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Language and Literacy in the Digital Age


Introduction

In this assignment, I will explore the benefits of storytelling in children's literacy and language development, focusing on two contrasting mediums: traditional books and digital stories. Using We're Going on a Bear Hunt as a printed book and Stick Man as a digital e-book, I will analyse and compare how each medium promotes key literacy skills, including oracy, reading comprehension, and language acquisition. Drawing on theorists such as Vygotsky, Piaget, and Mayer, and examining relevant research, I will explore how children acquire language through these storytelling techniques. Additionally, I will assess how the Welsh Government’s policies and curriculum support early language development, oracy, and digital literacy skills in children. By comparing the storytelling methods in both formats, I will demonstrate how a combination of traditional and digital storytelling can offer a balanced approach to promoting literacy and language skills in alignment with educational frameworks.

Language Development
Language development is intricately linked to cognitive growth, and storytelling plays a vital role in fostering this development. According to Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, children learn by forming schemas—mental frameworks that help them understand and predict the world around them. Repetition, as seen in We're Going on a Bear Hunt, is an excellent way to reinforce these schemas. The repeated phrases, such as “We’re going on a bear hunt” and “We can’t go over it, we can’t go under it,” help children anticipate patterns in language, which enhances their ability to predict what comes next (Piaget, 1952). This predictability not only aids cognitive development but also builds confidence, as children are more likely to join in on the repetitive phrases, making them active participants in the storytelling process (Berkowitz, 2011).
Vygotsky’s concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) is also relevant here. The ZPD refers to the gap between what a child can do independently and what they can achieve with guidance from a more knowledgeable person. In the context of We’re Going on a Bear Hunt, the repetition allows adults to scaffold the experience for children, guiding them to participate actively in the story. For example, I paused before saying “We’re going on a bear hunt” to allow the child to fill in the phrase, gradually helping them internalise the language patterns. This shared dialogue strengthens language acquisition and social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978). Similarly, in Stick Man, the interactive features of the digital e-book, such as tapping or swiping, engage children in the story's progression, encouraging participation within their ZPD as they explore both the story and the digital interface.
Additionally, the use of onomatopoeia in We’re Going on a Bear Hunt, such as “swishy swashy” and “squelch squerch,” adds a sensory layer to language learning. These playful sound effects not only enhance engagement but also develop phonemic awareness, a crucial early literacy skill (Goswami, 2002). Phonemic awareness—the ability to recognise and manipulate individual sounds in words—is a key predictor of reading success. By engaging with the sounds of words through onomatopoeia, children practice sound recognition in a fun and interactive way, especially when paired with physical actions like swishing their arms for “swishy swashy.” This aligns with the Total Physical Response (TPR) approach, which links movement with verbal language to support learning (Asher, 1969). These multisensory experiences are particularly effective for kinesthetic learners who benefit from the active, hands-on engagement.
In Stick Man by Julia Donaldson, rhyme plays a crucial role in children's language development by enhancing phonological awareness, a key predictor of reading success. Rhymes like "Stick Man, oh Stick Man, beware of the..." engage young readers with repetition and predictable patterns, making it easier for them to recognise sound similarities and differences. This aligns with research by Goswami and Bryant (1990), who argue that rhyme aids in developing children's ability to segment sounds, a foundational literacy skill. Moreover, Donaldson's playful language helps children anticipate the next word, reinforcing vocabulary retention and comprehension through rhythm and rhyme.
Stick Man also offers a different approach to language development through its digital format. The use of animation, sound effects, and interactive features extends the learning experience by incorporating multimedia elements. Mayer’s (2009) cognitive theory of multimedia learning highlights the benefits of dual-channel processing, where children process visual and auditory information simultaneously. In the digital version of Stick Man, as children swipe to advance the story or tap to hear sound effects, they actively engage both language and digital literacy skills, further enriching their cognitive and linguistic development.
The Welsh Government’s Talk with Me: Speech, Language, and Communication (SLC) Delivery Plan (2020) highlights the need for early interventions in speech and language development. Storytelling, whether through traditional or digital formats, supports the Welsh curriculum's focus on oral language as a foundation for literacy and communication skills. The repetitive and rhythmic language in We’re Going on a Bear Hunt aligns with the curriculum’s aim to enhance children’s oracy through engaging storytelling (Welsh Government, 2020). Similarly, the digital storytelling in Stick Man fosters both language development and essential digital literacy skills for today’s learning environment (Digital Competence Framework, 2018).
Prosodic Features in Storytelling

In Barbee's (2021) research on the prosodic features of speech, she emphasises the importance of elements such as pitch, rhythm, intonation, and stress in communication, especially in early childhood development. These prosodic features are essential in helping young children interpret meaning, emotions, and intent in spoken language. Whilst reading We’re Going on a Bear Hunt, I varied my tone of voice when reciting the repeated phrase “We’re going on a bear hunt.” This enthusiastic pitch was intentionally aimed at inviting children to participate in their imagination, signalling excitement that I hoped would engage their responses.
Moreover, I utilised stress to highlight key points within the story. For example, during a climactic moment when the characters face the “deep, cold river,” I lowered my voice and slowed the rhythm, building suspense and encouraging children to anticipate what would happen next. This technique aligns with Barbee’s assertion that stressing certain words can help children distinguish different types of communication, enhancing their emotional and cognitive responses. Research by Schreiber and Kinsella (2019) supports this notion, demonstrating that varied prosody can enhance children's narrative comprehension and engagement.
In contrast, whilst reading Stick Man, I adopted a more frustrated and concerned tone during moments when Stick Man is mistaken for various objects, like a tree or a toy, as he grows increasingly desperate to return home. By varying my intonation to express frustration and worry, I aimed to evoke empathy from the children, encouraging them to feel Stick Man’s distress and concern. This highlights how prosody is not just about what is said but how it is said, reinforcing the importance of emotional expression in storytelling and helping children connect with the character’s feelings.
Creating Supportive Learning Environments

For practitioners, being aware of how to use prosody effectively is crucial. Barbee (2021) argues that understanding these speech features enables practitioners to create more effective, supportive learning environments. While reading, I intentionally employed exaggerated intonation and sped up my pace towards the end of We’re Going on a Bear Hunt to convey the characters' urgency as they ran away quickly from the bear. This approach helps children follow along with the story and aids their language acquisition and comprehension. By adjusting my pacing, I aimed to create a more engaging and immersive experience that encourages active participation.
Conversely, an abrupt or monotonous tone may disengage children or render communication less effective. For example, if I had read with a flat, even tone during the exciting parts of either book, it would likely have reduced the children’s engagement and emotional connection to the story. This is supported by research that indicates positive interactions with varied prosodic cues can foster better social-emotional connections and enhance learning outcomes (Barbee, 2021; McMurray et al., 2019).
Emotional and Cognitive Responses
Incorporating prosody into storytelling significantly enhances children's language development and overall well-being in learning environments. By using varied intonation and emotional expression, I aimed to create a secure and engaging atmosphere. For example, in We’re Going on a Bear Hunt, a gentle rhythm during calm moments helps children feel safe, which is crucial since they rely on non-verbal cues to understand emotions. Topping and Trickey (2020) highlight that emotional safety is essential for effective learning in early childhood. This strategy aligns with the Welsh Government's Curriculum for Wales, which underscores the need for supportive environments that promote emotional well-being and engagement in young learners (Welsh Government, 2020).
The storytelling techniques I used in We’re Going on a Bear Hunt and Stick Man employed prosodic features like pitch, rhythm, and intonation to enhance both engagement and emotional understanding. While reading Stick Man, I prompted children to think about how Stick Man might be feeling at different points, asking questions like, "How do you think Stick Man feels right now?" to encourage empathy. This approach aligns with Kidd and Castano’s (2013) research, which shows that reading fiction fosters Theory of Mind by helping children understand others’ emotions. Using varied prosody and prompting questions, I aimed to deepen emotional engagement, supported by Barbee’s (2021) findings on prosody in storytelling. This combination enhances both literacy and empathy, as Topping and Trickey (2020) suggest.
Traditional Books vs. Digital Books
Traditional Books
Research supports the idea that traditional picture books provide a rich language environment that enhances vocabulary and comprehension skills in children. Montag, Jones, and Smith (2015) found that picture books contain a wider variety of words compared to everyday speech directed at children, suggesting that these books are essential for language development. Personally, I find a warm and safe atmosphere when reading traditional books. The tactile experience of holding a book, feeling the pages, and turning them creates a personal connection to the story that I believe is crucial for fostering a love of reading in children. This sentiment is echoed in a study by Hutton and Rothermel (2017), which emphasises the sensory experiences of print books as significant factors in children’s engagement and emotional responses.
Digital Books
Conversely, my experience with the digital version of Stick Man showcased a different kind of engagement. The interactive features of the e-book brought the characters to life, providing animated elements that captivated attention and maintained engagement. Research by Gleston et al. (2021) supports this observation, noting that digital books can promote higher levels of engagement due to their interactive features. Children who are accustomed to technology often respond positively to e-books, as these formats align with their familiarity with devices like iPads. This modern approach to storytelling can make narratives more appealing and relatable, bridging the gap between traditional reading and the digital age (Dore, 2018).
However, it is essential to consider the potential drawbacks of digital reading. Eye-tracking studies, including those conducted by Mangen et al. (2015), indicate that children reading from screens may skim over words or read non-linearly, which could hinder their comprehension in the long term. These findings raise important questions about how digital formats may affect children's ability to understand narratives deeply, as traditional books often encourage linear reading and focused attention.
Comparing Engagement Strategies
While I have not yet read, We’re Going on a Bear Hunt or Stick Man to children, I anticipate that the strategies I would employ would vary depending on the format. Reading from a physical book allows for interactive discussions about the illustrations and story elements, which helps foster a sense of community and connection. Teachers often note that traditional books facilitate more meaningful conversations about the story, allowing for deeper cognitive engagement (Bowcutt, 2013). In contrast, with the digital version of Stick Man, I would likely focus on engaging children with the animated features, encouraging them to interact with the story in a way that feels exciting and new.
Research supports the notion that different book formats lead to different types of interactions. Mothers in a study by Gleston et al. (2021) were more likely to employ strategies that engaged their toddlers' focus on content when reading print books, while e-books fostered independence through encouragement of direct interaction. This indicates that the choice of reading format can influence not only engagement levels but also the type of support caregivers provides during reading sessions.
Conclusion
In summary, storytelling is a vital tool in promoting children's literacy and language development, with both traditional books like We’re Going on a Bear Hunt and digital formats such as Stick Man offering unique advantages. Traditional books provide a rich language environment through repetition and tactile engagement, supporting cognitive growth and language acquisition as theorised by Piaget and Vygotsky. The sensory experiences fostered by print books also enhance emotional connections and comprehension skills. Conversely, digital books engage children through interactive features and multimedia elements that align with their familiarity with technology, promoting both language and digital literacy skills. However, challenges remain, particularly regarding comprehension when reading from screens. Ultimately, integrating both traditional and digital storytelling methods presents a balanced approach that supports early literacy in alignment with educational frameworks, including the Welsh Government's policies. This holistic perspective ensures that children can benefit from the diverse opportunities that each format offers, preparing them for a literate future in an increasingly digital world.
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