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Language and Literacy in the Digital Age
According to Vissar-Bochane et al, language development is crucial for children’s success in life and should be supported by the adults around them. BBC Teach (2023) points out that stories we hear as children will shape our view of the world and enable us to develop empathy and understanding of how others may be feeling. Children can develop important speaking and listening skills, vocabulary and language structures whilst listening to and sharing stories at home (Ramos, 2012, Berkowitz, 2011 and Marjanovic-Umek et al, 2012). 
Ramos (2012) believes that children should be exposed to books as early as possible and have pleasurable storytelling experiences, making literature appealing from a young age. However, Auger et al (2014) stresses that mothers are likely to read with their children if they have had positive reading experiences, have a love for reading themselves and understand the benefits of reading with children.
Children today are growing up in a digital world that is everchanging and are exposed to technology from birth (Harrison and McTavish, 2016). National Literacy Trust (2016) state that technology can play an important role in supporting early communication, language, and literacy. However, it should never be a replacement of adult interaction. A study completed by Harrison and McTavish (2016) found that there is great potential for language and literacy to be developed using technology through a variety of educational apps, if it is used alongside social interactions.

According to Wilkinson (2019) it is crucial that adults make storytelling fun and interactive to help keep children engaged and develop their love of stories. The curriculum for funded, non-maintained settings states that all children should be provided with frequent opportunities to participate in stories and shared reading sessions (Welsh Government, 2022). Whilst reading the traditional and digital stories, the storyteller emphasised their body language, facial expressions, and tone of voice to ensure that the story was fun and engaging.
The two selected stories feature a great deal of rhyme and repetition which provides an enjoyable, interactive story session for children. McKay (2023) discusses the three great R’s of storytelling – rhyme, rhythm and repetition, which encourages children to feel connected and interact with the storyteller. Children participating in stories with rhyme and repetition can predict parts of the story and become excited to join in (Cekaite and Bjork-Willen, 2018, and Read et al, 2014). Rhymes are an ideal first introduction to the sounds of language for children in the Early Years as the language is spoken in a way that is easy for children to engage with (Kuppen, 2018).
Rhyming stories can also boost children’s vocabulary as they benefit from word retention and memory when emphasising key words in the story (Read et al, 2014). The storyteller used pitch and tone of voice to emphasise key words and sentences in each story, encouraging children to join in. Schwartz and Sparks (2019) state that the size and quality of children’s vocabulary will impact on their reading skills as they get older. Montag et al, (2015) points out that children should revisit the same story numerous times as repetition helps to develop vocabulary. This links with Bruner’s spiral curriculum theory which stresses the importance of children revisiting activities to master skills. Bruner believed that children have an innate ability to acquire language which is supported by adults or more knowledgeable others around them (Bruner, 1982). Both the traditional and digital stories offer the opportunity for children to join in and read aloud as each page contains repetitive language which is predictable.
Medlicott (2019) points out that adults need to make storytelling exciting for children by altering their pitch, volume, and intonation. She states that children will not engage if a story is being told in a dry, monotonous way, with no opportunity for children to get involved. Cekaite and Bjork-Willen (2018) agrees with Medlicott (2019) and says that adults should make storytelling fun and interesting, using animated voices for each character and reading at a suitable pace, allowing time for children to understand and join in with the story. Crystal (1996) emphasised the term language play which includes adapting prosodic features and vocal effects to make language fun for children. He believes that all children, regardless of their stage of cognitive development, can respond to language play, including children with additional learning needs.

The Empowered Educator (2023) considers reluctant listeners and the importance of making story time enjoyable for all. They state that using props can promote engagement and attention. The storyteller used props whilst reading the traditional story. They used toy animals to coincide with the animal on each page of the book, showing the animal to the group and handing them to children to hold. Using props can gain children’s attention and encourage them to get involved, as well as strengthening the children’s understanding of the story (Brun, 2019). Griemann (2017) discussed involving the children in making or collecting props to help bring the story to life and encourage them to get involved. Brodin and Renblad (2020) and Vasalou et al. (2020) point out that including props can develop children’s imagination and communication skills as they discuss the props in detail and provide opportunity for further discussion. The storyteller did describe one of the props during the story, however, there were many opportunities for discussions regarding other props if children were to comment or ask questions. Lodge (2020) states that children should be encouraged to engage in discussions by asking and answering questions to develop their oracy and communication skills. 
Storytelling should be a shared experience involving the adult and child with children contributing to stories as well as listening (Vasalou et al, 2020). Davis (2014) discusses collaborative learning and states that adults should use props alongside children and scaffold their learning. Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory emphasises the need for social interaction and scaffolding to support children’s learning and development (Williams, 2020). Using props can extend children’s language through discussion and engage children with more books and literature (Brun, 2019). Allowing children independent access to the props used in a story can provide opportunities to further develop language skills as children explore the props in their own way, developing creativity and sharing experiences with their peers (The Empowered Educator, 2023 and Davis, 2014). Brodin and Renblad (2020) discuss the need for allowing children access to the book after the storytelling session, which enables them to develop their reading and communication skills as they reflect on the book, sharing comments with their peers. Furthermore, children can develop their reading and writing skills as they begin to develop print awareness and understand that writing has a function (Neaum, 2012).
The storyteller could have added props to the digital story to enhance the learning and engagement with the story, encouraging children to help with choosing suitable props. Medlicott (2019) points out that props can be successful in capturing children’s interest and attention, however, she feels that at times adults are too ambitious with props and worries that they could become distracting and take over the story. When selecting props to support a story session, adults should consider that ‘less is more’ and focus on the desired outcomes of the session (Medlicott, 2019).
The Curriculum for Wales focuses on providing opportunities for children to develop imagination, creativity, and a love of literature (Welsh Government, 2022b). It is vital that children have access to books from as young as possible as they develop their love for books and discover the correct way to handle them (BookTrust, 2023). The storyteller demonstrated how to use and handle a book whilst reading the traditional story as they carefully turned each page and pointed out words and pictures, the digital story also showed pages turning on the slide show. Wilkinson (2019) describes the way that children learn how a book works during shared reading as children are encouraged to turn pages themselves and will learn the word ‘page’ and it’s meaning as the adult asks, ‘shall we turn the page?’. 
Marcin (2020) discussed the importance of children developing print awareness and beginning to recognise words in a book, by completing regular shared reading sessions with adults. Whilst sharing a story together, adults can point out words and discuss their meaning, developing children’s understanding that words have a purpose in the book (Vasalou et al, 2020). The storyteller used their finger to point to words in the traditional story and move from left to right across each sentence which can help children to begin to understand that words are read in this way. However, the storyteller could enhance the digital activity by pointing out the words on the screen and finger pointing left to right to demonstrate reading. When children begin to develop an understanding that words have meanings in a story, they may attempt to mark make and devise their own stories using each mark to mean a different part of their story (Welsh Government, 2015). Barclay (2014) states that children mark make to represent communication as they begin by using scribbles which lay the foundations for future writing and will then progress from scribbles to forming letters and eventually words.
Donaldson (2015) states that high levels of digital skill are required in modern society, so it is vital that children are provided with opportunities to develop digital competence alongside literacy and numeracy, across all areas of learning. The Digital Competence Framework is committed to ensuring that all children aged 3-16 years gain higher levels of digital understanding to become critical thinkers and develop digital skills that will support them in today’s society (Welsh Government, 2018). In this activity the storyteller chose to use a digital story displayed on a laptop screen and told the story to the group, pressing the button to turn the page of the book when required. This method combined digital and traditional storytelling as the storyteller read the book using varied prosodic features and a good pace so that children could interact with the story. If this activity was completed with a smaller group of children, the storyteller could also encourage the children to interact further by pressing the buttons of the laptop and develop an understanding of how it works.
According to National Literacy Trust (2019) for some children, using technology to read provides a stronger sense of reading enjoyment than a traditional book and they have found that children with a lower reading engagement prefer to read on a screen. Maulana (2020) suggests that there is a risk of language delay in young children which is increased due to the amount of screen time they access and Van den Heuvel et al (2018) supports this as they found a significant association between mobile media device use and parents reporting speech delay in young children. They both discuss the importance of children being provided with more face-to-face interaction than screen time and considering the materials children are accessing on screens.
There are many applications available to access digitally that support and enhance children’s language development including digital storytelling tools which can be effective when accessed alongside an adult (Vasalou, et al, 2020). Harrison and McTavish (2016) point out that children need to develop use of devices due to the world they are living in and believes that they can be extremely beneficial when accessed correctly. They note that it is crucial to consider how children interact with devices as many storytelling applications require social interaction which could be a perfect combination of enhancing digital competence and developing social interaction skills. Schwartz and Sparks (2019) agree that children need adult interaction to support their language development whilst accessing media reading tools as they believe that children read differently in print compared to digitally which could have an impact on their language development and acquisition. Their study found that whilst reading digitally, children were more likely to skim over text and only reading keywords and that children reading print were more able to remember the plot and sequence of the story.
According to Levy (2009) children accessing digital devices can explore and master skills in their own way which supports their language and literacy development. Levy’s study recognised the need for digital access to support children’s literacy development as they were able to make sense of print and understand how text works, which supported them when reading print.
To conclude, research and evidence has shown that there are substantial benefits of children accessing digital resources to support language and literacy development. However, this should not replace traditional storytelling and face to face interactions that encourage children to become more confident in their own communication and involvement. Children in this modern society require a mixture of both traditional and digital stories to maximise their language and literacy development and understanding.


