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Supporting language and literacy in the digital age in early years

Introduction
   There are many benefits of reading and having story time with babies and young children, research shows that this can start before babies are born (University of Kansas, 2017). According to Terra Centre (2020) baby’s literacy skills continue to develop when a baby is born, although babies are not able to speak, they are still learning about the world around them. Furthermore, babies who are read to from birth can often speak more words by the age of two in comparison to babies who are not read to as often (Kids Health, 2023). 
   This paper will focus on three aspects of storytelling including repetition and rhyme in storybooks, gestures during storytelling and finally onomatopoeia, the paper will discuss how these aspects help and support children’s language development in the early years and how this could enable settings to support and develop children’s reading, writing, oracy and digital literacy.

Repetition and rhythm
   Storytelling is known to be one of the oldest forms of human communication, it can be used to promote education and cultural values (Lucarevschi, 2016; Mendoza, 2015). Furthermore, it is an efficient pedagogical instrument in the development of children’s language skills whether it is in their first language, or a foreign or second language, regardless of children’s age or background (Lucarevschi, 2016).
   According to Whitehead (2010), the storyteller is the link between the story and the children who are listening, oral storytelling is a special experience for young children and practitioners. By the storyteller having the linguistic devices of repetition and rhythm, these skills can support and enhance the memories of the children listening to the stories (Whitehead, 2010). 
   Likewise, Bower (2014) states that young children’s oral language can help develop their reading and writing by using rhythm and repetition, from an early age children can clap along to the rhythm and predict what words are coming next in stories with repetitive words or phrases that may be throughout the book. As seen in both activities the storyteller chose the book ‘We’re Going on a bear hunt’ the chosen book has some repetitive lines throughout it as well as having rhythm when the storyteller reads it such as ‘we’re going on a bear hunt, we’re going to catch a big one what a beautiful day we’re not scared’. Sari et al. (2017), Raising children (2018) and Teaching English (2020) explain repetition is included in stories to develop children’s language and literacy skills.

Bower (2014) states that through repetition in stories, young children will begin to develop more vocabulary and will then use these words in their own ways. Bower (2014) continues by saying that young children who come from a home which have supported their language development via reading stories from a young age will have rich well-established vocabulary. Collins (2018) agrees by suggesting that repetition is an important technique in oral tradition, it helps the audience and storyteller to memorise details through the book which could be difficult to remember. Stories that have repeated words or phrases throughout the book allow children to remember sounds, sentences and words.
   Horst (2017) adds that repetition captures children’s attention and interest allowing children to hear vocabulary and begin to understand the meaning. However, Larsen-Freeman and Anderson (2013) argue that repetition in stories has been criticized, with the authors noting that it is considered routine and meaningless. Furthermore, Darling-Hammond et al (2020) further argue that repetition does not allow children to learn or understand subjects, nor does it develop links between new or previous knowledge.
   In Contrast, Teaching English (no date), Raising Children (2018) and Sari et al. (2017) all highlight how repetition in stories helps to support and develop children’s language and literacy skills. Reading Bright Start (2024) also agrees stating that when children repeat words, children’s brains will make connections which develops their literacy and language. Moreover, Sari et al. (2017) defines the term repetition as a ‘persuasive strategy’ which encourages young children’s imagination, consequently encouraging children to learn. By the storyteller reading out words or phrases from the story over and over, children will become familiar with the words and phrases, and this can support their literacy skills (Sari et al., 2017).

  Repetition and rhythm have both been considered by many theorists for many years. Repetition and rhythm in stories can be linked to Piaget’s schema: the pre-occupational stage. Bashrin (2015) explains how Piaget’s pre-occupational schema as loops of repetition that support children to learn. However, without repetition, it could be more difficult for children to remember words or phrases (Bashrin, 2015).                                             
   Additionally, repetition is incorporated into Bruner’s Spiral Curriculum. Clark (2010) describes Bruner’s theory for children’s learning as information to be revisited by children and for methods such as reading stories to children to be frequent. In this case, the words and phrases in the chosen book could be linked to Bruner’s theory.
  Book Trust (2024) emphasises the importance of repetition in stories and how children’s reading skills will further develop when a child listens to a story. Finally, according to Read, Macauley and Furay (2014) stories which have rhymes are a major benefit for young children, suggesting that rhymes help to develop children’s ability to remember words when they are taking part in storytime. Children’s phonological awareness and vocabulary will develop through rhyme in stories as children will actively try and predict the upcoming words (Read, Macauley and Furay, 2014).

Gestures/Actions during storytelling 
   Rosenbaum and Simon (2016) imply that children who experience active and social interaction during their early years of childhood whether this is through storytelling develop the foundation for their language skills. From birth, babies learn to engage in mutual connections through non-linguistic means such as actions, movements and gestures. Kohl (2013) also states that including physical movements and actions during storytime with children will provide opportunities for children to take part by copying the storyteller’s gestures, therefore this then encourages stimulative learning and children’s attention levels will increase and the chances that children will get bored during the story will decrease (Kohl, 2013). 
   Additionally, Schwab and Lew-Williams (2016) agree suggesting that the use of gestures and movements in stories will help to develop children’s learning from a different perspective, which then results in the development of children’s language and literacy skills. For example, reading stories to children can change their views of language by adapting the focus of words or sounds in a story through actions, By implementing gestures and actions this supports Piaget’s theory of cognitive development second stage known as the preoperational stage of life, where babies and children start to understand and grasp the concept of objects, actions and language sequencing at their own developmental stage. 
   Greene et al (2018) suggest that actions and gestures during storytime allow young children to share the same physical interests, and to participate at their own pace and stages of ability to help language development, referring back to the storytelling activities, the storyteller uses gestures and actions throughout telling the story, such as pointing to the teddy bear when describing the bear during the story and using actions in both the traditional and the digital story. Children taking part in active participation during storytime allows and promotes children’s language awareness which supports Welsh Government’s (2016) policy and procedures in raising literacy standards which also supports UNCRC legislation in article 31 of (UNICEF, no date) whereby children have a right to leisure and play and take part in a range of activities. However, Duncan et al (2017) highlight that actions and physical movements are not significantly associated with literacy but suggest that actions and movements during storytelling lead to children’s self-regulation, which later leads to increased academic accomplishments in children’s language and literacy development.

Onomatopoeia in storytelling
   Onomatopoeia is another benefit of a child’s language ability. Sasamoto and Jackson (2016) and Cambridge Dictionary (2020) describe onomatopoeia as a word that is used to imitate sounds or exaggerate words. An example of onomatopoeia in storytelling could be imitating the noises of sounds as in the activities in the book ‘were going on a bear hunt’ used sounds such as ‘swishy swashy’ and ‘splash splosh’. 
   Laing (2019) suggests that using onomatopoeia supports young children to be able to associate their speech with sounds and promotes language development in young children. Additionally, Laing (2019) implies that children’s phonological awareness and development can also be supported when onomatopoeia is practised, therefore when children hear new words through stories it can enhance their literacy skills to remember. Asmaa and Sofia (2016) support this statement by saying that children’s books which contain onomatopoeia are good to read aloud to young children and babies as they are enjoyable to read and can encourage children to join in by making the sounds. Moreover, storytellers should encourage children to partake in storytime activities as this can support children’s reading development as they grow up (Asmaa and Sofia, 2016).
   
   Stories containing onomatopoeia help to keep children’s attention during storytime, it also helps to keep children engaged and interested in the story being told, leaving children wanting to hear more (Wang, 2015). The use of onomatopoeia supports children’s phonological awareness by being able to hear the different phonemes in each word, this is closely linked with a child’s ability to read and a child’s oracy development (Wang, 2015).  
    According to Gillon (2017), phonological awareness is a foundation skill that children need for writing and the use of literacy devices in book reading with children is necessary to develop a child’s writing skills as well as oracy and reading. Likewise, Harris (2018) agrees that onomatopoeia links to children’s writing skills, although young children and more so babies may not be aware of some of the words being spoken to them, onomatopoeia introduces them to the meaning of words as well as the pronunciation (Harris, 2018). 
   Onomatopoeia also links to the theorist Chomsky and his language acquisition theory (1965, as cited in Saxton, 2012). Theorist Chomsky believed that children do not learn a language, but that grammar grows inside children’s minds based on the information that is given (Saxton, 2012). Therefore, Chomsky implies that if children are fed the correct literary devices, the grammar and literacy skills will grow within the child. 
   Saxton (2012) also states that phonology, vocabulary and grammar are all different levels of language that work together to develop with literacy devices such as onomatopoeia, repetition and rhyme, practitioners can support the holistic language and literacy development of children.
   According to Meier (2009), the storyteller can act out stories to babies and young children by using different tones of voice, facial expressions and actions making the story more engaging and understandable for all learners. Meier (2009) believed that early year’s practitioners and children’s parents need to adapt their voices when a story contains a scary or upsetting part, by implementing this the children will learn to understand how to control their fear. As seen in the activities the storyteller changed their tone of voice throughout the story and emphasised words such as ‘splash splosh’ and ‘tiptoe tiptoe’ where you can see the storyteller whispered and lowered the tone of voice, as the storyteller got to the end of the book when they reached the cave they raised their voice and sounded shocked when they read ‘IT’S A BEAR!!’ and the pace of their voice got quicker when reading the last pages heading back home. In doing this children will become more interested in finding out what is going to happen next and will enjoy the story and become more engaged. As stated by Mages (2020) a good storyteller needs to captivate their audience by performing using different tones of voice and getting the children to listen and engage in the story being told. Mages (2020) believes that this will promote children’s listening and further develop their problem-solving skills and give them a sense of belonging.
   Finally, Neaum (2012) states that children will become more engaged in language play when practitioners or parents change their tone of voice, pitch, rhythm and speed. Language play also supports children to interact more during storytime, and it will further develop children’s exposure to different ways of using languages as well as support them to identify and respond to several types of words. Moreover, Neaum (2012) claims that babies and young children who are exposed to onomatopoeia in their early years will have an increased understanding of phonological awareness as they have learnt different skills of sounds and language. 
Conclusion
To summarise, many children are affected by language delay in early years but there are several different ways to help promote literacy and language development in young children, storytelling whether this is traditionally or digitally has many benefits to children’s development in literacy, writing, oral or reading. By using repetition and rhyme, onomatopoeia and gestures or actions during storytime these key factors will support young children to keep children focused and interested during storytime experiences. Therefore, storytime is an effective way for practitioners or parents to improve children’s literacy skills and help reduce to possibility of children having speech and language delays.
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