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Language and literacy in the Digital Age  

Introduction 

During the period between birth and eight years the foundations for speech, 

language and literacy are built, contributing to the reading, writing and overall 

development of a child’s literacy skills for the remainder of their years in education 

and beyond into adulthood (Boynton, 2021). The ability to communicate ideas, 

emotions, and to be understood by others is crucial, a human right and necessity 

(Gascoigne, 2012). UNCRC Article 13, states children have the right to freedom of 

expression and should be able to impart their thoughts and ideas through a variety of 

means including orally, in writing or print, through art or by another media of a child’s 

choice. Article 30 emphasises that when children are in communities where they are 

the linguistic and cultural minority, children should enjoy their culture and use their 

own language (UNICEF,2024). This essay will examine the links between 

communication, reading, writing, language development and language development 

theory in early childhood and how early years practitioners could use digital 

technology and traditional books to support language and literacy skills through 

storytelling.   

Language theories and development 

There are three main theories of language development: behaviourist, nativism and 

cognitive. Skinner (1988) believe that linguistic development is shaped by their 

environment, claiming that our environment teaches us everything we know and 

causes us to alter our behaviour accordingly. Skinner disagrees with Chomsky, 

stating that language solely dependent on nurture and is acquired through copying 

and reinforcement, as we see in sustained shared thinking interactions as recorded 

in the EPPE project (Sylva et al, 2004). 

However, research by Morgan (2017) has shown that a group of women read ‘The 

Cat in the Hat’ to unborn foetuses for the last seven weeks of pregnancy, these 

babies showed a consistent preference for this story, this is presumed because of 

their prenatal exposure. We also know that hearing in utero becomes operational 

around the 20th week of gestation, the foetus encounters speech all be it attenuated 

and distorted by the maternal tissues, developing prosodic knowledge of their native 



language (Gervain, 2018). Babies have been recorded as having a preference for 

their mother’s voice from birth and research using MRI’s on children have shown that 

many regions of the brain were activated when hearing their mother’s voice, 

including the auditory cortex, amygdala, mesolimbic and prefrontal cortex, leading to 

the understanding that language along with social and emotional processes is 

hardwired (Digitale, 2016). Chomsky’s Language Acquisition Device theory would 

appear to confirm this - he states that the brains architecture has the innate ability to 

learn and use language (Sobeck’s, 2020 and Chomsky, 2006). Pinker (1995) agrees 

with Chomsky’s theory that language is innate and challenges what he considers to 

be misconceptions that language must be explicitly taught to children or that children 

learn from copying. Instead. Pinker’s theory sets out that we have a universal 

grammar which allows children to extrapolate grammatical rules to form 

understanding and that our brains are hardwired with language, therefore part of our 

biological inheritance (Pinker, 1995).  Bruner (1983) evolved Chomsky’s theory and 

developed LASS – Language Acquistion Support System, where he suggested that 

children need adult support their language development and was influenced by 

Vygotsky’s (1962) Zone of Proximal Development.  

During my storytelling, Bruner’s theory and Vygotsky’s ZPD is demonstrated with the 

collaborative elements of Makaton and repeated refrains, scaffolding the language 

being used to construct knowledge and develop language (Bruner, 1983 and 

Vygotsky, 1962). Collaboration is important for divergent thinking, supporting 

learning (Robinson, 2016) and repetition through repeated refrains which consolidate 

language learning (Rowland, 2024). Bandura’s social learning theory echoes the 

importance of social relationships suggesting that we learn through observation, 

imitation and through modelling behaviour (MacBlain, 2022). The activity also 

stimulated creativity when the children were asked to imagine how the characters 

feel, as inspired by Vygotsky (1962).  

We should also consider Bronfenbrenner in association to language development - 

as practitioners we are part of a children’s ‘microsystem’, along with their families 

(Pound, 2014, Neaum, 2012).  

 

Approaches to enable oracy and literacyskills  

Palmer and Bayley (2013) state that children are exposed to a cacophony of 

background noise from devices, mealtimes and conversations, and other adult 

interactions have been replaced with screen gazing, eroding a child’s ability to 

develop listening skills. Without the ability to listen with discrimination and attention 

children will struggle to understand meaning in language and be slow to talk directly 

affecting their oracy skills according to Palmer and Bayley (2013). Some European 

countries agree; Dutch classrooms have limited devices unless specifically required 

for learning (The Guardian, 2023) and Switzerland health authorities have 

recommended that children aged two and five years have only one hour of screen 



time in total per day (The Telegraph, 2024) due to concerns around academic 

achievement and social interaction. The EYFS communication is prime area that 

underpins all learning, skills in listening, attention and understanding are key aspects 

of communication and language (EYFS, 2024, Development Matters, 2023) 

The story ‘The little red hen’ (Barton, 1993) in the video was selected to be read to a 

group of 3-5 year-olds. Lumgar (2021) explains there are three areas that need to be 

considered for effective storytelling. Firstly, practitioners need to view children as 

recipients by planning for their interaction, scaffolding where needed to develop 

confidence in their voices to repeat refrains and express ideas, knowing their ideas 

are valued and listened too. Next, practitioners need to consider if the children are 

interested in the chosen text (Burns 2019). Burns (2019) states that practitioners 

need to think about interactions during storytelling, eye contact can maintain a child’s 

attention, while gestures and adjusting the tone and pitch of your voice can bring 

characters alive (Lumgar, 2021). During my story telling the characters reaction 

changed when they thought they might get some food and my voice changed to 

becoming high pitched with excitement. Finally, Lumgar (2021) posits that 

practitioners should create a welcoming environment if possible, and the 

practitioners should sit at the same level of the children to maintain their attention, 

ask open-ended questions and encourage children to make connections and reflect 

on the story.  

Cox Gurdon (2019) says that storytelling is like making a quilt, when done correctly 

children can begin to connect to one another and the wider world via the threads 

made of stories. Lumgair (2019) posits of the dynamism of storytelling as a collective 

experience, children can safely explore both inner and outer worlds, a single story 

has the power to take on a life of its own in the hearts, imaginations and in the play 

of children. To enable this practitioners need to provide environments where stories 

can be explored further, through resources that enrich their oracy and embed new 

vocabulary and unlock language using puppets, costumes, small world and realia 

objects relating to the story (Rawstrone, 2018). It was suggested that children could 

make their own dough and explore pretend play with masks of the characters from 

the story.  

During both of my story sessions Makaton signing was used to connect with ALN, 

EAL and students with speech language communication difficulties (SLCD) or a 

speech delay. Makaton supports these children to engage and focus during 

storytelling by acting as a bridge between non-verbal and verbal communication, 

supporting their language development and by reducing frustration for the children 

that struggle to verbalise and communicate. The Visual cues in Makaton support 

children to understand concepts in storytelling and improve their comprehension 

(Sunshine Support, No Date). Similarly, the practise of cued articulation was used to 

reenforce the production of speech sounds correctly and with clarity, supporting the 

child with their communications needs whilst also addressing the requirement to 

produce a pure phonetic sound supporting the standard English seen in print and 



therefore promoting the child’s literacy skills (Gormley, 2020 and Passy, 2010). Cued 

articulation can be adapted and utilised creativity through games in classroom 

environment with the support of a practitioner if needed to provide deeper targeted 

support for children that have communication difficulties supporting their language 

development (Gormley, 2020). The physical actions also prepare the children in 

readiness to write the language learnt by strengthening their muscles (Oussoren, 

2010). Colourful semantics is a communication system which uses pictures and 

colours to support language and grammar, these resources can also support 

children at have speech difficulties or a speech delay (NHS Forth Vallay, 2020). 

Colourful semantics help children to make sense of a word by giving it meaning and 

context when spoken and the pictural resources can be used to retell stories either 

freely or with support (NHS Forth Valley, 2020) 

Spoken language is a precursor to literacy skills, through good oracy skills children 

can begin to read and write, enabling them to communicate with others in a variety of 

ways (Neaum, 2012). As early years practitioners we enable this by providing 

activities and experience to support this development in all learning areas of their 

environment (EYFS, 2024) 

 

Digital storytelling    

Children are growing up where mobile phones and other digital devices are used to 

communicate daily, additionally young children are also having regular access to and 

use this technology (Miller et al. 2017, Li et al 2020). Children need to become 

skilled in these new forms of communication and supported in becoming digitally 

literate, meaning literacy is no longer limited to the traditional forms of reading and 

writing (Maureen, Meij and Jong, 2020).  

A report by UNESCO (2018) also put an importance on supporting digital literacy in 

early years education. However, in 2022 the revised EYFS removed technology from 

‘understanding the world’ stand of learning, Joyce (2024) emphasises that computers 

and technology are vitally important within early years settings and have the potential 

to support several areas of development and learning and that as practitioners we 

also can raise children’s awareness of e-safety both in school and at home. Joyce 

(2024) suggests that drawing apps such as Doodle Buddy the Notes app on iPads 

can support the development of fine motor skills, while games and apps such Book 

Creator can support children’s oracy, literacy and digital literacy skills developing 

confident and competent users of technology in early years in readiness for how they 

will be expected to use technology as they move up the key stages. Some apps can 

translate the work of bilingual and multilingual students meaning their work can be 

shared with other children using those languages in the settings and their families 

(Franks, 2024) bridging relationships with parents and the wider community.  



In the retelling of ‘The Little Red Hen’ video, children reproduced the story using their 

own pictures, recordings of their voices and adding them to a PowerPoint, both the 

children’s oracy, literacy and digital literacy skills were supported through this 

process. This amalgamation of oral storytelling with the addition of audio, images and 

digital tools is what is known as digital storytelling (Barber, 2016). By personalising 

the story with their artwork, voices and by involving them in the creation process of 

the digital story this may increase a child’s motivation to learn and improve their 

literacy skills such as comprehension, sequencing and grammar, according to 

Boerma et al. (2016).  

The digitization of our early years environments is fast becoming the norm, with the 

use of iPads, cameras, technical toys including Bee Bots and interactive whiteboards 

to support learning, and technology has even been used in the creation of virtual 

classrooms (Robers, 2023). Roberts (2023) posits that the digitizing of our 

classrooms has created opportunities for practitioners and children alike, practitioners 

are able to access and adapt resources to enable bespoke and inclusive learning 

opportunities. As practitioners we need to be mindful of balance when introducing 

screen-based technology as it’s use can be passive and isolating, however screen-

based technology can also be used creatively to activity engage collaborative styles 

of learning with other peers and practitioners, encourage communication and 

broaden the child’s own interests and learning (Caldwell, no date). Technology can 

have its disadvantages, students might struggle to navigate apps, sharing 

information from one device to another or connection to the internet or connection to 

another devices (Stang and Steen, 2023). Despite these disadvantages and others, 

the overall advantages to children’s learning using digital storytelling more than 

compensated for the disadvantages (De Jager et al. 2017). 

Twormey (2016) suggests that practitioners to define how we approach technology 

with our settings, she uses two categories to decide if a tool will enhance and elevate 

children’s learning. Firstly, ‘mirrors’ in technology allow for opportunities in reflection 

and independence, taking children’s thinking deeper and help them to grow from the 

experience. ‘Windows’ allow interaction with technology support children to go 

beyond themselves and connect with the wider community and world and develop in 

ways that otherwise may have been limited (Twomey, 2016).  

 Conclusion 

Stories support children develop their understanding of themselves and others by 

developing their language, they become confident, articulate, knowledgeable and 

responsible people that can connect with the world. 

The challenge for children is finding this independence with technology when 

concepts such as these are still in emergent stages for us as practitioners too. 
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