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Language and Literacy in the Digital Age
Storytelling has been a part of a human’s form of communication since communication began with Smith, et al (2017) arguing that this could even be a part of a person’s DNA. The art of storytelling (intonation, tone and pacing, for example) can be used to ensure that information passed down from person to person can be remembered and this may have even been used to keep human ancestors alive. (Bayer, S. and Hettinger, A., 2019). As Bruner (1986) suggested stories not only provide experiences and lessons but also support the language and literacy development of children. Moreover, stories provide an understanding of the world around the audience. These experiences of traditional and non-traditional stories and their telling can also support the physical, social and emotional wellbeing of children by role modelling and encouragement to explore the characters emotions which can be done in an emotionally safe way for the children. (Isik, M.A., 2016, Rahiem, 2021). 
Telling stories and talking to babies and children from pre-natal onwards helps to develop a bond between the parent or caregiver and the baby. As discussed in the Solihull Antenatal Programme (2024), a baby can start to hear sounds from approximately 17 weeks with a baby’s audio receptor is completely active from approximately twenty-eight weeks gestation with them naturally being able to hear Mum most clearly due to the vibrations that talking generates. However, they will also hear and start to respond to lower tones clearer than higher and will often react to the most heard voices with research showing that a baby can be calmed by the sound of Dads voice from birth (Valtopia, 2022).  Emotions connected to the sounds a baby hears are also important and provide very early language understanding. For example, a baby who hears and experiences a calm voice from a mum in a relaxed state will be calmed by this following birth. Phelan (2014) argues ‘that different communicative situations will lead to different roles for voice and tone’ suggesting that if the storyteller was pregnant, the baby would experience the wave of emotions and vibrations that the storyteller is conveying. According to the James (1884) and Lange (1885) theory of emotion, the storyteller will experience a physical sensation in reaction to stimuli and then attribute an emotion to it. It can be surmised from this example that the foetus could experience the physical change of a fluttering belly which the reader may attribute to nerves due to an exciting part of the story. 
[bookmark: _Hlk180922476]Logan, et.al. (2019) argue that children who are not exposed to books at a young age have a more limited exposure to words which they state could be as much as 78,000 words a year for reading just one picture book per day. This exposure to words can be in the form of interaction between the child and their caregiver who discusses the story or pictures to encourage shared attention and communication. In both the digital and traditional telling’s of Winnie the Witch (Thomas and Paul, 2016), the storyteller encourages the shared attention of her and the viewer to support the story being told by pointing out and waiting for the digital images and using the books images in the traditional telling of the story. According to the National Portage Association (2024), encouragement of developing shared attention provides important social skills, including listening and understanding another’s point of view which then inform and support ongoing communication skills. Attention Autism’s Curiosity Programme (2024) uses shared attention to support interaction and communication through building a bond with a caregiver and encouraging ‘pre-verbal communication skills, curiosity and early play’. Attention Autism was created by Speech and Language Therapist, Gina Davies to support the early basis of language development which includes awareness of others and turn taking for example and provides the autistic learner additional ways to develop essential skills. (Speech and Language Therapy, 2020)
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) states that it is environment and culture that influence a child’s upbringing which can both encourage and discourage the learning of language and foster a love of literacy. Niklas, et al (2020 [1]) state that it is the parents’ own beliefs that influence children with those who adopt the understanding of the benefits of language and literacy that provide the most resources. These resources can include books and audiobooks for example with the balance of shared attention reading and listening to a digital story providing ongoing inspiration and learning. Ultimately, it can be argued based on this theory that the home environment has the most influence over a child’s language and literacy development with the early years of a child’s life setting the standard for ongoing development and achievement (Hoyne and Egan, 2019 [1]; Niklas et al., 2020[2]). Both the traditional and digital stories were filmed in a way that they could be used in a home environment. CBeebies Bedtime Stories (2024) provided the influence for the traditional video which also sought to engage the audience through costume and encourage the ongoing enjoyment of reading by asking the viewer to think about their favourite stories. Unfortunately, further comment wasn’t included in the digital telling of the story. There seemed to be a reliance on the cartoon images to engage the listener rather than the narrator attempting to develop a rapport with the audience which could also detract from the enjoyment and comprehension of the story due to the stop, start nature of the telling. 
Children are all individual and providing one way of interaction with language and literacy is not necessarily the best way for all. Providing a range of opportunities for children to interact is part of the Welsh Government's Languages, Literacy and Communication areas of learning (2019) which should be embedded across the whole curriculum to encourage holistic development. As part of this, they state that ‘literature fires the imagination and inspires creativity.’ As part of the Early Years curriculum, an emphasis is put on languages as part of belonging. In Wales, Welsh and English are taught throughout schools with other languages which are relevant to the area also explored with regard to cultural diversity. It is noted that British Sign Language is also a part of the Communication progression steps to ensure inclusivity. With regard to both the traditional and digital storytelling, neither video made reference to another language with both solely using English. To support inclusivity of the viewer, particularly as they were set up to be used at home, the narrator could have provided additional sign language or the use of other languages. It should also be noted that during the digital telling of Winnie the Witch (Thomas and Paul, 2016), the narrator was often looking at the screen with her head turned to the side which would also make lip reading difficult for the viewer.
In the traditional video telling of Winnie the Witch (Thomas and Paul, 2016), the tone and intonation of the storyteller sets the scene for the children to understand the type of story and what emotions may be invoked listening to certain parts. For example, when Wilbur is lying on the bed, the storytellers face shows more of a dour expression, shaking her head and lowering the tone of voice to imply a dramatic scene. However, in the digital telling of the story, while the teller attempts to convey some emotion, a reliance is made on the video images of the story to provide the pacing and convey the emotions of the characters. Thus, not providing the children viewing the story a chance to hear and see the emotions invoked in a human, role modelling approach. Kim and Klinger (2019) argue that automated storytelling systems should have an understanding of human emotions programmed stating ‘that emotion expression should be one of the controllable parameters in automatic storytellers.’ While this goes some way to provide emotion in storytelling, emotions are more than just intonation and pacing, for example, facial expression and actions can also play a part.
In both of the videos, the reader makes an attempt to engage the audience and convey emotion through facial expression with the traditional story being the most engaging of the two. According to C Addison Stone et al. (2016), given ‘normal’ circumstances, language is a naturally acquired skill whereas reading is a culturally formed acquisition. Yuan, Major-Girardin and Brown (2018) argue that reading facial expressions is an essential skill to be able to interact effectively in society. In their study, they were able to support a group of children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). This was to develop the participants ability to read facial expressions and attribute an emotion to them. It also encouraged the children to read non-verbal social cues through the use of augmented reality-video based video modelling storybook ‘to strengthen and attract the attention of children with ASD to nonverbal social cues because they have difficulty adjusting and switching their attentional focus.’ 
Digital storytelling can use a variety of technology. This can be video, audio, computer interaction, among others to present the story (Houser, et al, 2019). The digital telling of Winnie the Witch relies on the screen to provide the pacing which seems awkward at times, while the storyteller waits for the next scene. The World Health Organisation (WHO, 2024) recommends that screen time for a child under two years of age should be zero increasing to a maximum of two hours per day for children over the age of two. With curriculums and schools having more of an emphasis on technology, it can be argued that a child’s quota screen time can be taken up during the school day and there be nothing left for home and a family film night, for example. With Screen Scotland Film Education (2023) stating that having discussions of individual ideas regarding a shared experience of watching a film promotes language and literacy in the home, supporting reading, writing, listening and talking skills while also having much needed and valued family time. This is supported by Dewey’s Learning Theory (1938) which suggests that children learn best through hands on experiences. Having discussions and listening to other’s ideas about a collective topic reinforces social communication and language skills through shared experiences. 
Based on the evidence presented, there are many advantages in providing language and literacy opportunities for children through both traditional and digital storytelling. With hectic modern life, digital storytelling can be essential to encourage ongoing language and literacy development. However, it cannot replace the shared attention and interactions that traditional storytelling invokes. A child’s bedtime story is more than just reading a book, it reinforces key relationships with Egan et al. (2022 [2]) concluding that reading with infants promotes socio-emotional development with parents in their study recognising ‘this shared experience as being valuable for building relationships and positive interaction with their infants.’
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