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Storytelling plays an important role in early years education, providing opportunities to support children's communication, language development and early literacy skills. Through storytelling, children can develop their listening skills, explore new vocabulary and share their thoughts and ideas. Storytelling can be delivered through different approaches, including traditional books and digital resources, both offering different opportunities to support children's learning.
This analysis reflects on two storytelling activities: the traditional reading of Room on the Broom and the digital presentation of The Gruffalo using an iPad. It focuses on three key storytelling skills: voice modulation and expression, questioning and anticipation, and facial expressions, gestures and non-verbal communication. Theoretical perspectives from Bruner (1983), Vygotsky (1978) and Bandura (1977), alongside relevant research, will be used to evaluate the activities, identify strengths and limitations, and consider improvements for future practice.
The first skill identified is voice modulation and expression. During the traditional storytelling of Room on the Broom, the storyteller used changes in tone, pitch and volume to represent different characters and events. This was particularly noticeable when portraying the dragon, where the storyteller increased the volume and used growling to create suspense. The digital storytelling activity also involved different character voices, showing how both approaches could provide expressive listening experiences.
Expressive narration can support children's developing oracy skills, particularly listening and understanding emotions through language. For example, the dragon's louder voice communicated the character's threatening nature, potentially helping children understand its role within the story. Mira and Schwanenflugel (2013) found that expressive reading could support aspects of young children's listening comprehension. However, improvements were not demonstrated across every measure, suggesting that expressive narration does not automatically improve children's understanding.
Bruner (1983) emphasised the importance of adult-child interaction in language development through his Language Acquisition Support System. This can be linked to expressive storytelling, where adults model different ways of communicating meaning through spoken language. However, Bruner's theory also highlights the importance of interaction, suggesting that expressive voices alone may not be enough without opportunities for children to respond.
Similarly, Isbell et al. (2004) identified benefits of storytelling and story reading for children's oral language and comprehension. However, their research did not specifically examine voice modulation or digital storytelling, meaning it cannot determine which approach is more effective.
Both activities demonstrated vocal expression, although there were differences in how the stories were presented. Traditional storytelling allowed the storyteller to control the pace while using the physical book to support expression. During the digital activity, the storyteller controlled the narration and paused the animation to introduce questions. Woodland background music was also used to reflect the setting of The Gruffalo. Although the music helped create an atmosphere, it was important to consider whether it could distract from the storyteller's voice, particularly for children who find it difficult to process spoken language.
Reflecting on the traditional activity, using different character voices was a strength, particularly during the dragon's appearance. The changes in pitch and volume helped communicate the character's emotions and made the storytelling more expressive. However, the louder voice may have been overwhelming for children with sensory sensitivities. In future practice, the storyteller could build suspense by gradually changing the tone and volume rather than relying on shouting. Children with language delays may also benefit from slower narration, repetition and visual prompts. Although Bruner (1983) highlights the importance of supportive adult interaction, the absence of children during the recording meant that the storyteller could not adapt the narration in response to individual needs. This shows that expressive storytelling should be balanced with opportunities for children to participate.
The second skill demonstrated is questioning and anticipation. These techniques can support children's communication, thinking and understanding of stories. During Room on the Broom, the storyteller used the phrase, "I wonder what's going to happen next", to create anticipation and encourage predictions. Similarly, during The Gruffalo, the storyteller paused the animated book on the iPad to ask questions, providing planned opportunities for children to think about events and share their ideas.
Questioning can support oracy by encouraging children to develop vocabulary, express ideas and demonstrate their understanding. Whitehurst et al. (1988) investigated interactive picture-book reading and identified improvements in children's expressive language through adult questioning and responsive interaction. However, the research focused on structured interactive reading rather than individual questions, suggesting that the quality of interaction is more important than simply asking questions.
Vygotsky's (1978) sociocultural theory highlights the importance of social interaction in children's learning. His Zone of Proximal Development suggests that children can develop understanding through guidance that builds on what they already know. This links to the planned questioning during The Gruffalo, as pausing the animation could provide opportunities to support children's understanding. However, because no children were present, it was not possible to assess their existing knowledge or adapt the level of support needed. Therefore, although the activity demonstrated an intention to encourage thinking, it could not show whether effective scaffolding had taken place.
Mol et al. (2008) examined dialogic reading through a meta-analysis and identified potential benefits for children's language development. However, effectiveness varied, highlighting the importance of children's developmental needs and the quality of adult interaction. This supports Vygotsky's emphasis on social interaction while showing that questioning alone does not guarantee improved language outcomes.
Both storytelling approaches provided opportunities for questioning, although the methods differed. During traditional storytelling, questions could be introduced naturally while turning the pages. In comparison, the digital storyteller deliberately paused the animation and controlled the iPad to direct attention towards the illustrations. Kucirkova (2019) highlights the importance of children's experiences and interactions when using digital books, suggesting that adult involvement can influence their educational value. However, the digital activity remained adult-led, meaning children were not given opportunities to control the story or explore the technology themselves.
Frequent questioning may also interrupt the flow of a story and affect children's enjoyment. Children with language delays or Additional Learning Needs may require additional processing time or support to understand questions. Providing visual choices, simplifying language and allowing longer pauses could encourage
participation. However, these approaches should be adapted to individual children rather than assuming everyone needs the same support.
Both activities also offered opportunities to support early literacy. Predicting events could help children understand story structure, while discussing characters could encourage vocabulary development. Traditional books also provide opportunities to introduce print awareness through illustrations, page turning and recognising that written words carry meaning. However, these benefits depend on how the storyteller uses the book and encourages participation.
Reflecting on the questioning techniques, the use of anticipation during Room on the Broom and planned pauses during The Gruffalo were strengths. However, planning questions is different from responding to children's individual needs. If a child was unable to answer, the storyteller would need to adapt the question, offer further prompts or allow additional thinking time. This links to Vygotsky's (1978) theory, as the amount of support should reflect children's existing understanding. In future practice, the storyteller could focus on observing children's verbal and non-verbal responses and adapting questions to encourage meaningful participation.
Overall, questioning and anticipation can support children's oracy, comprehension and prediction skills. However, their effectiveness depends on responsive interaction rather than whether storytelling is presented traditionally or digitally.
The third skill demonstrated is facial expressions, gestures and non-verbal communication. These techniques can support children's attention, emotional understanding and comprehension. During Room on the Broom, the storyteller dressed as a witch and used facial expressions and gestures to communicate different emotions. The book was also held towards the audience so the illustrations could be viewed. In comparison, The Gruffalo was presented using an animated book on an iPad, with low-level lighting and woodland background music to create an atmosphere linked to the story.
Non-verbal communication can support children's developing oracy skills by helping them connect spoken language with visual information. Goldin-Meadow (2009) suggests that gestures can contribute to learning by providing additional information alongside speech. However, this research examines gestures across different learning situations rather than specifically during storytelling, meaning the findings should be applied with some caution.
Bandura's (1977) social learning theory suggests that children can learn through observing and imitating others. During traditional storytelling, children may observe the storyteller's facial expressions and gestures and later use similar communication during imaginative play. However, Bandura also recognised that observational learning depends on attention, retention and motivation. Therefore, expressive storytelling does not automatically mean that children will copy or learn these behaviours.
The witch costume provided an imaginative element that may have encouraged interest in the traditional activity. In comparison, the digital activity used subdued lighting and woodland music to create an atmosphere linked to the forest setting of The Gruffalo. These features could support children's imagination and interest in the story. Although the environment was designed to be engaging, it may not have suited every child's needs. For example, background music could be distracting for children with sensory sensitivities or those who find it difficult to concentrate on spoken language.
Introducing props, including puppets, story sacks or sequencing cards, could further support both activities by providing visual representations of characters and events. These could be particularly helpful for children with language delays or Additional Learning Needs. However, using too many props could distract children or become overwhelming, highlighting the importance of choosing resources carefully.
Bus, Takacs and Kegel (2015) suggest that electronic storybooks can support emergent literacy when multimedia features complement the story. Similarly, Takacs, Swart and Bus (2015) identified benefits associated with multimedia storybooks but highlighted that distracting features may interfere with comprehension.
Although the animation could support children's understanding, the small iPad screen may make it difficult for children to see the illustrations, particularly in larger groups. In comparison, traditional books can provide opportunities for children to physically handle the book, turn pages and explore illustrations at their own pace. Although both recorded activities were adult-led, the traditional book could offer more opportunities for hands-on exploration in future practice. The digital activity provided animation and sound but fewer opportunities for children to experience the physical features of a book. This demonstrates that both approaches have strengths and limitations rather than one being more effective in every situation.
The digital activity also provided opportunities to introduce early digital literacy skills by demonstrating how stories can be accessed through technology. However, there is a difference between watching digital content and actively developing digital literacy. During The Gruffalo, the storyteller controlled the iPad, meaning children would not have had opportunities to practise navigating the device. Using an iPad alone does not necessarily mean children are developing digital literacy skills. In future practice, supervised opportunities for children to select stories, use simple controls and discuss digital images could encourage more active participation while still receiving adult support.
Reflecting on non-verbal communication, the witch costume, facial expressions and gestures were strengths of the traditional activity. During both recordings, the storyteller looked towards the audience at different points rather than concentrating only on the book or iPad. However, balancing eye contact with reading and showing the illustrations could be challenging. The small iPad screen and reduced lighting may also have limited accessibility for some children. Future practice could focus on improving the positioning of the book or screen, adjusting the background music when necessary and introducing suitable props to support children's understanding and participation.
Overall, facial expressions, gestures and visual resources can contribute to storytelling experiences, although their effectiveness depends on children's individual needs, accessibility and responsive adult interaction.
In conclusion, the storytelling activities demonstrated how voice modulation, questioning and non-verbal communication could support children's language development and early literacy. Reflecting on both approaches highlighted strengths in expressive narration, creating anticipation and using visual resources. However, the analysis also identified limitations, particularly the absence of opportunities to respond to children's individual communication needs during the recordings.
Although both traditional and digital storytelling offered potential learning opportunities, their effectiveness depended on more than the format used. The digital activity demonstrated an alternative way for children to access stories, but further participation would be needed to develop practical digital literacy skills. Similarly, adapting questions, allowing additional processing time and introducing suitable props could improve accessibility for children with language delays or Additional Learning Needs.
Overall, reflecting on both activities highlighted the importance of adapting storytelling techniques to meet children's individual needs. While expressive voices, questioning and gestures were identified as strengths, improvements could be made to eye contact, resource positioning and the use of sensory elements such as background music. Future practice should focus on developing these skills to create storytelling experiences that are inclusive, engaging and supportive of children's learning.
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