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Language and literacy in the digital age.

Benefits of storytelling
Merga (2017) identifies several key benefits of storytelling, including comfort, security, warmth, attention, and rich language experiences. These early interactions form the foundation for many children’s future opportunities. This is further emphasised by Dickinson and Morse (2019), who highlight the significant role of books in supporting a wide range of developmental areas, including social–emotional growth, memory, cognitive skills, and early literacy. They outline several early language behaviours, such as early vocalisations, gesture, speech combinations, and emerging grammar, that contribute to strong literacy foundations. However, despite these well‑established benefits, only one in three parents read to their children every day, due to a wide variety of issues ranging from lack of confidence to parents not recognising the long‑term benefits.
The consequences of limited early language exposure are significant. Children with poor vocabulary at age five are six times less likely to meet expected standards in English at age eleven, which may increase their likelihood of unemployment later in life and raise their risk of experiencing mental health difficulties. (Hart and Risley 1995).
Discussions.
Talking to a child before birth is identified as one of the most important factors in early language development. Crowley (2017) and Saxton (2017) argue that during pregnancy, a baby’s heart rate decreases in response to the mother’s voice, which becomes familiar over time. This early exposure is associated with increased attention span and concentration later in childhood, and repetitive words heard in utero are more easily stored and recognised. Their research on language milestones in children aged one to six further supports the idea that language learning begins even before birth.
Dickinson and Morse (2019) argue that children learn more effectively through the quality of interactions they experience rather than the sheer quantity of words they hear. This is reflected in both recordings of A Squash and a Squeeze, where the storyteller uses prompts such as “Where are we, children?” and “What is going to happen next?” These questions encourage children to observe their surroundings, interpret the story in their own way and enhance their creativity. Dickinson and Morse also emphasise responsive communication, where adults attend closely to what a child says or does, take turns in conversation and provide space for the child to speak while maintaining genuine engagement. This approach is evident in the storytelling sessions, where children are given time to respond to questions and their contributions are acknowledged.
This is further emphasised when considering Lev Vygotsky’s theory, which positions literacy development as emerging through social interaction rather than simply through maturation. Vygotsky argues that literacy is not an individual practice but is cultivated through talking, listening, and shared reading with others. He also highlights the importance of adults providing scaffolding to support these interactions, enabling children to develop deeper understanding. Similarly, Michael Tomasello contends that input from parents and teachers is crucial for children’s development, as it promotes learning through social engagement and communication, ultimately supporting the development of more sophisticated grammar. This contrasts with Noam Chomsky’s perspective, which proposes that children are born with an innate language acquisition device (LAD), thereby placing far less emphasis on the role of social interaction in language development.
However, challenges may arise due to the ideology of “silence is golden”, a belief held by some teachers that quiet classrooms are more conducive to learning. According to Phelan (2015), this mindset restricts children’s ability to express their thoughts, feelings and opinions, skills that are essential for future employability, as employers value clear communication, collaboration and effective teamwork. This concern becomes even more significant when considering Ronfard et al. (2018), who explain that children begin asking questions as early as 21 months, with questioning becoming increasingly frequent over time. Despite this, parents often fail to respond consistently due to factors such as lack of confidence, limited time or uncertainty about the importance of communication. In contrast to this, Cekaite and Björk-Willén (2018) reinforce the importance of interaction by arguing that storytelling should be a collaborative process rather than a one-way monologue. Children should be encouraged to ask questions, point out objects and actively participate. When this approach is adopted, children learn how to take turns, engage in group activities and express appropriate emotional responses, skills that support both literacy development and socio-emotional learning in the long term.
Immersive room – props.
Technology is becoming increasingly prominent in children’s lives, prompting debate over whether educational settings should adapt to these changes or maintain traditional approaches to literacy learning. Erstad et al. (2019) argue that digital literacy should not be understood simply as using technology. Instead, they emphasise that digital literacy involves multimodal communication, including images, sounds, gestures, movement and animation. They also highlight the social and cultural dimensions of digital literacy, noting practices such as co‑viewing and co‑creating. Crucially, they contend that children should not be viewed as passive users of technology but as curious explorers, creative producers and capable navigators of digital environments. Because digital literacy extends beyond technical skills, Erstad et al. suggest that digital literacy practices can offer benefits like traditional literacy, particularly through app‑based storytelling, digital drawing, video creation and other interactive tools. These opportunities can support children’s creativity and self‑expression, making digital literacy a potentially powerful pedagogical approach. Digital literacy is therefore becoming an increasingly important everyday skill, understood as a social practice involving reading, writing and multimodal meaning‑making across a range of digital technologies (Sefton‑Green, Marsh, Erstad and Flewitt 2016).
When presenting A Squash and a Squeeze, the practitioner ensured that these ideas were embedded by using app‑based storytelling through the immersive room and incorporating video creation via the animated background accompanying the narrative. This is particularly relevant considering Rahiem’s (2021) discussion of the long‑standing debate over whether educational settings should shift from traditional storytelling to digital storytelling. She argues that adopting digital tools is not merely a technological upgrade, but a pedagogical opportunity aligned with contemporary literacy expectations. Digital storytelling enables children to combine images, audio, video, text and animation, supporting modern conceptions of literacy that extend beyond print reading and writing. Because children are naturally drawn to technology, digital storytelling can foster creativity and support learning. It also allows children to express ideas they may not yet be able to write, which can later enhance vocabulary, oral language and comprehension. However, Rahiem stresses that technology alone cannot improve literacy; teachers must plan effective digital pedagogies, develop confidence with digital tools, and have access to appropriate devices and supportive school policies. These requirements can be challenging due to factors such as cost, time and training needs, and without such support the benefits of digital tools are limited.
While Kucirkova (2018) emphasises that digital literacy reaches its full potential only when teachers actively support children’s interactions with technology and enable meaningful participation, Van der Meij and de Jong (2020) highlight the importance of reading books, digital or otherwise, in ways that maximise children’s learning. They advocate for interactive storytelling practices, such as asking questions and encouraging children to interpret the story in their own ways. Digital tools can support this process through story apps, story‑creation platforms and the use of images, videos or animations. Their research shows that enhanced storytelling improves children’s vocabulary, understanding of narrative structure and ability to create their own stories. When using digital tools specifically, they note increased engagement, opportunities for children to express ideas visually, and collaborative story creation, all of which foster creativity. 
Aubrey and Dahl (2015) highlight several challenges associated with integrating technology into children’s learning. One key issue is the disparity between how technology is used in schools compared with at home, which can create inconsistencies in children’s digital experiences. They also note that teachers require substantial training to support children in becoming technically literate. When combined with the financial costs of acquiring and maintaining digital technologies, these factors can significantly limit children’s opportunities to learn through digital means.
Taking these issues into account, it can be argued that, with or without technology, children’s learning continues to depend heavily on the quality of interactions they receive during storytelling. However, it is also important to recognise that despite the challenges of affording and supporting technology in schools, digital literacy is becoming increasingly prominent and an essential skill in everyday life. This suggests that technology may play an important role in preparing children for their futures, even if its implementation in educational settings remains uneven.
Rhyming
Nursery rhymes have a long cultural history, often containing references to past events. For instance, Ring Around the Roses is widely linked to the Black Death. With this in mind, some commentators have criticised nursery rhymes for being politically incorrect or lacking educational value (The Mail, 2018; Lee, 2017; Burton‑Hill, 2015). Many parents share these concerns, resulting in reduced use of nursery rhymes in the home. Burton‑Hill (2015) extends this argument by explaining that nursery rhymes often have dark historical meanings originally connected to violence, disease, and social commentary. To add onto this further, it is stated that many parents are not reading or singing nursery rhyms to their children as they seen as outdated, have dark stories and have concerns as too what children may learn from these dark stories. 
This perspective is contested by Lee (2017) and Pourkalhor and Tavakoli (2017), who argue that the rhythmic movement, physical closeness, gestures, and facial expressions involved in nursery rhyme recitation play a significant role in children’s learning. Crystal (1998:164) similarly describes nursery rhymes as effective, visually engaging, and a form of “vocal visual choreography”. According to Dyke (2017), Froebel did not view songs as extracurricular activities but as essential experiences that enable children to develop to their full potential. Froebel created a system in which children learn through movement, rhythm, and sensory experience, and his emphasis on the adult’s voice, gaze, and touch aligns closely with the relational elements highlighted by Lee (2017) and Tavakoli (2017). Pourkalhor and Tavakoli (2017) further demonstrate the importance of rhyming within childcare settings by explaining that exposure to repetition, rhythm, and predictable patterns strengthens children’s phonological awareness, the ability to identify the smallest units of sound in spoken words, where changing one phoneme changes the meaning. These features also create a playful and interactive atmosphere, improving children’s confidence and encouraging participation. Another theorist who emphasises the importance of rhyming is David Crystal, who argues that individuals are constantly changing, and as a result, so does their language. Adults therefore need to support this development through features commonly found in rhymes, such as language play, tone of voice, and repetition. This contrasts with Noam Chomsky’s perspective, which positions language as an innate capacity rather than something learned through repetition and social interaction. While Chomsky’s nativist perspective foregrounds innate linguistic structures, the work of Crystal, Froebel, Lee and Pourkalhor and Tavakoli demonstrates the importance of social interaction, repetition and embodied engagement.
When referring to the reading of A squash and a squeeze it can be seen that rhyming within the story allows for children to be able to predict what may happen in the future of the book. It can also not be forgotten that the repetition of the words ‘A squash and a squeeze’ allows children to learn the phonemes within certain words. The use of the word ‘Squeeze’ enables the presenter to close their arms together tightly representing the word through physical touch as well as facial expressions when the individual says sentences such as ‘I’m tearing my hair out.’ This idea can be especially important for individuals who are learning English as a foreign language (EFL). As stated by Sayakhan, N. I. (2019) nursery rhymes can especially be helpful due to the pronunciation of certain words within rhyming being emphasised as well as resistivity allowing children to memorise and recall what they have already learnt. While Victoria State Government (2019) Examples to promote phonological awareness. The Welsh Government (2017) emphasises phonological awareness as a critical skill in early childhood, explaining that it underpins the development of early literacy from a young age. The guidance highlights that language, communication, and social development are key areas that must be assessed throughout the Foundation Phase to ensure that children are supported to develop as fully as possible. 
Conclusion 
Overall, these perspectives demonstrate that children’s early literacy is not built through isolated skills or passive exposure but through meaningful, multimodal, and socially rich experiences. Whether through spoken stories, digital narratives, or traditional rhymes, it is the shared, responsive, and interactive nature of these encounters that enables children to develop strong foundations for language, communication, and literacy. Researchers such as Dickinson and Morse, Vygotsky, Tomasello, and Cekaite and Björk-Willén emphasise that language learning is a deeply social process, strengthened through turn‑taking, questioning, shared meaning-making, and collaborative storytelling. At the same time, contemporary debates around digital literacy highlight that technology can enhance these interactions when used purposefully, offering multimodal opportunities for creativity, expression, and narrative development. Research consistently shows that rhymes provide powerful opportunities for phonological awareness, emotional connection, and embodied learning, further reinforcing the importance of socially mediated, interactive experiences in early literacy development.
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