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The Gruffalo (Donaldson & Scheffler, 1999) is a fun picture book with a catchy rhythm and a predictable format, making it great for storytelling with early years children. It uses rhymes and repeated phrases, which helps kids with memory, predictions, and sounds—important skills for early reading (like Bryant et al., 1989; Goswami & Bryant, 2017). In this analysis, I’m looking back at two sessions I held: 
(1) a traditional shared reading of the physical book,
(2) a digital reading with a high-quality e-book/app version of the same story. 

I’m checking out the differences in how I taught and interacted, and seeing how each format can boost speaking, early reading and writing, and children’s digital skills. Throughout, I’ll be referencing dialogic teaching (Alexander, 2018; Mercer, 2019), interactive shared reading (Whitehurst & Lonigan; Wasik & Bond, 2001), studies on early literacy and writing (Puranik & Lonigan, 2012; Rowe, 2018), and the cognitive theory of multimedia learning (Mayer, 2002/2024), along with research comparing print and digital storytelling (Takacs, Swart & Bus, 2015; Mol & Bus, 2011; Egert et al., 202).

In my read-aloud session, I took an interactive approach: I encouraged predictions like, “What do you think the fox will say next?” The page turns in the book created natural moments for us to chime in together with refrains like, “A gruffalo? What’s a gruffalo?” It also gave the kids a chance to play with rhymes (like /ouse/ in mouse and house) and engage in meaningful discussions about vocabulary (for example, terrible tusks). This fits with research showing that dialogic reading helps improve oral vocabulary and storytelling when adults facilitate turn-taking and give detailed feedback (Whitehurst et al.; Wasik & Bond, 2001).

During the digital session, I took on the role of the main multimedia curator. I often paused to get everyone’s attention back, saying things like, “Let’s stop, what happened?” This highlights a mixed bag in the research: while well-made e-books can slightly improve understanding and vocabulary, too much interactivity can hinder conversation and make it harder for kids to remember stories (Takacs et al., 2015; Parish-Morris et al., 2013).

Both sessions were intentionally set up within kids' Zones of Proximal Development (ZPD), but the types of support were different. In the print session, the scaffolding was more conversational, using things like questions, rephrasing, and summarising. In the digital session, the support also included multimedia signals, like highlighting key words and isolating relevant animations, in line with Mayer’s principles (coherence, signalling, modality). This was to reduce unnecessary distractions and keep the focus on understanding. The classic ideas here come from Vygotsky’s ZPD and Wood, Bruner & Ross’s scaffolding concepts, while Mayer’s multimedia theory explains when combining pictures and words is helpful and when it can get in the way.

The Gruffalo’s rhythmic, repetitive, and rhymed style makes it effective for oral storytelling and fun phonology activities, no matter how you use it. The predictable meetings with the fox, owl, and snake help with retelling and spotting patterns; the rhymes encourage group participation and analysis of sounds; and the twist keeps you thinking and chatting about it (“How did the mouse outsmart everyone?”). These points match up with style analyses of the text and research on phonological awareness that links sensitivity to rhyme with later reading skills.

The main takeaway from my approach is that reading from print allowed me to have full control over the pace, when to pause, and how dense the talk was. The digital version required more planning—like turning off automatic settings, establishing rules for taking turns on the tablet, and making sure every tap turned into a chance to teach—so that the technology supported the conversation instead of taking away from it. This aligns with research showing that e-books work best when adults are actively involved and limit distracting but unnecessary features.

I developed oracy by: 
(1) setting some ground rules for discussions (like listening, building on what others say, and giving reasons). 
(2) having small group chats to explore questions like “Which creature is the most dangerous—and why?”; and 
(3) doing choral performances of refrains to practice prosody and phrasing. Research on dialogic teaching and Oracy Cambridge’s work shows that having clear norms and modelling from teachers boosts reasoning, narrative quality, and participation. The repeated activities also let me assign roles (like narrator, mouse, predator), which helped build confidence and clarity—important aspects of oracy.

During the digital session, I kept these activities but added in some multimodal speaking skills: the kids described an animation before watching it again, narrated actions with the sound off (which helped with monitoring and summarising) and recorded short oral retellings that we looked over together—this helped with audience awareness and self-evaluation. Mercer (2019) suggests that dialogic teaching can also work in digital settings; the aim is to encourage "interthinking" rather than just "button-pressing," which shaped how I led the session.

Language understanding. In both sessions, I introduced a few Tier-2 words (like tusks, knobbly, wart, prickles), shared simple definitions during our reading, and went over them again later with fun activities. This method fits well with Text Talk and research on shared reading vocabulary, showing strong benefits when words are taught in context and repeated. The digital session allowed me to include nonverbal cues (like zooming in on the wart or briefly highlighting images) while keeping the narration led by a person.

We focused on phonological awareness and print concepts. The rhyming couplets and regular rhythm helped with spotting rhymes and playing with sounds; we clapped out syllables (Gru-ffa-lo), came up with rhymes for mouse/house, and played a game to find the odd one out among non-rhymes. These activities are aimed at skills that predict decoding, and there’s evidence that being sensitive to rhyme early on can help with reading later. We also practiced tracking print from left to right and identified the title, author, and illustrator—these are key print concepts. During the digital session, I briefly switched on text highlighting to sync with the narration to show the connection, then turned it off to keep everyone focused on my finger tracking and the children’s’ eyes—this way, we avoided relying too much on passive auto-narration.

I used comprehension strategies by asking for predictions before each predator encounter, taking a pause to ask questions like, “Why did the fox change his mind?” After reading, we worked together to create a story map. Research on repeated interactive read-aloud highlights the effectiveness of structured prompts and retellings for improving comprehension. Meta-analyses also show that shared reading boosts language development in various groups.

In the follow-up to the print session, I gave the kids some writing prompts: they named a creature (like an owl or a snake), tried out a speech bubble (“Where are you off to, little brown mouse?”), and worked together on a caption. These activities help recognise early marks, creative spelling, and name writing. Studies show that early writing is a good predictor of future literacy and having quality support from adults (like breaking words down, prompting letter formation, and stretching out words) really helps with progress. In the digital session, we used a stylus and whiteboard for planning and practising letter sounds (like typing the first letters to label claws or warts), which research says can boost letter-sound knowledge and early writing when done with guidance and purpose.

Just a quick note on balance. I steered clear of using “worksheets on screens”; instead, we mixed in some good old-fashioned writing with a bit of digital work for instant feedback and sharing. This way, we’re blending coding skills with meaningful learning, which fits with the latest advice on early writing (UK Reading/Writing Framework) that highlights the importance of teaching phonics while also focusing on genuine writing.  

I looked at digital literacy not just as “screen time” but as getting involved in making meaning in different ways (Marsh, 2016; MakEY project). The digital Gruffalo session highlighted:
1. Operational skills. Kids picked up how to open the app, scroll through pages, and use a stylus safely practical skills that early-years frameworks are starting to see as important milestones. I demonstrated safe handling, how to adjust brightness, and the “one touch at a time” approach.
2. Semiotic awareness. We looked at how meaning is created in print (like page turns, gutters, and layout) compared to screens (such as icons, hotspots, and audio). The kids pointed out symbols (like play/pause), told apart the narrator's voice from the characters', and talked about how an animation changed their understanding (for instance, the owl swooping shows it as a “predator”). This is classic multiliteracies work: recognising how text, image, and sound work together to communicate. Mayer’s theory helped me focus on the relevant multimedia so the kids could blend verbal and visual info without feeling overwhelmed.
3. Important digital habits. We looked at features like, “Does this wobbly leaf help us get the story?”—a fun way for kids to think critically about what they consume. Research warns that flashy elements can make conversations and understanding harder if not managed properly; turning these moments into questions helps kids become more thoughtful users.
4.  Production and sharing. Pairs recorded brief oral retellings and took photos of their drawings to put together a simple digital “class book.” This helps with understanding the audience and the communicative purpose of digital tools—using technology to create instead of just being entertained by it. This method aligns with findings that early, guided creation boosts developing literacy and speaking skills.

Both sessions matched the UK EYFS expectations by focusing on back-and-forth conversation, vocabulary, and comprehension in Communication and Language; building literacy through word reading and writing samples; and—most importantly—helping kids develop the skills they need to start school. I set up small-group rotations so quieter children could have the chance to join in, used visuals and repetition for EAL learners, and made sure everyone could participate by pairing kids thoughtfully during the digital activity. This approach also aligns with the EEF’s early-years evidence on communication and language strategies, as well as the Department for Education’s advice that quality adult-child conversations are key to progress in all areas.

Even though I put a lot of thought into it, the digital session needed a bit more adult supervision to keep everyone focused; one page with too many hotspots threw us off for a bit. Next time, I’ll customise the app beforehand to turn off any unnecessary animations and use “guided access” so only the current page is active. I also realised that writing with a stylus on glass doesn’t feel the same as using a pencil on paper, so I’ll keep digital writing brief and to the point, while most early handwriting will stay on paper. Lastly, to help with the transition to writing, I’ll include a dictated class text (a shared two-sentence mini retell of the Gruffalo) before they try it on their own.

In both formats, the key ingredient was dialogic orchestration—not the medium itself. The print session really made the most of rich conversation and playful phonology with the text’s patterned rhymes and predictable structure, which helped boost oracy and understanding while encouraging early writing skills. The digital session brought in chances for multimodal meaning-making and early tech skills— children learned to read with technology in a purposeful, critical way instead of just being guided by it. The research shows that both media can enhance learning when adults: 
(1) keep interactive talk at the forefront, 
(2) use multimedia thoughtfully and sparingly, 
(3) practice vocabulary and phonology in a fun and explicit way, and 
(4) provide genuine pathways from talk to text—both on paper and on screen. When done like this, 

The Gruffalo is more than just a favourite story; it turns into a platform for kids to speak, listen, read, write, and create meaning in different ways.
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