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NHS Wales (2015) suggests that storytelling should be included as part of the child’s daily routine, as speech patterns are heard, which enhance the development of the child’s communication and literacy skills, as well as encouraging brain development and the means to understand language (Children’s Bureau (2017). It is recognised that unborn babies are able to hear voices from inside the womb, therefore, it is never too early to start reading to a child (NHS Wales, 2015). Similarly, research carried out by Niklas, Cohrssen and Tayler (2016) concluded that young children were positively affected from early reading, therefore should be read to from as early an age as possible, as this develops a child’s language skills, as well as additional learning areas, such as numeracy. According to National Literacy Trust (2017) technology provides children with opportunities to develop their communication, language and literacy skills, through the use of e-books, apps and video calling.

The Welsh version of ‘The Very Hungry Caterpillar’ (Carle, 1969) was read for both recordings and is aimed at children aged 0-5 years. This brightly illustrated picture book provides children with opportunities to develop literacy skills through its predictable sequencing and repetitive elements, with emphasis on learning colours, numbers, days of the week and a variety of foods (Pacey, no date), as well as the life cycle of a butterfly (Education Scotland, 2021), supporting the areas of learning within the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2017). 

Furthermore, repetition along with rhyme and rhythm are an essential aspect of the child’s learning (First Five Years, 2019). Previous research carried out by Harper (2011) acknowledges the positive correlation between the child’s knowledge of nursery rhymes and with their future achievements in spelling, reading and writing, along with contributing to the child’s phonological development. It is suggested that phonological development is an essential aspect for the child to learn to read, as children develop the skill to hear and combine the individual sounds to build a word, creating competent readers who are able to encode and decode words and spell phonetically. Bryant, Maclean, Bradley & Crossland (1997), cited in Harper (2011) suggests that nursery rhymes are the foundation for enhancing a child’s phonemic perception. Harper (2011) concluded that these factors, as well as reading aloud, develop the child’s understanding to connect written and spoken language, supporting the child to recognise text on the page, enhancing their quality of reading and spelling. 

As cited in Aubrey and Riley (2019), Vygotsky proposed that although speech and language is a skill that is individually developed, social interaction with other children is the foundation for their learning. He believed that with this established, the child would learn from their more knowledgeable other and reach developmental maturity earlier than expected. Bruner, like Vygotsky, believed that the interaction with others enhanced the child’s learning. However, he argued that the use of written phonemes should be encouraged to enhance new language and make connections with previously learned language (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). 

According to the Save the Children Fund (2015) the ability to listen and understand words is essential for supporting the child to learn to speak and build vocabulary, which in turn will promote the child’s ability to develop reading skills, as learning to communicate with others prepares the child for reading. 

Medlicott (2019) describes reading from books to be the most dominant form of reading to young children, as pictures offer children extended vocabulary and engagement in the story. In agreeance, British Council (no date) suggests that storytelling contributes to the child’s desire to actively engage in their learning, which in turn enhances their literacy skills. Similarly, Shelley (2017) suggests that storytelling is an effective tool for learning and is a strategy for the child to comprehend the world in which they live and implement their future accomplishments. Furthermore, Dewis Cymru (2018) is in agreeance and proposes that reading stories enhances the child’s imagination and curiosity, supporting the progression steps under the Languages, Literacy and Communication Area of Learning and Experience within the curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021).

Through observational research on language development, Cambourne (1988, 1995), cited in Rushton, Eitelgeorge and Zickafoose (2003), established his theory of the ‘Seven Conditions of Learning’. He proposed that the presence of certain conditions in the child’s environment assist the child to comfortably acquire early facility with oral and written language (Weeby, no date) with engagement being the central part of the seven conditions (Crouch and Cambourne, 2017). 

The Welsh Government (2015a) suggests that the Language, Literacy and Communication Skills Area of Learning within the Foundation Phase Framework, supports the child to become competent in oracy, reading and writing across all areas of the curriculum, with reading opportunities provided for the child wherever possible. Crouch and Cambourne (2017) support this, suggesting that learning environments are made available, where opportunities for children to experience engrossment and demonstrations of literacy skills, in order for learning to develop through language. However, the child’s engagement in their learning must be eminent.

Shared reading was observed during both the traditional and digital videos. Reading aloud allows the child to listen to spoken words, look at pictures and point out objects on the page, enhancing their language skills as they associate the object with the spoken word (Reading Rockets, 2021b), as well as allowing the child to ask questions and read the book from the pictures they see on the page (Wilkinson, 2019). However, Isbell et al. (2004), cited in Kalogiannakis, Nirgianaki and Papadakis (2017), argue that books should not be read through looking at pictures, as reading the written text in a book contributes to the widening of the child’s vocabulary, which supports them to reach age 4-5 stage of speech and language development (Welsh Government, 2015b). Kids Health (2019) supports this, suggesting that the child who has been read to from an early age is more likely to learn to read at the recommended time, as they will have acquired a wider vocabulary, compared to the child who has been refrained from reading opportunities. Despite this, the same quality of language interaction may not be experienced by each child, as individual practitioners have varied experience in storytelling and qualifications, delivering non-identical learning experiences (Torr, 2019).  

The use of props such as a reading book and the objects relating to the story being told, were identified during the traditional recording. Victoria State Government (2019) acknowledges props, for example puppets, as a means of supporting the reader to make improvements to the quality of storytelling being delivered. It is thought that the use of props is also a key component for storytelling, as they are a strategy to support the child’s interpretation, as well as to hold their attention, enhancing their engagement in the story, further promoting the child’s language, reading and writing development (Victoria State Government, 2019). Furthermore, Kroger and Nupponen, 2019) shares this view and acknowledge the use of puppets as a tool for clarifying the child’s understanding of the story during questioning and participation. This is observed in the recording, as interaction to questioning was demonstrated between the reader and the children, indicating the days of the week and the colours of the fruit. 

Gestures such as body movements, eye contact and facial expressions were visible in the traditional recording. Bowkett (2021) suggests that these types of gestures enable the child to view the storyteller’s expressions and the movement of their mouth, therefore, positively influencing the way a story is told and how it is perceived by the child, which increases the child’s understanding of the story. 

Furthermore, throughout the delivery of both recordings, pointing was evident. Early Childhood Research (2019) refers to pointing as a rhythmic gesture, suggesting that pointing is an important physical movement as it works as an initiator of language and cognitive development. Moreover, a previous study carried out by Universitat Pompeu Fabra Barcelona (2019) established that the use of rhythmic movements while storytelling is a visual tool which instantly promotes the child’s oracy skills, enabling the child from a young age to not only recall information, but to also understand the structure of the story and the information communicated to them, developing their competence to narrate (Cedar Mill Community Libraries Association, 2021). 

Moreover, Pie Corbett (2008), cited in Foundation Years (2011), suggests that along with a story map for prompting, stories delivered through hand gestures create opportunities for the child to memorise key parts of a story and become competent in story-making to creatively re-tell or write the story in their own words.

However, although the above gestures were also identified during the digital recording, the audience was not consistently seen by the reader, as it was necessary for the reader to turn away from the audience to read the story on the interactive screen and when changing slides using the keypad on the laptop. This prevented the reader form observing the children’s participation and engagement in the story, as well as recognising signs of loss of concentration and misunderstanding of the story (Reading Rockets, 2021a).

Furthermore, the use of props was not included as a tool for learning. This approach to storytelling allowed for the reader’s hands to be free, enabling pointing to be used as a gesture to clarify the learners understanding of the story, for example when counting and naming the fruit and food items referred to in the story. Lowry (2016) suggests that gestures and language development go hand in hand as the use of pointing to, and the naming of objects simultaneously, supports the child’s language and literacy development, as the spoken word accompanied with a picture reinforces the definition of the spoken word.

Robin (2008), cited in Menezes (2012) describes digital storytelling as an up-to-date style of storytelling, as opposed to the traditional form, with digital technology developing cross-media text. In agreeance, O’Byrne et al. (2018) proposes that digital storytelling is an effective method that has an influence on learning by providing opportunities for the child to acquire the variety of literacy skills that are essential for living in the 21st century, both within the classroom environment, as well as the home. This is in line with the Digital Competence Framework (Welsh Government, 2018), where the child develops skills through the use of digital technology, which contributes to their understanding of today’s digital community and promotes areas of learning to become confident and creative digital citizens in their ever-changing digital world.

National Literacy Trust (2017) encourages digital technology to be used as a tool for the child to learn and play, and not as a substitute for interaction with an adult. It is suggested that digital technology has a positive influence on the development of the child’s reading, especially for specific groups of children, such as those from underprivileged social circumstances and boys, as means for modern communication are learnt and adapted (Welsh Government, 2019). However, research carried out by Garba (2018) suggests that digital technology does not considerably influence the reading skills between boys and girls, although encourages children with reading difficulties to actively engage in reading activities, having a lasting effect on the reading abilities of all children. In spite of this, research carried out by Maulana (2020) concludes that an increase in screen time imposes the risk of language delay on the child, with the suggestion that face-to-face communication provides the greatest opportunity for language development.  

To conclude, storytelling plays a critical part in the child’s development and offers many advantages. Both traditional and digital forms of storytelling allow the child to develop language and literacy skills. The child also develops skills to enhance their reading and writing, whilst developing their listening skills which helps promote their concentration. Storytelling is one of the oldest forms of language and literacy development which encourages the child’s imagination and enhances their creativity. Today’s technology offers convenience, however, as this research indicates, there is no substitute for face-to-face time. In the future, technology may play a bigger role in our ever-changing digital society. 
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