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Language and Literacy in the Digital Age 

Introduction

Children are immersed in language experiences every day. They develop their skills through talking, singing, and listening activities, which enables children to communicate their needs, thoughts, and feelings, as indicated by Welsh Government (2015a). Children should also be allowed to experience a language-rich environment that engrosses them in the spoken and written word as reading benefits their vocabulary development and having a positive impact on their future literature skills (Welsh Government, 2015a; and Clements, 2018:24). Children should also be encouraged to participate in life experiences brought in through the learning environment including audio-visual material and digital interactive software as technology can play a significant function in supporting early language and literacy skills (Welsh Government, 2015a; and National Literacy Trust, 2016).

Language and Communication

According to Tomlinson (2008:3) and Hutauruk (2015:51) language acquisition is the initial stage of gaining basic communicative ability and is the progression whereby children attain fluent control of their native language. Salim and Mehawesh (2014) agree with this statement as they believe ‘language acquisition is one of the most fascinating facets of human development’. 

In accordance with Kuhl (2010) and Neaum (2012) neural behavioural research studies show that exposure to language in the first year of life stimulates the brains neural circuitry even before infants speak their first words, and children will gain a huge amount of complex language during their early years, gaining verbal and non-verbal knowledge and understanding Forbes et al. (2009:103). 

As studied by Hutauruk (2015:54-55) and English Language Learners (2021) there are 6 stages of language acquisition babies and toddlers reach by the time they are 2.5 years old:
	
Pre-talking stage/cooing stage occurs first in babies from birth to six months old, which consists of vowel-like sounds identified as a distinct vocal period where babies play with their vocal apparatus (Hutauruk, 2015:54). From birth to 3 months, developmentally babies are startled by loud noises, recognises parents’ voice and after about six weeks begins to coo in response to familiar carers and frequently cries when unhappy/uncomfortable, and between 3 to 6 months, babies laugh, squeals, and chuckles during play and enjoys listening to nursery rhymes (Welsh Government, 2015b; and Forbes et al. 2009:103-104).

The babbling stage occurs in babies between 6-8 months old, which according to Steinberg (2003:147) cited by Hutauruk, (2015:54) babbling is the sounds when infants produce a consonant-vowel combination which Morgan and Wren (2018:4) arguably states is crucial foundation to language development as they gain the ability to then produce those sounds as part of words which can then be used in a referential way. Developmentally, babies will shout for attention, wait if there is no response and shout again. They are very attentive to everyday sounds and begin to understand frequently used words such as “no” and “bye-bye” (Welsh Government, 2015b; and Forbes et al. 2009:103-104).

The holophrastic stage occurs from 9-18 months, the infant starts to learn and speak single words which are ‘strongly centred around basic needs and interests as well as names or identifiers like “mama” and “dada”’ as identified by English Language Learners (2021). Developmentally, toddlers still babble, but can say around 10 to 20 words, although, these words may not be clear. Toddlers listens to and follows simple instructions and recognise and point to pictures in books (Welsh Government, 2015b; and Forbes et al. 2009:103-104).

The two-word stage develops between 18 months and 2 years when young children start to form two-word sentences, building on their holophrastic stage. They start to compose and pair groups of words into mini-sentences and phrases such as “I want” or “give me” showing definite syntactic and semantic relations and the intonation contour of the two words. (English Language Learners, 2021; and Hutauruk, 2015:54). Developmentally, toddlers often echo speakers sentences (echolalia) and can use up to 50 words and understands 200-500 single words (Welsh Government, 2015b; and Forbes et al. 2009:103-104). 

The telegraphic stage builds between 2 years to 2.5 years which is a descriptive term where children now expand their two-word phrases into short sentences (English Language Learners, 2021). The telegraphic stage is a significant step in children’s speech and communication development as they’re learning how to communicate their thoughts and feelings, learning how to form a sentence and is a steppingstone for more advanced grammar, as stated by Baby Sparks (2019). Developmentally, young children at this age can use 300 words, understands simple “who” and “what” questions and regularly talks to self when they play (Welsh Government, 2015b; and Forbes et al. 2009:103-104).

The last stage is the multi-word stage which occurs at 3 years and continuously develops as they grow as children now will habitually start to communicate in more significant sentences that make both grammatical and functional sense and learn to use purposeful morphemes to modify the meaning of the words they use (The Learning Tree, 2017; and English Language Learners, 2021). Developmentally, from 3 to 7 years, young children enjoy listening to stories and can recite simple nursery rhymes. They can use sentences of four to six sentences, although, there may still be some grammatical errors. They are capable to follow simple stores without pictures, an co-operate with playmates (Welsh Government, 2015b; and Forbes et al. 2009:103-104).

The nature theory, put forward by the linguistic Naom Chomsky, believes that language development is instinctive and states that babies are born with cognitive competence to process and learn language, an ability he calls a ‘Language Acquisition Device’ (LAD) (Forbes et al. 2009:111). To reinforce this argument, as cited by Smith et al. (2012:34) Chomsky identifies how ‘all children appear to learn language in the same way and that the early stages of language are the same for all children’. 

However, in contrast, a nurture theory originated by John Locke suggests that a baby is born with a mind like a ‘tabula rasa’ (a clean slate) meaning that babies must learn everything, including language, from scratch (Smith et al. 2012:34) and children can learn language by copying sounds, words, and phrases around them and through the positive reinforcement of their attempts to communicate (Forbes, 2009:1112)

There is a strong link between language skills and intellectual development as suggested by Forbes et al. (2009:233) as children need to develop language to express thoughts and feelings. However, although children’s skills generally develop in the same sequence, all children will develop at different rates, dues to different experiences (Forbes et al. 2009:100) resulting in developmental delays.

A language delay is a holistic cause of concern and is common among 2 and 3 years as stated by Bishop and Leonard (2014) and within Wales, as of 2020, more than 10% of children and young people have speech, language, and communication needs, therefore creating a barrier to communicate and learn (Welsh Government, 2020). Language impaired children may have difficulty to listen, use or manipulate their voice, take an interest (desire to communicate) and familiarise with the idea of one thing (a sound) representing something else (an object) as stated by Kennard (2012:1:v).

Reynolds and Burton (2016) proclaim a serve-and-return interaction between a young child and practitioners are cited as fundamental to healthy child development and language development, and adults can support all children with their speech, language and communication needs through a range of direct and indirect activities. As Kay (2017) suggests regularly repeating nursery rhymes and songs helps to embed language sounds by accumulating familiar language and accentuating the sound segments within words. However, as Cowley (2019) firmly states, that it is the high quality of interactions among children and adults that supports brain development and suggests avoiding using ‘baby talk’ to simplify talk with children and where a child makes a mistake with a word or pronunciation, simply repeat the word correctly, rather than pointing out the mistake. 


Reading and Literacy 

Language also enriches other areas of children’s learning and development as this lays the foundation for future reading and literacy skills (Brodie, 2017b:14).  Reading daily to young children, especially starting in infancy, can help build language acquisition, as reading to your children in the earliest months stimulates the part of the brain which allows children to understand the meaning of language and helps develop key language, literacy, and social skills for future learning (all4kids, 2017). 

In the early years, nursery rhymes can have a positive impact on reading and literacy skills as they consist of language patterns which can ultimately help children embed language sounds and increase familiarity with language and the sound segments within words as identified by Kay (2017), who also states language patterns found in rhymes can help children learn about the sounds and order in which they’re spoken, ultimately helping to recognise text. 

In line with Welsh Government (2015a) and Welsh Government (2022) adults should encourage children to foster a love of books and stories through shared reading activities with individuals and small groups. Children require opportunities to access a variety of stories, non-fiction texts, and traditional tales including those from Wales, as children should be helped to develop an awareness of Welsh culture and as a country with two languages, therefore, children should be supported to develop knowledge and skills in another language.

In accordance with Brodie (2017a) the language children use while storytelling can illustrate knowledge of descriptive language, as well as more advanced techniques, such as storylines, and this vocabulary will grow as they gain experiences with different materials, such as digital media and loose parts, crucially when supported by adults modelling the language during reading activities.  In line with this, according to research conducted by Estyn (2021) many settings have areas which are flourishing language and literacy learning environments, which supports and engross children in the spoken and written word and practitioners can aid children’s speech and communication well through effective modelling of language. 

Estyn (2021) also asserts, most non-maintained early years provisions focus strongly on developing children’s pre-reading skills, including their phonological awareness through songs, rhymes, and music, immersing children in language-rich environments, indoors and outdoors, where children explore sounds, print and stories. As stated by Welsh Government (2015a), in a school provision, children will then be supported to use prediction in stories, talk about book features and decode unknown words containing blended vowels and constantans by using strategies including segmentation and phonemes. In line with Welsh Government (2021), adults can guide further improvement through the explicit teaching of sentence construction, punctuation and spelling, and relevant opportunities to write.

As shown in the tradition storytelling presentation, the Gruffalo can promote development through real life experiences and play opportunities in the outdoors as Welsh Government (2022:21) believes the natural environment provides a wealth of opportunities for language development through playful experiences and lowers inhibitions and allows children to express themselves. 

Digital Literacy

Digital literacy is increasingly central to learning of life and is beneficial to early learning as it helps improve young learners writing, reading, listening, and speaking skills and should be developed to establish progression in children and young people’s learning (Welsh Government, 2015a; and Mudra, 2020).

In accordance with Nuemann and Nuemann (2014), as cited by the National Literacy Trust (2016), established that the use of tablets can support and build alphabetical knowledge, gain awareness of print concepts and evolving writing in pre-school children. Conversely, in line with the National Literacy Trust (2016) disputes about the negative impact of technology have stereotypically centred around screen time and insufficient is known about whether technology impacts on neurological development. 

However, beneficially as displayed in the digital interactive storytelling presentation, Gillen et al. (2018) states digital media consisting of e-books and literacy-oriented apps can enrich children’s reading for pleasure and learning, as digital books can offer stories with high-quality text and appropriate interactive and multimedia features which can motivate children to read and enjoy stories. 

According to Stacey (2019:8) the new curriculum will have more importance on equipping young children for life by building their ability to learn new skills and apply their subject knowledge more positively and creatively, as a new digital competence framework is now introducing digital skills across the curriculum, preparing children for the opportunities, and risks, that an online world presents. In line with Welsh Government (2018:3) the Digital Competence Framework has been put in place for all learners aged 3 to 16-plus, and for learners with additional learning needs this includes ‘Routes for Learning’ skills, which are the skills that form the groundwork for higher skills to be developed and holistically provides several pathways for further development, broken down into small steps and individualised for each learner.

Conclusion

To conclude, reading is a wonderful, shared activity that is important for children’s language, literacy and communication skills as reading helps build listening, memory, and vocabulary skills in a fun educational way, while also introducing concepts such as letters, numbers, shapes, and colours. As it is believed that young children are competent users of technology from an early age practitioners should work cooperatively to increase young children’s confidence whilst navigating new and evolving technologies whilst also remaining observant of the impact of delivering appropriate opportunities for high-quality adult-child interactions, some of which may need to be technology-free.
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