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In the practice that will be discussed, the reader demonstrates the reading of a traditional storybook and a digital storybook to a group of nursery children, aged 3.
To begin, what is literacy?  Literacy and language are a person’s ability to speak, listen and write, enabling them to communicate effectively with the world around them (National Literacy Trust, no date).  Bower (2014: xii) similarly suggests that excellent literacy skills can start a lifetime of adventure for a child and should be developed and nurtured to encourage them to explore and communicate with the world around them.
It has been demonstrated that a baby can distinguish between patterns and rhythms of different languages before birth (Creative Cloud Design, 2013) highlighting how important language development is to a child’s success in life (Visser-Bochane et al. 2020).  The Communication Trust (2017) argues that good language skills, the ability to communicate verbally and written is crucial for social mobility (The Communication Trust, 2017).   And, in a world that is increasingly reliant on technology, Donaldson (2015) argues that digital literacy is as important as literacy and numeracy and should be supported across the curriculum.  The use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) within the early years has also increased in recent years with the UK Government spending over £2 billion on ICT kits and training for practitioners (Waller, 2013 :38) and the need for digital competence is highlighted as part of a cross curricular approach to developing the skills and confidence needed for children to become capable, creative and critical users of technologies (Welsh Government a, 2022).
The New curriculum in Wales has six areas of learning and experience, one of which is languages, literacy and communication (Welsh Government, no date) covering the importance of languages in learning a sense of belonging through learning bilingually within settings and looking to the wider world.  An emphasis is placed on language as the key to effective communication and the use of literature to ignite and engage creativity (Welsh Government b, 2022).  Reading aloud to children and sharing stories may help develop these literacy and language skills, developing listening and comprehension and allowing for shared time between caregivers and children to enrich and encourage reading and storytelling opportunities (Merga, 2017 and Speaker, Taylor and Kamen, 2004, Welsh Government a, 2022).
In the practice, the reader uses both English and Welsh spoken languages to further develop a sense of national identity (Welsh Government, 2017: 2), this links with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and creating a sense of belonging (Aubrey and Riley, 2021: 14) and is used in both the traditionally read and the digital story.  Chomsky suggests that humans are creative when learning languages and can create limitless sentences they may never have heard using words that they will link together (The Open University, 1973: 10), for example, the children discuss their Halloween costumes using sentences they may never have heard before but are able to assimilate sentences using their vocabulary bank.  However, Skinner argues that language can be learnt through observation, like any other human behaviour (The Open University, 1973:11), for example, the repeated use of the magic word that the children then imitate.  Similarly, Prosic-Santovac (2015) suggests that repetition can be used to develop a child’s understanding of a word and increases their range of vocabulary, for example, the repeated use of colours, the magic word and the description of items around the home.  Vygotsky’s theory on enculturation also suggests that how a person’s language develops is affected by and reflects the environment, culture and beliefs of the family or society surrounding them (Taylor, 2010), for example, the children link the decorations, pumpkins and witches to Halloween which leads to a discussion on how they will be celebrating the holiday, this also develops the ability to talk in the future tense (Welsh Government, 2015).
Caselli (2010) ascertains that language between children and their primary caregivers needs to be relevant to the child, and they should consistently present the child with a bath of words that are significant to what is happening at that time within their environment, all of which supports a child’s cognitive and emotional development, for example, the word “sorrowful” has been used previously and a child has remembered it and used it in the correct context.   In the practice, the reader repeats the word whilst making a sad, sorrowful face, which reinforces the meaning of the word.
In one study, mothers who were given books to read during pregnancy through to 18 months demonstrated a higher value in reading with the children than previously held (Auger et al. 2014) highlighting the need to ignite a passion for reading with children (Book Trust, 2019).  The reader uses intonation for dramatic effect in both practices and encourages the children to join in with the magic word, building the excitement and drawing the children into story.  Hart, Risley and Kirby (1997) argues that children from lower socio-economic status (SES) are more likely to have lower vocabulary growth rates and that high quality, accessible care provision may help improve language acquisition for children from lower SES.
The reader demonstrates a responsive approach to the children in the practice, for example, when they ask questions or comment on characters or pictures in the book, the reader responds with praise for their input, answers questions or asks others in the group for their opinions.  A serve and return approach where caregiving is responsive (Centre on the Developing child, no date) allows a child to feel safe and cared-for in their setting (Page and Elfer, 2013) thereby creating a secure attachment between caregiver and child allowing them the confidence to explore the world around them (Holmes, 2006:67).  This responsive approach also aims to develop a child’s ability to question the world around them (Welsh Government a, 2022), for example, wondering why the reader has a stick for a wand.
Atwal (2019) suggests that children’s voices should be heard, and practitioners should encourage pupils to interact through creating a talk charter, for example, in the practice one child talks over another and is reminded that when a friend is talking, we are listening, this also links to the stages of speech and language development and a child’s ability to take turns in a conversation (Welsh Government, 2017).  Estyn (2017) argues that schools presented good opportunities for children and adult to converse, however, they did not provide enough opportunities for children to talk to adults about topics that interested them, the theme of Halloween has been chosen by the adult in the practice, children should be co constructors of their education (Welsh Government a, 2022).
The reader uses the pictures and points out items and colours in the story which the children then build on.  Montag, Jones and Smith (2015) suggest that children use more diverse language when discussing picture books than they would use in everyday conversations, thus demonstrating the ability of books to bring fun and fantasy into the here and now, for example, Winnie waving her wand and using the magic word to change her black cat, multi-coloured, however, Agosto (2016) argues that storytelling, the art of sharing a story live without a book, can improve a child’s literacy skills in four ways, visualisation, the ability to create drawings through their interpretation of a story, cognitive engagement, their ability to understand the themes and threads of a story, critical thinking, questioning aspects and realities of a story and their ability to sequence the story when retelling.
Neaum (2020) and Wohlwend (2017) argue that early year’s setting should be rich in literacy-based play opportunities, where adults may model and explore literacy-based activities and children can then consolidate their learning through their own child led activities, in the practice the children showed interest in the pumpkins, this could have been developed further by offering arts and crafts materials for designing and decorating their own pumpkins or maybe items to create their own magical potions and allow them the opportunity to dress up and become witches too.
The digital story book in the practice introduces eBooks to children.  Marsh (2022) argues that digital resources that are appropriate to develop and scaffold children’s learning should be encouraged to enable children to learn about the increasing and advancing digital world,  digital literacy is a set of skills and knowledge to enable children to organise information, problem solve, communicate, share content and build knowledge (Ferrari, 2012), which links to the new curriculum in Wales, developing informed, ethical citizens (WELSH GOVERNMENT).  This also links to the digital strategy for Wales which aims to provide fast, reliable infrastructure for all of Wales, promoting digital confidence and literacy designed around the users’ needs (Welsh Government, 2021). In the practice, the reader demonstrated confidence in using the technology, however the activity could have been more interactive by allowing the children to turn the page using the laptop or perhaps reading a story that allowed the children to decide the outcome of the story.
Aubrey and Dahl (2014) argue that ICT isn’t always effectively integrated into the curriculum because practitioners use them for free play and teacher led activities aren’t frequently implemented, as Vygotsky suggests, whereby learning is directed by an adult using tools (Schrimsher and Tudge, 2003), in this instance, a computer.  Conversely, Estyn (2017) suggests that the delivery of literacy is too structured, and adult led, for example, in the practice, the story was chosen by the adult.  Looking forward, the book could be chosen by the children, Welsh Government a (2022) suggests that a child led activity may lead to better engagement with the activity and a stronger base on which to enrich and develop ideas.  
Lodge (2020) argues that oracy should be given the attention it deserves and that poor oracy skills will leave children at a disadvantage.  In the practice, the opportunity arises for the children to discuss what they will be doing for Halloween and they each have the opportunity to say what they will be wearing for various parties or events.  Similarly, Prosic-Santova (2015) argue that illustrations in books may aid the understanding of word and aid the scaffolding for acquiring new language skills.  In both practices the illustrations are discussed, the details of colours and feelings of characters from the illustrations provided and the reader points to the cat whilst discussing the character.
Aubrey and Dahl, suggest that different technologies used at home to school, for example, tablets, whiteboards, laptops or smart tv may affect a child’s ability to interact with different platforms, however, Levy (2009) suggests that children are being introduced to technologies before they can read or write and these skills may need to be adapted to enable them to navigate between the different technologies utilised at home and in settings to become confident readers. Marsh (2022) similarly suggests that the online and offline domains are becoming increasingly blurred, for example, a family using Alexa to count to ten while they play and hide and seek.  Wohlwend (2017) argues that children are naturally drawn to digital technologies and with the correct adult supervision they can enrich the learning experience, however, this can be negative if not enough supervision is available. Within a setting or school this may be due to a lack of funding, restricting the number of laptops or iPads available or the staff necessary to facilitate safe and effective use (Wohlwend, 2017 and Aubrey and Dahl, 2017).  Practitioners should create a healthy balance between effective use of digital technology and time away from a screen as school or childcare settings may be a child’s only opportunity for free play (Levy, 2009).
In conclusion, language and literacy are essential to a person’s ability to communicate effectively with the world around them and digital competence and digital literacy is becoming increasingly important as technology is always evolving.  The practice demonstrates the delivery of a children’s story through printed work and the use of technology with the aim to nurture the curiosity and questioning minds of the children involved. The children become a part of the magical world of Winnie the Witch through repeating the magical world and the reader welcomes the questions regarding the realities of the story and the props included and aims to develop the children’s ability to evaluate and critique the information they are presented with. Digital technology should be interwoven into the curriculum; however, correct supervision and a healthy balance of screen time should be managed to ensure the outcome is positive and enriches a child’s learning.    The reader is confident delivering the content in both formats; however, the digital aspect could have been more interactive by allowing the children to participate more.  The children should also have more choice in what books are shared and this could be developed further in the future.
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