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Language and Literacy in the Digital Age
This evaluation examines two videos of a practitioner's storytelling one traditional and one digital. Language and Literacy in the Digital Age highlights storytelling as a powerful tool in developing children's language, literacy, and digital literacy, from pre-birth to age seven (Medlicott, 2018). During these formative years, storytelling not only entertains but also fosters cognitive, linguistic, and social skills (Mardell et al., 2016). Prenatal exposure to storytelling, positively influences brain development, with auditory stimulation from familiar voices, like a parent reading aloud, creating early neural pathways for language (Kisilevsky, 2016). However, Doyle and Cicchetti (2018) argue that these neural pathways form, the long-term cognitive benefits of prenatal storytelling may be overshadowed by postnatal interactions and environmental factors.
For children aged zero to seven, storytelling creates a language-rich environment that enhances receptive and expressive language skills (OECD, 2018).  Listening to stories introduces new vocabulary, complex sentence structures, and narrative forms, supporting language comprehension and production (Houston-Price and Horst, 2016).  Brod et al. (2023), highlight how rhythmic, repetitive nature of stories helps children grasp phonological patterns, supporting phonemic awareness, which is foundational for reading acquisition, as seen in We’re Going on a Bear Hunt (Bear Hunt). Crystal (2016) emphasises that predictable patterns in storytelling enhance children’s ability to internalise linguistic structures.  However, diverse storytelling traditions necessitate cultural sensitivity to fostering belonging among all children (Cremin et al., 2018). However, Dickinson, Golinkoff, and Hirsh-Pasek (2019) caution that an over-reliance on passive formats, like audiobooks or digital platforms, may limit opportunities for active conversational engagement, which is vital for language development.
Storytelling significantly enhances children’s literacy acquisition (Cremin et al., 2017). Children engaging with oral and written narratives, develop an understanding of story structure, including concepts like beginning, middle, and end, and how characters and plotlines develop (Lee, 2015). Such exposure is crucial for emergent literacy, leading to independent reading and writing skills. The National Literacy Trust (2021) reports that children regularly exposed to storytelling show greater enthusiasm for reading and stronger comprehension skills by school age. However, with the rise of visual media, storytelling without multimodal elements may not fully capture all children's attention or foster engagement, especially for learners with a preference for visual learning (Flewitt, Messer, and Kucirkova, 2015). Offering diverse storytelling methods is essential to address different learning styles. Visual and interactive elements in digital storytelling, as seen in Bear Hunt, can bridge this gap by providing an immersive, engaging experience that supports comprehension through multimodal features like interactive animations and rhythmic sound (Teepe, Molenaar & Verhoeven, 2017).
In today’s digital world, storytelling has evolved to include digital platforms, enhancing children's digital literacy alongside traditional literacy (Maureen, Van Der Meij and De Jong, 2018).  Digital storytelling, through interactive e-books and apps, combines text, images, and sound, engaging children with multimodal narratives that build literacy skills and 21st-century digital competence (Teepe, Molenaar & Verhoeven, 2017; Pires Pereira, Parente & Da Silva, 2023). The Welsh Government (2022) emphasizes integrating digital literacy into early education, promoting storytelling as a bridge between traditional and digital literacies. However, critics like Rahiem (2021) argue that while digital storytelling promotes digital skills, it may weaken children’s attention spans, as rapid visual stimuli may replace reflective thinking encouraged by traditional storytelling.  Moreover, concerns about excessive screen time highlight the importance of balancing digital storytelling with other activities to safeguard children's health and development.
The role of the adult in storytelling is crucial, serving as facilitators, and “scaffolds" guiding children through complex language and literacy development (Kajamies, Lepola and Meattinen, 2019). This is particularly important for children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), as storytelling can be adapted to support various learning styles and needs. Visual aids and props provide alternative pathways for children who struggle with auditory processing (Boris, 2017). The ALN Code for Wales (2021) emphasises differentiated approaches in education, highlighting the adult’s role in adapting activities to meet the diverse needs of learners. However, Lindner and Schwab (2020) caution, oversimplifying narratives for children with ALN could limit their exposure to rich, complex language.
Through storytelling, children build essential language and literacy skills for future academic success and digital competence (Larson, 2014). This essay will explore how specific storytelling techniques, like voice modulation, props, and questioning, enhance children’s oracy, reading, writing, and digital literacy, grounded in both theoretical and practical perspectives.
Voice modulation, including intonation, pitch, and rhythm, plays a significant role in storytelling helping children engage with narratives and develop oracy skills (Taylor, 2023) as seen in The Three Little Pigs, where different tones were used to emphasize different characters' emotions, like the fearful tone of the pigs and the deep, menacing voice of the wolf. This variation in tone helps children understand the emotional undertones and narrative shifts, which are key to sophisticated oracy development (Bruce, McNair and Whinnet, 2020). However, some educators argue that while voice modulation enhances engagement, it may limit interaction through other multimodal elements (Grimmer, 2018). As digital narratives rise, there is a growing emphasis on incorporating visual and interactive components to maintain their attention and foster deeper understanding (Charles and Boyle, 2014). This suggests that a balanced storytelling approach that combines vocal variation and multimodal techniques is essential for nurturing comprehensive literacy development.
To further understand the importance of these techniques, Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) offers valuable insights. Intonation, in storytelling, serves as a scaffold helping children grasp complex linguistic features, like mood and character development, which they might not be able to interpret independently (Herman, 2017) as demonstrated in The Three Little Pigs, varying intonation for the different characters served as scaffolding, helping children understand the shifting emotions and dynamics in the story. This use of voice modulation is essential for early language development, aiding attentive listening, tone recognition, and encouraging expressive speaking (Jones et al., 2023).
The Welsh curriculum emphasizes oracy as a key component of literacy development. The Foundation Phase Framework (2015) promotes storytelling to enhance expressive language and oracy skills (Welsh Government, 2015). Furthermore, the Curriculum for Wales (2022) prioritizes oracy in its "Languages, Literacy and Communication" Area of Learning, encouraging clear speaking, attentive listening, and understanding beyond literal meanings (Welsh Government, 2019). This links closely to how voice and intonation in storytelling encourage active listening and deeper comprehension.
However, digital storytelling, often uses pre-recorded voices, limiting the flexibility and responsiveness of live storytelling. While it offers consistency and high-quality production, it lacks the adaptability of a live narrator who can alter tone and expression based on the audience reactions (O’Byrne et al., 2018). Therefore, while digital storytelling offers interactive experiences and multimodal learning, it may limit opportunities for children to develop sophisticated oracy skills (Crawford, Roberts and Lacina, 2024). Unlike traditional storytelling, which allows for adaptation based on audience feedback, digital narratives typically follow a fixed script, limiting spontaneous dialogue essential for expressive language skills (Hibbin, 2016). Moreover, the rapid pace of digital storytelling can overload children's cognitive processes, making it difficult for them to fully process and internalize the narrative (Brailas, 2017). While digital platforms enhance digital literacy, educators should balance digital and traditional storytelling to ensure children develop a comprehensive set of language and literacy skills (Kucirkova, 2018).
Using props in storytelling significantly enhances children’s engagement and understanding of narratives, supporting their reading and writing development (Beanstalk Charity, 2018), which can be seen in the story of The Three Little Pigs, where physical props like models of houses and a toy wolf were used to represent key story elements. This hands-on interaction helps children connect the physical world with the abstract narrative, aiding their understanding of sequence, plot, and character actions (Bardai, 2020). Manipulating these props, enables children to visualize and internalize story structures, essential for reading and writing (Mujahidah, Damayanti and Afiif, 2021).
Piaget’s (1952) theory of cognitive development emphasizes the importance of concrete, sensory experiences, for children in the pre-operational stage (ages 2-7). Storytelling with props provides a tangible way for children to engage with narratives, making abstract concepts more accessible (Bateman, Carr and Gunn, 2017). This physical interaction enhances vocabulary development, as children associate words with real-world objects, further aiding their reading skills (Whinnett, McNair and Bruce, 2020). Visual or tactile aids are particularly beneficial for children with ALN, helping them grasp narrative elements that might be more challenging to understand through language alone.
The Welsh curriculum emphasises experiential learning, aligning well with the use of props in storytelling. The Literacy and Numeracy Framework promotes integrating multi-sensory learning to enhance literacy development, recognizing that children learn best when actively engaged in the learning process (Welsh Government, no date). Props reinforce narratives, by bridging the concrete and abstract, essential for understanding the story structure and flow, skills that directly impact reading and writing abilities (Lumgair, 2021).
However, in digital storytelling, like Bear Hunt, virtual props are used to convey the story's elements. While animated visuals can be captivating and provide rich visual stimuli, they lack the tactile engagement offered by physical props. Marsh (2014) notes digital storytelling can encourage passive consumption if interaction is limited to viewing rather than manipulation. However, digital props still support literacy development, by enhancing digital literacy, as children learn to navigate and interpret multimodal texts combining images, sounds, and written language (Smeda, Dakich and Sharda, 2014). Nonetheless, the hands-on experience of physical props in traditional storytelling offers deeper engagement, particularly for younger children (Robin, 2016).
Questioning is a powerful tool in storytelling that enhances children's cognitive engagement and literacy development. In The Three Little Pigs, open-ended questions like “Do you think the straw, would be good to build a house and why not?” encouraged critical thinking and predictions, fostering their narrative comprehension and reasoning skills. Hayes (2016) found that children asked open-ended questions during storytelling sessions demonstrated significantly higher levels of reading and critical thinking skills compared to those who were not. Additionally, Liu and Yoon (2024) highlight questioning’s role in developing children's metacognitive abilities, essential for effective learning. In both The Three Little Pigs and Bear Hunt, open-ended questions like "What other animals might live in caves?" or "Where do you think a bear would hide if he came to our school?" were used to encourage children to predict, analyse, and infer, promoting deeper engagement with the story. 
Bruner’s (1978) theory of scaffolding explains that adults support children in achieving deeper understanding (NeSmith, 2023). Questioning during storytelling acts as a scaffold, guiding children to explore deeper meanings and perspectives (Berger, 2014). This is important for writing development, as children need to learn to structure their thoughts before transferring them to paper (Neaum, 2016). Answering questions about a narrative, mirrors the process of constructing a written story, requiring critical thinking about character motivations, plot developments, and themes (Corbett and Strong, 2020).
Open-ended questions can be scaffolded with specific prompts or visual cues to support children struggling with abstract thinking or language comprehension. The Welsh ALN Code (2021) stresses the importance of differentiated teaching methods, where the adult plays a key role in modifying questions to ensure accessibility for all learners (Welsh Government, 2021).
The Welsh curriculum (2022) highlights the role of questioning in developing literacy skills. The Foundation Phase Curriculum (2015) encourages educators to use questions to enhance critical thinking and comprehension. Responding to "why" and "how" questions is fundamental to both reading and writing, promoting deeper engagement with texts, essential for developing coherent, well-structured narratives in writing (Welsh Government, 2015).
However, digital storytelling, offers interactive features, it often limits real-time questioning. Many digital stories have built-in prompts for reflection, but lack the responsiveness of live questioning, where storytellers can adjust their questions based on the child's immediate input (Guernsey and Levine, 2015). This limitation can reduce the depth of cognitive engagement that questioning in traditional storytelling provides. Nonetheless, digital platforms can enhance digital literacy by encouraging children to navigate and interact with digital texts, even if the questioning is less dynamic (Wolf, 2018).
Storytelling remains a powerful tool for promoting early literacy, whether through traditional or digital methods. My experiences with The Three Little Pigs and Bear Hunt illustrate the strengths of both approaches. Traditional storytelling, focuses on oracy, props, and interactive questioning, providing a rich foundation for language and cognitive development, while digital storytelling introduces children to the multimodal literacies, essential for the 21st century. By blending these approaches, educators can create a balanced literacy curriculum that fosters reading, writing, and speaking skills alongside the ability to engage with digital texts. The Welsh curriculum highlights, storytelling should be central to early childhood education, supporting language, literacy, and digital literacy development cohesively.  Fostering a love of storytelling from early on can inspire a lifelong passion for learning and exploration.
The selected sources offer a solid foundation for examining storytelling's role in early childhood education and its impact on literacy development. Authored by experts like Barbara Cremin and Jackie Marsh and published by reputable publishers (Routledge and Bloomsbury), they provide credibility. These works, including peer-reviewed journals and recent resources, cover key themes such as storytelling's effectiveness, digital literacy, and the cognitive and emotional benefits of narrative practices, especially with technology integration. They offer research-based strategies, practical insights, and empirical evidence, showing how storytelling supports language and literacy development in traditional and digital formats, offering a comprehensive view of storytelling’s role in addressing modern educational challenges.
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