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Exploring Language and Literacy Through Traditional and Digital Storytelling: A Self-Reflective Analysis
“Our sensitivity to narrative provides the major link between our own sense of self and our sense of others in the social world” (Bruner, 1986).
Storytelling is an important part of young children’s early language and literacy development, supporting communication, listening and participation. Cekaite and Björk-Willén (2018) demonstrate that storytelling is a collaborative, interactive experience in which changes in voice, pitch, pauses, facial expressions, gestures and gaze engage children and encourage participation. Similarly, Maureen, van der Meij and de Jong (2020) found that structured storytelling activities supported children’s literacy development and offered opportunities to develop digital literacy. However, their findings showed no significant difference between traditional and digital storytelling, suggesting that digital approaches should complement rather than replace traditional methods. This analysis therefore critically reflects on my storytelling practice, exploring vocabulary development, oracy, active participation and the use of props in traditional storytelling, alongside the role of digital storytelling in supporting young children’s early language and literacy.
Wales has a rich oral storytelling heritage, with narratives transmitted and adapted across generations. The National Library of Wales (n.d.) notes that the tales of the Mabinogi were preserved through this tradition. The character of Blodeuwedd, created from flowers in Math fab Mathonwy, inspired the original story developed for this activity. Rather than retelling the traditional tale, I adapted its central character and imagery to create an age-appropriate narrative exploring emotions, friendship and belonging for children aged three to four years. This reflection considers how traditional and digital storytelling approaches can engage this age group and support their oracy, early literacy and digital literacy development.
Benefits of storytelling
Shared storytelling provides opportunities for meaningful adult–child interactions through conversation, shared attention and responsive communication. Dickinson and Morse (2019) highlight the importance of back-and-forth exchanges, enabling children to express ideas, develop language and actively construct meaning rather than remain passive listeners. This aligns with the Welsh Government’s (2026) Principles for teaching language and literacy in Wales, which identifies spoken language as essential for language and literacy development and emphasises the connections between listening, speaking, reading and writing. Through shared storytelling, practitioners can model vocabulary, encourage dialogue and provide opportunities for children to communicate their ideas, supporting their developing oracy and early literacy skills.
In creating and presenting The Flower Girl and the Boy Who Became an Eagle, the storyteller used expressive narration and an imaginative storyline to create opportunities for children to engage with the characters and explore emotions. These choices reflect the importance of modelling language and providing engaging contexts for communication. However, to encourage more active participation, the storyteller could incorporate open-ended questions, pauses and opportunities for children to predict events or describe how the characters might feel. This could support children's vocabulary, oracy and comprehension while connecting the story to their own experiences.
Storytelling can also support children’s emotional wellbeing by providing opportunities to explore feelings and relationships. Bowlby’s (1988) attachment theory emphasises the importance of secure emotional relationships in children’s development. Across both the traditional and digital storytelling activities, the storyteller aims to create a supportive environment in which children feel valued and confident to participate. This can be seen at the beginning of the traditional storytelling activity, when the storyteller invites the children to knock on a magical suitcase to discover whether a story is hidden inside. The suitcase becomes a recurring storytelling resource, with a new story revealed each time it is opened. This playful introduction encourages curiosity, anticipation and active participation, while creating opportunities for children to respond verbally and engage in shared dialogue. By inviting children to knock and become involved in revealing the story, the storyteller creates a shared experience rather than positioning children as passive listeners. This reflects the importance of conversational interaction in supporting children's developing communication and language skills.
 In The Flower Girl and the Boy Who Became an Eagle, themes of loneliness, fear, happiness and love could provide opportunities for children to recognise and discuss emotions, relate the narrative to their own experiences and develop empathy.
Clemens and Kegel (2021) found that shared book reading increased language use among 43 infants aged nine to eighteen months compared with other everyday activities,however, the small sample and similarities in the families’ social backgrounds mean the findings may not apply to all children, particularly older ones. This research is relevant to both the digital book and traditional storytelling activities, as the storyteller can encourage children aged three to four to discuss characters’ emotions, explore new vocabulary and connect the story with their own experiences.




Digital storytelling
Digital storytelling can enrich young children’s literacy experiences through visual, auditory and interactive elements. Robin (2016, pp. 17–18) explains that it combines traditional narrative with digital media, including images, text and audio narration. It can also encourage creativity, engagement and the expression of ideas and feelings (Robin, 2016, p. 19). This aligns with the Curriculum for Wales Digital Competence Framework, which identifies creating digital content by combining text, images and sound as an important aspect of digital competence (Welsh Government, n.d.). My digital story brings these elements together, combining visual storytelling with narration to create an engaging experience for young children. In creating the digital book, the storyteller selected images and incorporated written text to illustrate the narrative, combining visual and written elements to support children’s engagement and understanding. This demonstrates how digital tools can be used creatively to present a story and provide opportunities for young children to connect images, words and spoken language.
Kucirkova (2018, pp. 50–51) highlights how children engage with digital books through looking, listening, touching and communicating. However, adult interaction remains important for supporting comprehension through questioning, explaining unfamiliar vocabulary and connecting story events to children’s experiences (Kucirkova, 2018, pp. 55–56). This suggests that technology alone does not guarantee meaningful learning.
Similarly, Chuang and Jamiat (2023) found that multimedia features, including images and audio narration, can support children's emergent literacy, vocabulary and story comprehension. This is relevant to the storyteller's digital book, which combines illustrations and written text with narration. However, their review also found that some interactive features can distract children from the narrative, reducing opportunities to focus on story meaning and comprehension. Although the digital book used in this activity did not include games or interactive hotspots, these findings suggest that practitioners should carefully select digital resources to ensure that multimedia elements enhance rather than distract from learning. As the review focused primarily on interactive reading applications, its findings may not fully reflect the experience of a digital story without interactive features.

Vocabulary development
Storytelling can support vocabulary development by exposing children to words they may not encounter in everyday conversation. Montag, Jones and Smith (2015) analysed 100 children’s picture books and found greater vocabulary diversity than in adult speech directed towards young children. This suggests that stories can introduce unfamiliar words, topics and experiences. Practitioners can extend this learning by discussing new vocabulary and encouraging children to use it. However, the study measured vocabulary diversity rather than children’s learning, so exposure alone does not guarantee acquisition.
Digital storytelling offers further opportunities through spoken language, text, images, sound and animation. Choo, Abdullah and Mohd Nawi (2020) suggest that visual and auditory elements can support children’s understanding of story content and word meanings. For example, illustrations accompanying narration may help children connect unfamiliar words with visual representations. However, the authors highlight the need for further research comparing digital and oral storytelling, meaning digital resources should not automatically be considered more effective than traditional approaches.
These findings relate to The Flower Girl and the Boy Who Became an Eagle, inspired by Blodeuwedd from the Mabinogi and developed for children aged three to four. Through its narrative, illustrations and expressive delivery, the storyteller aimed to introduce vocabulary relating to emotions and the natural world. For example, Gareth states, “I'm lonely. I'm angry. I'm frightened” (p. 4), while Blodwen experiences “love”, “happiness” and feeling “safe” (p. 9). Repeating these emotional words within the story provides opportunities for children to become familiar with their meanings, while illustrations and expressive narration could help connect the vocabulary to the characters’ experiences.
Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory emphasises the importance of social interaction in learning. Similarly, Sitinjak et al. (2025) reported improvements in vocabulary, expressive language and narrative skills through storytelling, highlighting the potential value of guided participation within Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development. The storyteller could apply this by pausing after Gareth describes his feelings and asking, “How do you think Blodwen feels?” Such questions could encourage children to discuss emotions, make personal connections and practise descriptive language. Repeating key words and allowing time for responses could further support vocabulary development. However, Sitinjak et al. studied children aged four to six in a different educational and cultural context, so their findings should be applied cautiously to the intended age group.
Oracy and active participation
Storytelling supports children's oracy by encouraging listening, communication and shared experiences. Dickinson and Morse (2019) highlight the importance of responsive, back-and-forth conversations, which allow children to express ideas, develop spoken language and connect stories with their experiences.
In The Flower Girl and the Boy Who Became an Eagle, when Gareth describes feeling “lonely”, “angry” and “frightened” (p. 4), the storyteller could invite children to discuss his emotions. During his transformation into an eagle (p. 6), children could join in with “WHOOSH!”, imitate wing movements or predict what happens next. These activities encourage participation through speech, movement and imaginative play, while allowing children to observe if they prefer not to join in.
However, participation depends on sensitive adult guidance. Excessive questioning can interrupt the narrative, while expecting every child to respond verbally may disadvantage quieter children or those communicating non-verbally. Cremin et al. (2018) highlight the importance of practitioners responding sensitively to children's verbal and non-verbal cues. The storyteller should therefore balance open-ended questions with child-led responses, allowing children to participate at their own pace.
Traditional storytelling and the use of props
Props can bring stories to life by providing visual representations of characters and settings. Cekaite and Björk-Willén (2018) highlight how expressive voices, gestures and facial expressions communicate emotions and engage children. Similarly, Cremin et al. (2018) demonstrate how storytelling combines speech, movement and practitioner interaction to support children's participation.
When presenting The Flower Girl and the Boy Who Became an Eagle, I created a woodland scene inside a suitcase, knocking before opening it to reveal the setting and teddy characters. This was intended to stimulate curiosity and anticipation. I used a slow pace and varied my pitch to communicate loneliness, anger, fear and happiness. These choices aimed to immerse children in the story and encourage them to explore Blodwen and Gareth's experiences. Bruner's work on narrative, discussed by Raw (2014), highlights how stories can help people make sense of experiences.
In contrast, I used no physical props in my digital presentation, relying instead on images, written text and expressive narration. Reflecting on both approaches, I recognise that physical resources can provide visual cues, but do not guarantee understanding. In future practice, I would consider combining physical and digital resources purposefully, incorporating pauses and discussion to encourage children's interpretations and help assess their understanding. This has highlighted the importance of choosing resources that support the story and meet children's developmental needs.


Conclusion
In conclusion, this reflection has demonstrated how traditional and digital storytelling can support young children’s language and literacy development. Through the creation and presentation of The Flower Girl and the Boy Who Became an Eagle, the storyteller explored how storytelling can encourage vocabulary development, oracy and active participation while providing opportunities to explore emotions and relationships. Research highlights the importance of responsive communication and shared discussion (Dickinson and Morse, 2019), alongside supportive environments that nurture children’s emotional development (Bowlby, 1988).
Reflecting on the practice, the storyteller recognises that effective storytelling depends not only on the narrative but also on its delivery and the opportunities children have to participate. AI tools within Canvas were used to assist in creating the digital book, combining images and written text to present the story visually. This provided an opportunity to explore how digital tools can support storytelling, while recognising that digital approaches should complement rather than replace traditional methods.
Overall, this assignment has strengthened the storyteller’s understanding of storytelling as a valuable pedagogical tool. Future practice would involve selecting resources purposefully, using expressive narration and providing opportunities for discussion, while adapting approaches to meet children’s developmental needs and interests.
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