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A Discussion Paper Comparing and Contrasting Digital and Traditional Methods of Storytelling
Story telling has been important to human nature for a long time, spanning periods as far back as 30,000 years when there is evidence of cave drawings in France representing visual stories (National Geographic, 2020). Throughout this time, storytelling has evolved, leading to the present day where technology has had a profound impact on how individuals tell stories (Murphy, 2018).  Most comprehensively, storytelling is anything which is told or recalled whether it be fictitious or true (Healing Through Remembering, 2005; Serrat, 2010).
There are benefits to children’s literacy skills, from pre-birth to age seven, through talking and listening during storytelling (The Children’s Literacy Charity, 2022). Story telling shapes young children’s worlds and offers several benefits beyond literacy skills, including their cognitive and emotional development (HTR, 2005; BBC, 2022).
Traditionally, stories have been told visually, orally and in written form (HTR, 2005).  This is represented in the first recording when a story is told through reading a children’s storybook.  This provides an example of storytelling through a visual form with the illustrations, an oral form through the story being read out loud and a written form through the written text on each page (Alnoori, 2021).  This is compared to the second recording where the story is told through a PowerPoint presentation. This demonstrates visual storytelling with the images, oral storytelling with the recording and written form through the text shown on each slide (Derbashi, 2021). This illustrates a significant similarity between the modes of storytelling. As such the traditional and digital modes both offer a visual, oral and written form of storytelling (Lisenbee and Ford, 2017; O’Byrne, et al., 2018).
Despite this initial similarity, the traditional story offers an experience centered around human interaction (McKeown, et al., 2015). There is a closeness which offers human touch and warmth promoting high quality interactions and a holistic approach (Education Endowment Foundation, 2018). In turn this allows adults to model quality communication (Atwal, 2019) where children’s talk is highly valued advocating the importance of oracy (Lodge, 2020).
This is difficult to achieve with the digital story because the child can access the recording through the PowerPoint, removing the need for adult interaction (Whitehead, 2007). Consequently, opportunities to promote oracy are taken away from the storytelling experience removing the opportunities for sharing experiences, feelings and questions to be conversed – a key life skill that children need to develop to become effective communicators as adults (Lodge, 2020).
The implementation the Literacy and Numeracy framework into the  early years curriculum confirms the importance of children learning oracy skills. This framework outlines that children need to be able to retell stories, ask appropriate questions and participate in discussions, achieving this, on average, by the age of eight years (Welsh Government, 2008). These skills are practiced and improved through effective pedagogy including story telling (Lodge, 2020).
However, digital storytelling can work well when used alongside traditional methods providing a technological extension (Alnoori, 2021).  When an adult engages in the digital resource with the child, there is a prospect that oracy skills can be practiced using turn taking, listening and discussion creating an enhanced experience (Lynch, 2016).
Young children begin acquiring language before they are born (Parvin, 2014; Timmons, 2018).  This first stage of language acquisition happens in utero when babies begin to differentiate sounds, distinguish rhythms and patterns and learn the innotation of their mothers’ voice (Hutaurak, B.S., 2015; Timmons, 2018). Through traditional storytelling, the mother can support this first stage as the baby will hear her voice fostering this innate ability of language (Chomsky, 1972). Alternately, digital storytelling does not encourage this. The implications of technology prevent the baby from hearing the narrative through the amniotic fluid which surrounds them, muting sounds from the outside world (Timmons, 2018).
Once baby is born the second stage begins – crying (Johnson, 2015). This can be considered as linguistic because the main carer learns that different cries mean different things, however crying is intrinsic (Lieberman, 1985). The next stage is cooing which is followed by babbling (Johnson, 2015; Welsh Government, 2019).
Babbling is the foundation for speaking, beginning with canonical sounds, leading to variegated babbling, fine tuning baby’s phonology (Whitehead, 2009; Suhuno and Sari, 2017; Lahrouchi and Kern, 2019).  This gradual accumulation of sounds can be supported by carers talking and singing to baby evolving into holophrastic speech at approximately fifteen months, therefore, traditional storytelling encourages this development (Chomsky, 1972; NHS, 2020). Similarly, studies have shown digital storytelling can offer comparable benefits if adults collaborate with young children during use (Bowcutt, 2013).
Between the ages of eighteen months and six years, children learn approximately nine new words every day, often identifying the meaning of these words whilst learning them (Whitehead, 2009).  According to Bandura’s social theory children need reciprocal interaction through the process of observation to learn (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). The traditional story underpins this theory because it provides high quality interactions enabling adults to scaffold phonemes and words, enriching the process of language acquisition (Atwal, 2019).  Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory further supports this point when the microsystem is considered (Bronfenbrenner, 1992; Aubrey and Riley, 2019).  Those closest to the child, namely carers and practitioners, can directly enhance their development by providing engaging social interactions, such as reading traditional stories (Bronfenbrenner, 1992; Aubrey and Riley, 2019).
In contrast, some studies have shown that digital storytelling can also support language acquisition at this stage as 73% of three, four and five year-olds have access to a handheld device where they can access interactive educational content (Formby, 2014).  For young children to engage in literacy, they need to enjoy reading activities and digital devices deepen this experience, enhancing the literacy benefits provided (Rodger, 2016).  Moreover, digital devices are often handheld proposing a portable method to support young children’s language acquisition (Lisenbee, 2018) which can be accessed in most environments.
The definition of digital storytelling is a multimedia presentation that combines a variety of digital elements within a narrative structure.  They do not just contain text and illustrations, but also sounds, video clips and interactive aspects creating a compelling format (Bouchrika, 2021).  There are many developmental benefits associated with digital storytelling, which extends the literary experience beyond traditional methods and underpins the acquisition of emergent digital literacy, an important language for the ever-evolving technological world (O’Byrne, et al, 2018). This is represented by the digital version of the story in the second recording.  Interaction is modelled through the child needing to ‘click’ the PowerPoint for it to progress through the story and sound is modelled by the recording of the narrator speaking (Papadopoulou and Ioannis, 2010; O’Byrne, et al, 2018).
Donaldson (2015) states that digital competency needs be embedded throughout the curriculum because educators must remember that digital literacy is as important as conventional literacy in early years education (Donaldson, 2015). This is due to the prevalence of technology in modern culture requiring young children to learn these skills for their future life and employment (Derbashi, 2017; Education Wales, 2018). The Digital Competency Framework has been written to underpin this, stating that children need to learn the knowledge, attitudes and skills of ICT to enable them to use it effectively and for its intended purpose (Welsh Government, 2008).
Additionally, technology is accessible to young children with handheld devices being available to 73% of 3-5-year-olds (Formby, 2014).  Considering the prevalence of digital storytelling in modern culture (O’Byrne, et al, 2018) it is an informal and straightforward method of engaging young children in literacy (Derbashi, 2017) promoting the important acquisition of digital literacy in education as supported by Donalson’s New Curriculum (2015).  Traditional storytelling methods, although accessible in most environments, require a confidence from adults to be utilised effectively (Merga, 2018). Whereas the digital story can be accessed independently by young children negating the need for an additional person and removing the limitations associated with traditional storytelling (Bowcutt, 2013). However, older adults with limited experience of technology consider this a limitation itself (Papadopoulou and Ioannis, 2010).
The digital story wholly promotes digital literacy by immersing the child in a technological version of the story, encouraging them to learn and practice skills described within the Digital Competency Framework (Welsh Government, 2008) thus creating individuals who are confident and competent using technology (Donaldson, 2015). In comparison, the traditional story does not involve any technology, therefore not supporting children’s digital literacy, an important skill which is required into adulthood (Education Wales, 2018).  Nevertheless, as Papadopoulau and Ioannis (2010) state, several older adults may prefer this method as they are not accustomed to technology.
Play is considered the highest form of learning in early childhood, as stated by Bruce (2011).  When children are at play, they are more focused, interested and motivated reinforcing experiential learning (Laevers, 2005). Experiential learning forms the holistic ethos of early years education encouraging children to become active in their own learning and language acquisition (Welsh Government, 2008).  The importance of this can be seen in the encouragement of play as a vehicle for learning in the Foundation Phase Curriculum (Welsh Government, 2016).
However, Estyn (2017) asserts that the delivery of literacy and numeracy in schools is too structured and adult directed, stating that children are not provided with sufficient opportunities to participate in active and experiential learning.  As digital storytelling is an independent activity, it could be considered that it provides these experiential activities through extending knowledge and understanding of the world alongside children acquiring operational skills as they experiment with the technology without support and making their own choices (Rodger, 2016).  As Laevers (2005) states when children are enjoying the satisfaction of exploration they are working at their highest ability and deep level learning can take place.
However, Estyn (2017) explain that the cause of these missed opportunities can be due to adults not planning effectively.  Therefore, if comprehensive planning was in place, ensuring that children could consistently access and participate in un-structured free-play opportunities would be created for experiences where children could act as agents in their own learning across the curriculum, negating the need the digital story (Nicol, Yovanovich and Gear, 2016).
To conclude, the benefits of the traditional storytelling and the digital storytelling are evident throughout this paper, as are the negatives.  However, traditional story telling is a much-loved cultural activity where experiences can be shared and stories developed in a social context increasing the benefits in language acquisition with quality interactions.  Digital storytelling may be considered a good alternative to the traditional method. However, it removes the need for human interaction and therefore does not involve a social aspect needed to acquire cultural language and traditions.
When considering using traditional storytelling and digital storytelling in conjunction, with an adult interacting with the children, scaffolding their learning and enabling the social interactions needed for the deepest learning and language acquisition, the benefits of both are clear, especially when thinking of the importance of acquiring technical skills in this increasingly digitalised culture.  Therefore, there is a place for both methods of storytelling through collaborating modern digital technology and traditional literacy providing an experiential literacy environment for young children.
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