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Language and Literacy in the Digital Age

Stories play an extremely important and essential part towards children’s language development from before birth to seven years old. In both videos one will see digital technology being utilised as well as the development of language, literacy and oracy skills. It is important that children experience various approaches to storytelling, according to Donaldson (2013) all children learn through different approaches. This could be through a digital screen, seeing words, hearing rhymes or a more practical and hands-on activity such as a story sack. There is a lot of debate about the best ways to teach literacy, with many schools and settings adopting a formal approach early on.  However, Kaufman (2018) would argue that animated and enthusiastic story telling has much more positive benefits for children’s language acquisition and future reading behaviours. It is important that practitioners know each child’s individual needs and interests to be able to engage them in stories effectively but they also need to ensure that they introduce different materials in order to help them become confident, adaptable and resilient learners. 

Storytelling is one of many approaches to developing a language in a fun and exciting way Soleimani (2013). If children are read to and with from a young age it supports them to listen, speak, read and write with a meaningful purpose. Re-visiting texts is highly beneficial as children will know the plot well which can give opportunities to stimulate their cognitive thinking. Discussing the characters motives and behaviours, asking questions, making links and offering solutions are all important skills which stories provide a natural vehicle to develop for young learners. Children feel secure with familiar stories, but practitioners need to strike a balance between re-visiting the familiar and introducing new texts in order to challenge and extend children’s linguistic and cognitive development.  
 
There are some different and similar behaviours applied in both the digital and story telling activities. The digital activity focuses a lot on the screen, much of the story was read with less eye contact. This was not really avoidable due to the screen being behind the reader, however, according to beliefnet (2021) eye contact is important for more than children’s social skills. It exchanges energy, it allows the practitioner to grasp children’s attention as well as confirming they are carrying out an enjoyable and purposeful task. Therefore, perhaps a different choice of technology to the projector, such as an iPad, would have allowed more eye contact as it would have been in the practitioner’s hand. 

The world is adapting, therefore it is important that the curriculum is reflecting these changes to ensure children from a young age become confident and resilient citizens as well as life-long learners. That’s why the Welsh Government (2018) introduced the ‘Digital Competence Framework’ with the aim of supporting children to be familiar and confident with the new technology they’ll be experiencing in school, the work-place and the wider world.  Schools and settings need to focus on digital development across the curriculum. However, it should not be tenuously linked to all areas of learning but utilised whenever it can enhance the learning experience in order to ensure it is a holistic approach. This framework applies to children from 3-16 and sits alongside the National Literacy and Numeracy Frameworks. 

Denise (2016) highlights big differences between storytelling and story reading. She maintains that storytelling from memory can really heighten the emotional connection with the listeners, secure deeper levels of engagement with the children and promote a real love of stories.  All of these factors will have a highly beneficial impact on the longer-term literacy development of pupils. As well as enhancing their vocabulary, listening to stories can also develop children’s phonological and grammatical awareness. However, Denise also highlights the importance of securing a balanced approach between storytelling and story reading in order to ensure that children are exposed to print through texts.  This is extremely important as an early stage in learning to read through recognising that print carries meaning and also to them beginning to communicate through marking making. Nevertheless, storytelling and story reading are equally important for supporting cognitive development. If children are absorbed in a story, they will be giving their full attention, thinking deeply about the characters, their motivations, behaviours and interactions. Practitioners can clearly see if children are engaged and interested, by observing throughout the group time to see if the children are paying attention, laughing, offering suggestions about what might happen next, making links with other stories they know and asking pertinent questions, all of which are signs of critical thinking.  

Berkowitz (2011) discusses the importance of eye contact during story time. He believes that a book of any form can deflect from direct eye contact between the children and the adult. This forms an extremely important element of storytelling as it allows the children and practitioner to read one another’s facial expressions and be able to respond appropriately. Children will mimic the adult’s tone, volume, rhythm and facial expressions if they are drawn into the story. This will enable them to have empathy, intimacy and be a part of the group, meaning as a story is being told the adult can pause and bring the children in with mimicking such as pretending to be the little scared mouse from the Gruffalo. The practitioner demonstrates enthusiasm, encourages active participation through body movements, facial expression and use of voice in both videos.  Berkowitz also promotes the importance of oral storytelling as opposed to stories read with a picture book as it allows children more imaginative freedom. This approach allows children to come up with their own images of the story which not only develops their imagination and communication skills, as well as allowing the adult to maintain eye contact with the group throughout the story experience.  He offers some basic tips to oral storytelling such as starting with simple stories and using books with repetition of language patterns or dialogue, for example in the digital version of ‘The Smartest Giant in Town’, the children would quickly be able to join in with the repetitive language patterns after the first few pages.   

In both videos, the use of props to enhance the stories are equally prevalent. The use of a story sack when reading to children makes it more exciting and enjoyable and gives children the opportunity to play a more active role in the story. Northhamptonshire Council (no date) states that story sacks are very beneficial for young children or children with short attention spans and they prompt interaction between the children as well as with the adult. They enable children to sustain focus and concentration as the stories are brought to life.  Children are also inspired to retell or re-enact the stories at a later date using the story sack props, often independently of an adult.  This is a really powerful approach for the development of their speech, language and communication skills.  

Neil Griffiths is an author who is known for his creation, passion and promotion of story sacks Corner to Learn (2015). He believes that they provide children with an enjoyable and multi-sensory approach when listening to stories Story Sacks (2007). They can also stimulate children’s reading and writing skills in an informal way which means they are learning and developing without realising, which is a much more successful approach for the majority of young learners as opposed to more formal approaches to literacy development. The use of props or story sacks excites children when reading and this early interest in stories and books is an important aspect of children’s long-term development of good literacy skills.  Both videos demonstrate extensive use of props and visual aides to ensure engagement and participation throughout the session.  There is a danger sometimes that children can become distracted by the use of props, they can cause arguments about who is holding them or children might fuss with them rather than paying attention to the story.  The practitioner needs to be aware of this and adapt the session if this becomes a difficulty.

Welsh Government (2015) identifies the expected levels of speech and language development of children aged 3-4 in a range of areas.  Children of this age should be able to enjoy stories but can find it difficult to concentrate on more than one thing at a time.  This is an important consideration for practitioners when planning story sessions, they need to know the children well when thinking about the simultaneous use of books, props and digital technology which can overly complicate the session. From observing the videos of the story sessions, it could be considered that the digital story was somewhat “busy” and could have been distracting, particularly for learners with short attention spans. There is also an expectation that this age group can put sentences together of 4-6 words using present, future or past tenses.  Opportunities to talk about stories, the plot and characters, provide children with meaningful and relevant opportunities to develop their speech and language effectively.  Story sessions also provide an effective vehicle for developing children’s social skills.  They can take turns and share, start conversations with others and get their point across if they disagree with peers or adults about a range of aspects of the story. From looking at the above it is evident that nursery aged children need to have as many opportunities as possible to re-visit books and songs to fulfil the requirements of the curriculum. 

David Crystal was a professor of linguistics who maintained that children learnt language in five stages Wordpress (2011). It is helpful for practitioners to be aware of these stages when planning to support children’s language development. These stages start with children drawing attention to something, asking simple questions about the story before progressing to more complex questions. They then move on to explaining things before having the confidence to offer their own ideas and suggestions.  It is highly likely that practitioners will be working with children at all these stages of linguistic development and they need to plan and deliver the session accordingly.  From the videos, it is clear that both story sessions would cater for children at all stages of development in a way that would be much more difficult to achieve in a more formally structured literacy “lesson”.  This demonstrates the use of stories as a highly flexible and inclusive teaching approach which is reflected in The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (2011), where article 29 states that “Education should develop each child’s personality and talents to the full.” If children don’t learn to read at a young age, it becomes increasingly difficult for them to acquire these skills as they move through the education system and it is essential that the foundations for good literacy are laid at the earliest opportunity.

From the research undertaken it is evident that the use of stories in developing children’s language, literacy and communication skills is highly effective.  The differences between the two videos are less important than the features they have in common, which centred around the enthusiastic use of stories to support children’s linguistic and social development and concentration.  The choice of delivery will be influenced by the needs and interests of the children as well as the confidence of the practitioner in utilising different approaches.  Reflection on both videos highlights potential distractions from the story through overuse of props and the operation of the technology.  However, the use of story sacks and digital technology would be extremely beneficial as follow-up activities to the story sessions and would allow the children to revisit the texts, re-enact the stories and repeat the language patterns, all of which would contribute to their development as literate future adults. 
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