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Language and Literacy in the Digital Age

Children love books and stories. Reading to children is such a powerful and easy activity. Advantages include comfort and assurance, security and confidence, relaxation, enjoyment, and excitement (National Literacy Trust, 2020). Language and reading skills in children do not begin when they start school. The development of their literacy skills starts long before they attend school, and studies have shown that they are aware of speech even before they are born (Moon, Lagercrantz, and Kuhl, 2013). From 27 to 29 weeks, an unborn baby can hear sounds outside of their mother’s body. This helps the baby to recognise their mothers voice and familiar sounds once they are born, and is also comforting for the baby (Shu, 2021). Klein, as cited in Cleveland clinic (2020), states that it is crucial to read to infants and young children. It gives language its building blocks, and it provides them with the tools they need to develop lifelong social and emotional skills.

There are many benefits to reading to children including stability, safety and protection, and attachment. Attachment is when a child develops a close bond with their primary carer, who is typically the mother or father, in the very early years of their life. To aid a child's development it is imperative that they form healthy relationships and attachments (Dowling, 2014). According to Van Rosmalen, Van der Horst, and Van der Veer (2016), Bowlby and Ainsworth are recognised with being the creators of attachment theory. Through their research in the 20th century, they introduced the idea that a child's healthy development is influenced by their relationship with their parents or caregivers, which must be strong, dependable, and nurturing.  According to Lindon (2010), a child's perspective of the world and behaviour might be affected by disruptive or upsetting experiences in their early years, such as neglect or deprivation, as in the case of foster or adoptive children.
Spending time reading with a parent or carer involves more than just reading itself. It's about spending time together consistently and purposefully, free from other responsibilities or interruptions. Even a few minutes spent reading aloud to a child can help them unwind, establish a connection, and share a pleasurable activity (Sheldon-Dean, 2023). In addition to strengthening relationships with children, reading aloud to them from a favourite book gives them a sense of security and connection. A child will feel close to family due to this feeling of closeness, and the feelings of love and care will promote healthy growth and development (Children’s Bureau, 2023). This is supported by Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (TES, 2019), which begins with physiological (food, clothing, warmth), safety (security, social stability), love and belonging (friendship), esteem, and self-actualization. Adults must tend to children’s basic needs lower down the hierarchy before addressing those higher up. The cognitive development of children is benefited by spending cosy time together, especially when they are younger. Children's brain development depends on sensory experiences like reading a book while sitting close to a parent or carer and hearing that person's familiar voice. Families that engage in reading together have more chances to talk, foster empathy, and establish connections (National Literacy Trust, 2020).



Children's comprehension of the power of language is expanded via the reading of books. It can provide fresh concepts, test one's thinking, and spark the imagination. Languages, literature, and communication, within the New Curriculum for Wales (2023) can foster a love of reading that improves children's lives and enhances their quality of life both now and in the future. Early language development has a significant influence on children's linguistic abilities by the time they are five years old (Save the children, 2015). Hamer (2012) points out that a child's early language acquisition can be supported by parents with regular family library visits, parent-child song and rhyme exchanges, and a child's access to books at home. These elements collectively form a strong communication environment. 
The National Literacy Trust (2020) states that when reading a story to a child, give them your whole attention, and let them know they are important. It enhances their sense of self-worth, vocabulary, creativity, and even sleep routines. Reading to children offers a chance for discussion between the storyteller and the children, allowing them to participate in conversation, which is beneficial for vocabulary development and oracy abilities (Children's Bureau, 2023). Children's language and literacy abilities can be developed through storytelling in a variety of ways. Repetition, rhyme, and prosody are examples of literacy themes that can be useful strategies for fostering environments that are rich in language and literacy (Mordsley, 2017). Repetition was used in the practitioner’s story of ‘The Three Little Pigs’ and change of voice were used in both stories which encouraged the children to participate and enjoy the stories further. Refrains and frequent repetition contribute to strengthening children's vocabulary. Repetition is beneficial for children of all abilities, but it's especially helpful for children who have English as a second language in the early years, as explained by Soni (2013).
Reading to young children can help them build their vocabulary, reading comprehension, and phonological awareness, all of which are necessary for the development of literacy (Cunningham and Zibulsky, 2011). One informal technique to involve a child in reading is by using prosody. Reading with great expression is like reading a book that has strong prosody. Prosody is defined as perceived variations in loudness or importance, pitch, duration of spoken words, and pauses within and between sentences (Benjamin and Schwanenflugel, 2010, as cited by Rowe, 2016). Children with phonological awareness are better able to identify words from their first language and tell the difference between Welsh and English. This aids in their ability to comprehend words that sound alike and correct their own errors if they pronounce a sound incorrectly. These abilities are necessary for children to learn how to communicate clearly and effectively. Children benefit from phonological awareness when they are learning to read and write. When a word is written down, children can recognise it if they know which sounds come first and last in it (Welsh Government, 2022).

Nowadays, young children are attending settings where they have regular use of digital devices. Due to these changes in the learning environment, there is now greater opportunity for richer storytelling, which could make it even more engaging (Cambridge, 2023). According to the American Academy of Paediatrics (n.d.), children are likely to participate in activities that require spending time in front of various screens such as televisions, mobile devices. This practise is known as screen time. Welsh Government (2021) states that some people are unable or unwilling to use digital tools or internet services. There are several possible explanations for this, including the fact that they have chosen not to, are unmotivated or lack confidence, lack recognised fundamental digital skills, or are unable to access or purchase devices or internet. 
The Digital Competence Framework within the New Curriculum, emphasises the value of digital from an early age, assisting in the development of young people into enterprising, creative, and critical thinkers. The framework outlines how digital competence is included into the curriculum, emphasising digital literacy and numeracy equally (Welsh Government, 2021). 
Preschool reading experiences for children now involve a lot of access to digital materials. Even in homes without computers, Bearne, Clark, Johnson, Manford, Mottram, and Wolstencroft (2007, p. 11) observed that very young children show competency in on-screen reading. Studies carried out by Levy (2009), indicates that young children can learn how to use and understand print in a meaningful, motivating, and proficiency-grading-free environment by using digital technology, and possibly computer texts. However, the results also showed that many of the study's participants lost confidence in these methods throughout their reception year, thinking that they had to substitute decoding written text for the perceived requirement of reading. This seemed to play a part in the children's declining self-esteem as readers in numerous instances.

Primary school practitioners in Wales report that they frequently observe children falling behind their peers because of speech and language difficulties when they start school. According to 89% of practitioners surveyed, children who enter Reception class with delayed speech and language development risk falling academically behind their peers (Save the Children, 2016). The Welsh Government (2015) states that the Foundation Phase curriculum aims to improve and develop young children's literacy and language skills via the use of effective teaching practises. To help practitioners understand the developmental stages of children entering a Reception class, the Foundation Phase Profile serves as a baseline evaluation. The baseline assessment's Language, Literacy, and Communication Skills ladders can help detect potential speech and language delays early on. This can make it possible to give children who require support the right kind of assistance (Welsh Government, 2017). Tickell (2011) provides support for this, stating that the best way to assist underprivileged children and their families is to identify poor literacy development early and provide necessary support and early interventions.
Waldfogel and Washbrook (2010), as sited in Welsh Government (2017), state that at the time of school admission, children from lower-income homes have a vocabulary that is 16 months behind that of their higher-income peers. 50% of children from low-income families might have speech, language, and communication difficulties when they first enter school (Welsh Government, 2020). Compared to differences in other cognitive skills, the language gap is significantly greater. To provide the best results for children, early childhood settings should prioritise collaborating with parents from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.
It's possible that families from underprivileged backgrounds lack access to the right tools to help in their children’s language development. According to a National Literacy Trust (2017) assessment, 1 in 8 of the nation's most disadvantaged children do not own a book at home. For Welsh children in Nursery and Reception, Pori Drwy Stori is an engaging bilingual activity funded by the Welsh Government, designed to promote Foundation Learning by enhancing the children's speaking, listening, literacy, and numeracy skills. The curriculum offers both digital and physical tools that can be used by Reception practitioners in the classroom as well as by children, their parents, and carers at home. It begins with bilingual rhymes and moves on to bilingual stories which can be taken home to be enjoyed by the families (Book Trust, 2023). The Welsh Government (2016) highlights the beneficial effects that family learning may have on the attitudes and behaviours of all family members participating with learning. The bio-ecological model developed by Bronfenbrenner (2005) explains how a variety of social, cultural, and economic elements influence children's development. According to the theory, children grow as a result of interactions with their families, communities, and settings. There are many strategies for families to help their children learn, such as, having conversations that feed children's innate curiosity and love of learning while simultaneously improving one's language and interpersonal abilities, engaging in role-play games to promote intentional conversation, and reading aloud and discussing the illustrations and teaching nursery rhymes and songs (Welsh Government, 2018). 
The Welsh Government (2019) believes that by practitioners and parents helping children thrive in the language, literacy and communication and experience area, we are assisting them in succeeding throughout the whole curriculum. All children will be able to broaden their knowledge and proficiency in literature, Welsh, English, and other foreign languages through the Languages, Literacy, and Communication Area of Learning and Experience.

The Welsh Government has put much focus in to the area of language and literacy, and its importance for children to develop in this area. Reading stories and rhymes to children from a young age is essential for parents and their children, not only for the bond it builds, but for the child’s language and listening skills before they start formal school. All parents, particularly those from low-income families, require assistance from high-quality services, settings, initiatives, and knowledgeable practitioners in order to give them access to the tools and knowledge necessary to assist in their children's language development.
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