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Language and literacy in the digital age.

Over many thousands of years stories have allowed humans to make connections
and communicate. Stories have enabled people to make sense of their surroundings
and help with discovering a sense of belonging (Bitesize, 2023). According to Isik
(2016. P, 115) and Bitesize (2023) storytelling and listening to stories is an essential
development in early years. Stories aid native and second language acquisitions.
Scientific evidence has shown that when a baby is read to in the womb it is
extremely beneficial to development, even in these early stages. This is because it
allows the baby to begin to bond and recognise the voices around them. According
to Bitesize (2023) research shows that early language development may begin to
form before birth. Hellman (2017) backs this up stating that through foetal heartrate
research, results concluded that the reaction a baby has to language, voices and
rhythm may indicate that foetuses are tuning into their acquired language while in the
womb.

To enable humans to speak a language, children need to develop in 5 linguistic
areas. These areas include phonology, lexis, semantics, grammar, and pragmatics
(The University of Sheffield, 2023). According to The university of Sheffield (2023)
phonology includes a development called melodic utterance, which is when babies
begin to use rhythm and melodies to sound out more sounds. This rhythmic pattern
is something practitioners can use to support language development in setting, an
example is seen in both the digital video and classic storytelling video.

According to Hsiung- Blodgett (2020) story telling has a significant impact of
language acquisition and the development of language. For example, when children
are read a story, it involves listening which ultimately leads to learning. As seen in
the digital story video, some stories include repetition and rhyme, this style of
storytelling allows opportunities for practitioners to implement pauses for children to
fill the gaps of a story, through this technique children are able to gain skills such as,
memory, engaging, confidence and opportunities to become interactive during these
times (Hsuing-Blodgett, 2023, Kuppen, 2018 and Dujmovic, 2021). Dujmovic (2021)
expands further and states that in order to get the interactions an adult desires from
children, the storyteller must be well practised, a good performer and have chosen
adequate stories that harvest emotional intelligence and allow children to experience
an insight of human demeanour. Kuppen (2018) expands further stating that studies
have shown babies and children have a sensitivity towards rhythm and rhyme.
Language on a day-to-day basis can sound like meaningless noise to a baby,
however, children from as young as nine months are able to use cue sounds that
alert them into language, thus the importance of hearing repetition like in the videos,
through stories to support early language development. The way in which language
is expressed is known as prosody. American psychology association (2014)
suggests that the rhythm, intonation, and stress of speech provides children with
meaning to the words spoken. An example of prosody is seen in both storytelling
videos, although two very different storytelling experiences, the desired language
development outcome is the same. Critics argue that rhyme and rhythm offer a
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musicality to speech, however prosodic language like used in the videos differs in
pitch and relate to vocal range. Whereas music and song are reliant on exact pitch
and melodies (American psychological association, 2014, Heidelberg, 1978 and
Crystal, 2009). The use of prosody in storytelling allows the book to come alive.
When children are subjected to poor speech prosody there is a chance it may hinder
their representation of how text may sound, having a negative impact on how they
pick up reading skills. However, Noam Chomsky critiques the need for modelling
language or the structure in which it is formed, as he believes children are born with
innate abilities to learn language (Horgan, 2016 and Groen, Veenendaal and
Verhoeven, 2018). Another critique to rhyming stories is that children who are
diagnosed with dyslexia often struggle to appreciate or understand the links to
rhyming. Children who have dyslexia struggle with phonological awareness
(Williams, 2022 and NHS, ND).

In contrast to Chomsky, Jean Aitchison believes children learn through language
naturally only when they are properly nurtured, furthermore the instincts of a human
are those that lead people to pay attention to their surroundings when it is pointed
out to them. For example, in the digital video a lot of hand gestures were used,
whereas in the traditional story hand gestures were limited, however there were
opportunities to point to the pictures in the book and ask questions (Aitchison, 2001,
p.134). According to Master class (2021) and Meltzer (2020) over the years the
delivery and techniques adults use in physical story telling has changed. However,
the ability to connect words and discover a deeper meaning through actions and
pointing have remained consistent. Pointing to words can benefit children as
practitioners are demonstrating how to read from left to right, furthermore, when
reading a book, it should be read from the top of the page to the bottom, this process
improves a child’s ability to write and form words and also the skills needed for
language comprehension. In contrast to this Arentz (2015) believes that when
children are taught to finger point at words, it can slow down their ability to read with
a flow and can make children sound robotic when attempting to read. In the
traditional story telling video the blurb was read to the children. According to Tanya
(2023) the blurb provides children with a small description of what to expect in the
story. Reading the blurb has benefits such as, an idea of what to expect, feelings of
anticipation and the beginning of character recognition. Hearing the blurb rather than
starting the story straight away keeps children focused, it can build up questions in a
child’s mind and make them eager to know the answers, which they will find inside
the storybook (Tanya, 2023 and Demir, 2022).

As seen in the digital story, not having a hardcopy book allows the storyteller to be
hands free. Although children do not experience the same learning outcomes as in
the traditional story video, such as turning pages and the physicality of a book, it
instead provides opportunities for practitioners to point, gesture and interact more
with children whilst reading. Research has proven the importance of hand gesturing
when supporting word acquisition. Jean Aitchison backs this up with her theory
based on the three stages of linguistic development, Labelling, packaging and,
network building (curious world, 2017, master class, 2021 and SSSFC English,
2013). According to Explore psychology (2023) Piaget’s theory also backs up Jean
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Aitchison and links to the digital video as he believed that children between the ages
of two and seven go through a preoperational stage of development. Explore
psychology (2023) explores further into Piaget’s theory suggesting that children have
the ability to link objects, ideas, and people, however, at this age children struggle
with logic and making sense of this concept in their minds. Children are unable to
take the perspective of others, and this is where stories can aid that area of
development, offering different viewpoints and oracy from more than one perspective
(Lumen learning, ND and Explore psychology, 2023).

According to Taylor (2019) technology and reading apps in the digital age could be
detrimental to children’s reading development. Research shows that children have
increased vocabulary through digital stories, however dialogic reading skills had
deteriorated in comparison to the skills developed when using a hard copy book. In
contrast to this David crystal does not see technology as detrimental to language,
instead he believes it has the opposite effect and sees the potential of enriching
other languages through technology (Ranger 2007 and Taylor, 2019). According to
Stasic (2015) technology is still not applied accordingly in education, this can be due
to reasons such as, lack of funding and resources or even a lack of knowledge and
training from staff.

When practitioners’ read stories to children, if the way in which it is read is
expressionless, it becomes difficult for children to remain interested. Practitioners
should support children by reading with expression. This can include changing your
voice to reflect emotion, an example of this can be seen in the traditional story telling
video. This allows children to not only listen and engage but it is also paramount for
understanding comprehension. In the traditional video expressive reading is
modelling though a variety of voices, pitch, and tones. Using different voices
provides children with opportunities to distinguish different characters. When children
are offered this support, they are given the foundation to recognise concepts and
perhaps go on to mimic a storyteller’s expressions when reading for themselves
(Begin learning team. 2022 and Super simple 2023). According to Super simple
(2023) there are many ways in which a voice can support learning, it can highlight
emotions, such as, feeling angry, sad, or happy. Children are then able to link these
emotions with the words spoken and what images they can see on the page, thus
supporting language and literacy. BJ Novak wrote a book called “The book with no
pictures’ this book contains only words. The lesson learnt from this story is that a
book without pictures can still be enjoyable, fun, and engaging when it is told in the
correct manner, for example, with emotions, expressions, and funny voices like in the
traditional story (Preschooligans, 2019).

It is without a doubt that literacy and language is crucial part of development. There
are benefits that include building relationships, and setting the foundations for the
skills that children need to learn to read and write. When a literacy journey begins at
birth it sets children on the right path to developing oral skills. It is a practitioner’s role
to apply their knowledge and individual experiences with children, to encourage
children to become curious and motivated learners. However, although practitioners
should be aware of all new literacy and language theories, which still change
regularly, they should also be their own researchers in setting. Applying skills that
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may suit a child’s personal language and literacy developmental needs (Whitehead,
2010, Bower, 2014, and Hope, 2019). National literacy trust (2020) states that
reading to a child has outstanding benefits, it allows children to feel valued and like
they really matter. Reading with a child can reduce anxiety, improved wellbeing and
provides a sense of security. However, despite these benefits less than fifty percent
of parents read everyday with their children.

When children are exposed to words through oracy or reading, their language
cognitive capacity expands (National literacy trust, 2020 and Sheldon- Dean, 2023).
When children lack exposure to language it can have a detrimental impact on their
language development and the structure of their brain, altering the structure of areas
relevant to language in the brain (National institute on deafness and communication
disorders, 2023). Another outcome to lack of language exposure is developmental
language disorder, this is a disorder that can impact a child’s ability to learn,
understand and their overall use of language (NIDCD, 2023 and Kunkalikar, 2023).

According to the National literacy trust (2019) language and literacy are closely
linked and both play vital roles in building the foundations to life. Language and
literacy play a huge part in children’s lifestyles, their health and even employability.
Practitioners should support this by offering the best opportunities to promote
language and communication skills which will then provide children with the stepping
stones to be able to read with fluency (National literacy trust, 2019).

Overall, it is clear that not only reading to children, but the way in which we tell a
story can impact a child’s interest in language and literacy. Reading should be
something that is experienced. Keeping children engaged is the overall aim, so they
can experience the fun and enjoyment of a story. Digital reading and traditional
reading each have their own benefits, however each method is a form of storytelling
that will support language developments. Practitioners should continue to provide the
vital support to encourage language and literacy in settings (National literacy trust,
2019 and Preschooligans, 2019).
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