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Improving Children’s Language and Literacy via the Medium of Storytelling
Introduction
Reading and listening to stories are fundamental to child development (Law et al., 2018), it begins in the early stages of pregnancy while the baby is growing in the womb. The University of Kansas (2017, p.2) states that “Pre-natal sensitivity to the rhythmic properties of language may provide children with one of the very first building blocks in acquiring language.” This has been evidenced by the Foetal Heart Rate Test and it is suggested that at 18 weeks the foetus is able to hear internal sounds such as the mother’s heart rate, and at 27-29 weeks, they are able to hear and identify familiar voices and sounds such as songs (Shu, 2021). By reading to the foetus, the parent creates a strong bond and increases the attention span and concentration of the baby prior to birth (Auger, Reich & Penner, 2014), this also improves language acquisition in early childhood. 
This assignment aims to analyse aspects of storytelling and their impact on children’s language acquisition. The stories used within this assignment include The Woodcutter’s Mitten by Loek Koopmans (1994) read using traditional methods, and Winter Warmth by Kitsune House (2021) read using digital methods. The digital story is being told through the medium of stop-motion video recording created by Kitsune House (2021). The stories chosen, reflect on seasonal changes and basic human kindness. The key areas being analysed are repetition, and seasonal significance and internalization. 

Main Body
When interacting with young children, adults will regularly switch their use of language to motherese/child directed speech (CDS). This phenomenon is apparent in multiple cultures and languages across the world (Ferguson, 1964, cited in Moore & Bergelson, 2024) and research suggests that it is a spontaneous way of communicating. Interacting with babies in short simple sentences, with strong facial expressions and intonation can enable more opportunities for the child to interact with the adult through babbling and later, simple words, in a manner similar to that of a conversation (Feldman, 2019). Laing and Bergelson (2020) provided research showing that early infants babbling matches the speech of their caregiver, and well-timed responses increases the infant’s speech-like-babbling, imitating conversation. It is important to hold conversations and positive interactions with young children, but this is not a substitute for reading to children; reading to children builds their vocabulary, feeds their imagination, and improves their sleeping patterns (David, 2020). Vygotsky highlighted that even at this early age it is important to read to and interact with children, as it provides feelings of stability, attachment, and acceptance among others, and as the child ages, they are likely to become more confident, independent and reach a state of self-actualization earlier than those that are not read to and do not read themselves (Bakhurst, 2023). 
Exploring literature from an early age is fundamental to a child’s linguistic growth, however, there have been multiple cases where a child has not been given the opportunity and has therefore grown up unable to speak full sentences. In the case of Genie Wiley (Curtiss, 2014), a child confined to a single room for the first 13 years of her life with no socialisation or humane care. She had passed the critical period of language acquisition by the time she was rescued and given a chance to learn. Despite the distressing circumstances, it gave researchers the opportunity to explore how a child’s brain develops and the critical learning points that must be met before the child grows out of the fundamental stages of language acquisition. The results of the original tests completed on Genie demonstrated a growing ability in understanding and interpreting language, however, she was only able to speak simple one and two-word phrases a year after her rescue and had no apparent concept of grammar, with no sign of further progress (Krashen, 1973; Vinney, 2019). A child in a similar situation, was rescued at age 6 ½ with no prior access to language or speech, however within 22 months she was able to formulate complex sentences with the inclusion of correct grammar (Skuse, 1993, cited in Heyes, 2018). However, despite the amount of research demonstrating the benefits of language, speech, and reading within the early years, 28% of parents find it difficult reading with their children, 21% don’t feel confident in choosing appropriate books that their child will enjoy, and 20% say that they simply lack time to read with their children (BookTrust, 2023). Parents often find it easier to give their child a digital device to play and interact with, consumer data provided information stating that in 2014 approximately 11% of 0–2-year-olds spent 1-3 hours a day using a digital device, by 2019 this number had increased to 42% (David, 2020). This is why it is essential that we support young children in exploring the digital world in a safe manner.
In current society the presence of the digital world has a direct impact on children from an early age and digital literacy is now perceived to be as important as literacy and numeracy within the Welsh curriculum and is fundamental to thinking, learning, and life (Donaldson, 2015). Digital literacy is considered to be the ability to create, share, and discover information through the use of digital devices (Twinkl, 2024). It has become a key factor within our society that children are encouraged to use and explore the internet in a safe manner from an early age. In 2016, Welsh Government released a Digital Competency Framework (Welsh Government, 2020) to incorporate digital learning within the curriculum following the release of Donaldson’s report, Successful Futures (2015), a review of curriculum and assessment arrangements in Wales. This is why using digital media to share stories with young children can create a positive relationship between children and the digital world before expanding to incorporate further digital learning as laid out in the Donaldson Report.
In the Digital Competence Framework, sourcing, searching and planning digital content falls under one of the four main categories of learning (Welsh Government, 2020). Progression steps within this subsection are clearly promoted by the storyteller during the digital story. When asking the children to help search for the right website as well as typing the name of the story, the storyteller is allowing the child to explore familiar software (progression step 1) and developing strategies for finding specific media using keywords (progression step 2). Allowing children to interact with a technological device in a safe controlled manner, creates a safe and positive experience for all involved and encourages the child to explore further as they become more capable and confident.
Throughout both stories, the storyteller uses repetition to immerse the children deeper within the story and encourage their language development. As previously mentioned, CDS is a natural phenomenon used when interacting with young children. Many researchers have provided evidence demonstrating that children who experience CDS are more likely to have a larger vocabulary in later childhood (Hart and Risley, 1995; Weisleder and Fernald, 2013) and further research has shown that when words are repeated in consecutive sentences, the child is likely to acquire these words quicker and more confidently than children who rarely hear repeated words (Onnis, Waterfall, and Edelman, 2008; Hills, 2013). The Welsh Governments Early Years Curriculum (2023) states that by reception age children should be able to listen to and then join in with songs, rhymes and stories with some support. By sharing stories with children that contain repetition, Reception aged children will be able to repeat alongside the storyteller and join in with sections that are repeated several times, this is demonstrated by the storyteller within repeated sections of the stories, e.g. “shiffle, shuffle on I go walking in the cold” and ‘I do’. It is also important that the story is repeated regularly, this is promoted within Steiner Education where the same story will be told every day for a week minimum (The Steiner Connection, 2022), as this promotes internalisation and allows the child to experience the story in more depth and acquire a stronger grasp of the words and language used. It is made clear by the storyteller within the digital story that the children have heard this story multiple times already but are still excited to hear and take part again.
[bookmark: _Int_hrTS83BK]Internalization is essential for improving language development, it is the process of learning a subject to such a depth that the information can be retained and used when required for communication (Teaching English, 2024). It is also explored by the storyteller through the use of puppetry and nature, as these enable the children to re-enact scenes from stories or their memories and imaginations to gain a deeper sense of understanding of the world and themselves. Storytelling is an important method for children to explore the world around them, including seasons, animals, positive interactions, and societal expectations (Bland, 2013 p.32). Storytelling in the outdoors is another method of encouraging internalization and language development, the storyteller has clearly taken this on during the digital story. Spending time in nature has a calming effect on all ages and can increase children’s ability to focus on subjects for longer periods of time (Robertson, 2022). Therefore, giving the children opportunities to engage with stories outside can enhance their language learning and allow them to make connections to the world outside.
The storyteller has chosen two similar stories in terms of theme, interests, and morals, demonstrating an understanding of deeper learning through repetition and similarity. Throughout both stories, the storyteller uses accentuated speech to allow children to understand the language used, while maintaining rhythm and intrigue in the world of the stories. However, there are clear differences in approach between the traditional and digital stories, which can be seen through the animation of the storyteller and the inclusivity of the children within each story. When using the puppets for the traditional story, the storyteller is unable to add additional gestures and movements to increase the depth of the story. Whereas in the digital story, the storyteller adds more animation through gestures and body language allowing for the children to immerse themselves deeper into the world of the story. This simple difference can improve the children’s interest in stories and improve their language development through participation in the story and story-based play.

Conclusion
As discussed, storytelling is an essential part of a child’s language acquisition and development. It is now well established that children who are read to daily from an early age experience a stronger understanding and appreciation of literacy and language compared to those that are not provided with the opportunity to interact with stories and language in the early years. It is also apparent how important CDS and repetition is to language acquisition as it enables children to learn and understand language quicker and more effectively than adult speech. Repetition allows children to form a familiarity with the language and supports their deeper learning through internalization. Storytelling through methods such as puppetry can encourage children to explore language independently after a story is told, this is essential as language can be learnt through retelling the story with puppets or create new stories, from what they have learnt, through puppet play and outdoor play.  
The two stories are told a year apart from each other with the traditional story recorded in February 2023 and the digital story being recorded in February 2024, the difference in approach can be clearly seen with the storyteller being more open and engaging within the digital story. However, in the future the storyteller could encourage more questioning and explorative play within her storytelling practice as this may create a more exciting experience for the children. With time the storyteller will become more familiar with each story creating a stronger re-telling as any uncertainty will be removed.
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