing (2019) findings which argue that despite their linguistic limitations, onomatopoeia comes across as a key learning strategy for infants, who have the innate ability to acquire, reproduce and enjoy them. Although the story of the hare and the tortoise targets children aged four or over, the onomatopoeia serves as a tool to excite the children and further sustain their captivation.
As discussed above, storytelling implicitly involves performance and dramatising by using body gestures and movement and sound, usually used to captivate children and immerse their attention into the story. The benefits of acting out a story go deeper than that, children being able to better understand the rhythm, timing, sound patterns and movement, thus relating to the story on a more personal level and remembering it more easily. In sensing the rhythm and repetitive phrases, children recognise predictable events and can find comfort in the familiar patterns (Berkowitz, 2011). While presenting, body movement was utilised to express the hare ‘dancing a little jig’ when seeing the tortoise so far behind, or putting a finger on the lips to imitate a shushing sound. 
With regard to the benefits of storytelling using digital means, Yafie et al. (2020) believe that enriching vocabulary for children who experience speech delays can happen by using various strategies, one of them being using technological tools such as computers, educational television programmes and audiobooks to stimulate language development. Larson and Marsh (2014) also think literacy teaching is a complex task which should include usage of modern technologies available, such as a website, Twitter feed or a blog. They argue that literacy is acquired through using regular tools, be it in school or out of school, such as written texts, texting, use of computers or using social media. This way, access and interaction with technology exposes young ones to various cultural and linguistic discourses, providing them with skills to operate the acquired knowledge practically, and not merely theoretically.
The interactions happening during book sharing activities positively influence the development of children language and reading skills. These conversational interactions are visible through clear characteristics such as pointing out an aspect of the story or an image, identifying and labelling certain actions, objects or characters, reacting positively, giving encouraging feedback and answering questions in order to sustain their thoughts and ideas on the subject, asking open ended questions to expand children’s imagination and thoughts and so on (Parvin, 2014). Relevant to both story telling activities was the use of open-ended questions meant to expand children's perspective on the story as well as help them use their imagination and knowledge. The story narrated in the traditional way gave more opportunities for pointing out certain images of characters simply because there was a real book with actual pages being held by the storyteller. It could be argued that the digital story includes the same amount of opportunities for pointing, although one might refrain from it for not touching the screen.  Both stories included reflective moments to discuss children’s ideas or thoughts on the story, thus following and contemplating on the content presented to further stimulate the development of their abilities to communicate and engage in discussion. This falls in line with Brodin and Renblad (2018) findings that storytelling can become a powerful instrument for improving speech and language but only if paired with follow up discussions and giving opinions on the content or the pictures, as well as Bruner’s idea of scaffolding learning discussed above. Moreover, the EPPE research project findings show how the most effective educational settings use sustained shared thinking as a learning tool (Sylva et al., 2014). Whereas Bruner’s theory emphasises interaction as a primary source for language acquisition,  Chomsky, on the other hand believed children are innately programmed to acquire language, arguing that linguistic mechanisms of the brain evolved biologically and are triggered by speech hearing, concept to which he referred as Language Acquisition Device (Smith and Allott, 2016).  Chomsky’s theory has its theory as he did not studied children and their acquisition of language but merely expressed theoretical ideas about it; moreover, Chomsky did not take into consideration the fact that some children are exposed to little conversational interactions with their carers, as he ideated that children learned language by being exposed to it. 
Telling a story in a digital format has multiple advantages towards children’s development of oracy skills as well as helping them gain digital competence. Conveying a certain story to children using animation helps them visualise and contextualise characters, roles, behaviours and messages the story is permeating (Nair and Yunus, 2021). However, as is it argued that using digital means for literacy learning needs to go further than merely replicating traditional texts or books in a digital format, such as the digital storytelling activity was presented. Thus, teachers need to be aware and proficient in different softwares and technologies aimed at designing, producing and analysing texts, giving children opportunities to co-create and develop authentic literacy experiences (Larson and Marsh, 2014; Kurcikova, 2018). Kurcikova (2018) mentions how the teachers can enable children’s literacy by using various technological advances, such as story-making apps or digital books with various built-in features to add comments or read aloud settings. Thus, the digital activity where the book was presented by digital means and narrated by the teller, may not incorporate many benefits for developing children’s digital competence. Further digital activities on the subject may be  needed to model children’s technological knowledge.
The benefits of storytelling go far beyond their support of literacy and language development. Hibbin (2016) describes how oral storytelling positively affects children’s socio-emotional development by presenting them an experience where they can find characters which represent themselves and therefore can identify with them. She ideates that during storytelling, the children are bound to face self-exploration and self-expression which inarguably results them better understanding themselves and their identity. Berkowiz (2011) has the same view and she further argues that storytelling, especially oral storytelling involves performance and dramatizing through body gestures, movement and sound, used to captivate children’s attention. The benefits of acting out a story go even deeper, as children have a better understanding of the rhythm, timing and sound patterns, thus being able to connect with the story on a more personal level and to remember it more easily. Promoting and supporting oracy in children has cognitive development benefits, as children gain better control of the language, a skill that transfers to other academic subjects; good oracy skills give children self-confidence and reduced anxiety levels, while supporting them to understand, engage and debate in social environments (Millard, 2018).

	To conclude, both storytelling activities incorporated the right stimuli to arouse children’s interest and curiosity while providing a rich and beneficial literary experience, thus connecting the storyteller to their audience to also promote entertainment. Further development of the digital storytelling activity is needed in order to provide benefits of both literary and digital nature to children. 
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