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Language and Literacy in the Digital Age.


The engagement with story telling for young children is important, not only does this bring them enjoyment, but it is also a way of helping with their language development. Introducing stories, songs, and rhymes to babies while still in the womb, can start to give them the experiences in listening. Simple nursery rhymes and rhythms are the easiest for the baby in the womb to hear and research has shown that talking or singing to your baby in the womb can have a positive impact on their language development (Scottish Book Trust 2022).

When parents and pedagogues use stories, the children can learn additional words, more than what they would use in day-to-day life and can extend their literacy skills (Whitehead 1999). Developing good digital literacy skills has also become important in recent years, as the use of computers and the internet has become more favourable in our modern world, as young children now prefer to use a digital device than to read a book and play games (Neumann, Finger and Neumann 2017).

The ability to read and write is an ability that is of high expectation world-wide and can affect further education and employability in later years (Whitehead 1999), agreeing with this in November 2021, is the Minister for Education and Welsh Language (Welsh Parliament 2021), who had a two-year plan for children between 0 and 4 years and 11 months, to help and improve their language development. 

According to HealthyChildren.org (2021), babies can start to hear when they are growing in the womb at 18 weeks, however, The NHS (2021), disagrees with this and states that babies can hear sounds from 15 weeks. Talking to and telling stories to the baby when it is in the womb, can not only help start the bonding process and help the baby recognise the mothers voice and words, but this can also begin the baby’s language process, this could be linked with the theorist Noam Chomsky, who believes that all humans could be born with an innate understanding of language and how it works (Healthline 2019).

A child’s own language starts as soon as they are born, from birth children start to communicate by crying, letting us know that they need something, such as food, comfort, or a dry nappy, at this point crying is the only way that they can communicate. New-borns face a difficult time though the levels of language, starting with Phonology, which is the sound of speech, babies can start with this as they like the sound of their mother’s voice. Next is Vocabulary, which is the collection of the words they know. After that it is Morphology, adding letters to the ends of words or changing the word itself to make it plural, and finally, Grammar, how words are put together to form sentences (Saxton 2017). 

From 1 to 6 months, they can start to smile and laugh, communicating to adults that they are happy, they also start to babble at this age, and this is how their speech begins. From 6 months to 12 months, starts to say their first words and can point to help communicate. From 12 to 18 months, they start to understand around fifty single words, and can say around 10 words. From 18 to 24 months, they constantly babble and can use about twenty words. From 18 to 24 months, they can start to combine two or three words and can have increased vocabulary. From 2 to 3 years, they can use up to 300 words and start to describe things. From 3 to 4 years, they can put five or six words in a sentence and start to use past tense. From 4 to 5 years, they can form sentences and ask about meaning of words that are unfamiliar to them. From 5 to 6 years, they have a vocabulary of 6000 words and language is being further developed, they also start to learn about sarcasm. From 6 to 7 years, they start to use complex sentences and can start their own conversations (Tameside Metropolitan Borough 2022).

Storytelling happens world-wide and it is thought that all cultures have their own forms of storytelling. Many children would have heard and told a great number of stories before their learning of literacy can begin. Through stories, children can explain how they feel, what is important to them and how they feel their world is structured around them (Meek 1991).

Telling stories to children is an important starting point for language and literacy, Fairy tales and traditional folklore stories can not only provide children with language and communication experiences, but also patience and suspense. Parents and pedagogues in the early year’s settings should use storytelling to help in the children’s development of language (Neaum, 2012). Tierney and Dobson (1995) agree and state that stories and storytelling give an excellent opportunity to get the attention of children within early years, and with that, parents and pedagogues can encourage the child’s sense of imagination.

The previous storytelling activity videos included the reading of a traditional book and a digital book of “The Very Hungry Caterpillar” by Eric Carle. This a short book that can keep children interested, with the use of bright and bold colours, the pictures are easy for the children to see. The reading of this book gives the storyteller opportunities to make the story fun, to engage with the children and have the children engage back. The words and the bright colours of the illustrations within the book and the holes in the fruit, that make it look like the caterpillar has eaten through them, are designed to stimulate the children’s senses and make Storytime more enjoyable for them (Whitehead 2010).

The storyteller in the videos seems happy to be there, is enthusiastic in sharing the story with the children, and also encourages the children to engage in story time. Planning is key to practice, and this can be seen by the choice of book, background and the props that have been included in the video, this could be classed as an example of a positive role model, someone who wants the children to engage in the story and to help with their learning. The use of props by the storyteller also aids the children to engage with the story, as they are visual and touchable aids, that the children can pick up and play with after the story has been finished, and which can help them learn. This type of practice can be seen in the theories of Albert Bandura, who believed in the importance of positive role models, and that children learn through observation and imitation (Aubrey and Riley 2019). The use of props is also an ideal learning aid if there are children in school who were born deaf. The education for children who are deaf or are hard of hearing can be a challenge as there can be communication problems. Storytelling with the use of props can be a way to teach deaf children, and make them feel involved (Aristizabal, Cano and Collazos 2017).

The practice of repetition in the videos, repeating some of the words in the story, “But he was still Hungry” not only gives the children an opportunity to interact with the storyteller, but it also gives the children a sense of belonging and being involved. Repetition is also a key factor for memory development, this can help children remember what they have heard or read in a story or can be used to start their own made-up story with their peers (Oh Creative Day 2016).

The story telling activity can promote children’s oracy and literacy skills by having the children repeat part of the story, children like to mimic what they see and hear, and by repeating a part of the story it gives them a sense of confidence and accomplishment. Children learn though interactions with pedagogues, parents, and their peers, as all children are unique and all learn at different rates, they can help each other learn. The theorist Lev Vygotsky called this learning through the More Knowledgeable Other (MKO) (Aubrey and Riley 2019).

The story that was chosen has a nature theme, that can aid in language and literacy by stimulating children’s curiosity and imagination. Pausing before turning the pages of the book can give children time to think of questions, which can help them feel motivated to learn, and then ask more questions about things they are curious about. Their curiosity, on what they are interested in, may help them to find it easier to remember the things they have learned (OECD Education and Skills Today 2021).

Reading “The Very Hungry Caterpillar” from a traditional book, gives the children a chance to use their all of their senses, the touch and feel of an actual book in their hands and the smell of the pages, children can be transformed to somewhere else with the memory of a specific smell or the memory of a certain touch, these are the things that are not possible to achieve when just pressing or clicking on the button for the next page on a laptop or even swiping on an iPad, to have the screen show the next page or image. However digital storytelling supports students in their learning and can also support pedagogues in their teaching methods, it is an innovative method that is brought to life with the use of audio, digital images, and motion graphics. Case studies have shown that the use of digital storytelling within the classroom lends itself to a more captivating and engaging experience for children. It is recommended that schools recognise the benefits of digital storytelling and invest in order to enhance. Children’s learning experiences in schools through the use of technology (Rahiem 2021)


In Wales, the Welsh government (2015) has put into place within its Foundation Phase Framework, a National Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) with the purpose to help support practitioners and pedagogues. The LNF also puts its focus on children’s acquisition and their ability to apply their skills within tasks that are suitable for their age and development.  It is well known that children learn better when they play and have fun, when making up stories and learning to share them, children can develop oracy and communication skills, as well as the ideas they may need to start writing their own. (Storytelling Schools 2020).

 When comparing the traditional book and the digital book, the outcomes are very similar. The story was the same, the props that were used, were used in the telling of the two stories. It took a little longer to read the digital story as ensuring that the timing was right while making sure to press the correct buttons on the laptop, which were in turn used to activate certain motion graphics to help engage the children. Keeping the correct timing was not as easy as just simply turning a page, however that time could be used to ask questions and get feedback from the children. A downside to traditional books is that you can only read what books you physically have in your classroom or at home, whereas if the internet was to be used for digital storytelling, there are an abundance of books available, which can be accessed by anybody using that technology. Even though there is a significant upfront cost to early years settings who may decide that digital storytelling is the way forward, the cost of buying the thousands of books would be greater. Other positives of moving to digital is that most of the online recourses that can be found, will come with their own set of printable work sheets and props that the children can work on or play with together after the story is over.

In Conclusion, by reading stories to children no matter in which way it could be achieved, by using a traditional book or a digital book, both can have amazing benefits. Not only does it build on their vocabulary for language and communication, but it can also start them on their path to reading and writing, and with this can come personal confidence and self-belief which could then in turn help them to grow into enthusiastic learners.
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