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Language and Literacy in the Digital Age 


One way to ensure the best start in life to babies and young children is to enable experiences of storytelling through books and use of technology (Della Porta, 2021).   Storytelling allows children to develop a deeper understanding of language through the wonder of stories making sense of the world around them and in turn promotes the development of literacy skills (Brock and Rankin, 2008: Neaum, 2012).   Skinner’s theory of imitative behaviour suggests children acquire language from adults by imitating what they hear in their environment, whilst Noam Chomsky believed humans are born with a biological capability within to gain language acquisition which is enthused by language they encounter in their environment (Bates, 2019: Goodwin and Perkins, 2002).  Therefore, practitioners having the skills and understanding of the importance of storytelling in enabling children to form vocabulary and literacy development (Whitehead, 2004).

The human foetus can acquire parts of their native language in the womb but in particular can show signs of memory when hearing music and certain melodies (Mampe et al. 2009).  Furthermore, due to the fact the mothers voice is the first heard the unborn child, will be responsive to the mother first and foremost and show signs by displaying preference to the mother’s voice (Martens, 2013).  DeCasper et al. (1986) study found that expectant mothers who repeatedly read a speech aloud everyday during the last few weeks of pregnancy, when baby was born their brain was able to show neural signs that they recognised the passage when being read aloud post birth by the mother.

According to the Welsh Government (no date) earliest interactions between adults and babies are crucial for healthy brain development, allowing neurons to fire in the brain and make vital connections enabling the formation of language acquisition.  From birth babies are born with a natural ability to communicate with those around them, these early communicative experiences enable babies to form the basis of communication with cries, coo’s, moving and making eye contact (Dryden, 2005: Browne, 2001).  According to Piaget infants master actions which are generated by experiences of repetition and first by repeating movements that pleasure then as actions are repeated by imitating others in their environment (Jones, Henzi, and Barrett, 2019).  It is for this reason the responses of adults around babies are crucial for language development and adults must be attentive and attuned to the needs of the child, sharing eye contact, smiling, talking, and making sounds (Whitehead, 2007).  

Martens (2013) suggests babies should have literacy experiences from birth, and using books exposes babies to language and literacy allowing them to make meaning of the world around them thus developing a love for books and stories (Bower, 2014).  

The Welsh Government (2022) states Literature sparks the imagination, exposes children to experiences they have not encountered in reality, encourages a desire to learn more and exposure to literacy engages learners to become creative, develop empathy and understanding for others and the world around them.  Through the traditional story of The Colour Monster (Llenas, 2013) children are able to explore and discover their own feelings and feelings of others and thus doing so supports the development of emotional literacy and the ability to describe the emotions being experienced.

Issac’s (2012) suggests research shows that reading to children of all ages has a profound effect on language and literacy development and because of this book should be made available to children all over the world.  Fox Eades (2006) states that reading to children is fundamental, therefore delivering the story with enthusiasm, fun, being as creative as possible and involving children through the storytelling process adds to the experience.  

This is demonstrated in the video of the traditional story reading of The Colour Monster (Llenas, 2016) and the digital story of Were going on a bear hunt (Rosen and Oxenbury, 1993).  As the video shows, the storyteller asks children questions relating to the pictures which enables them to make connections and develop an understanding of the world around them.  The storyteller also uses intonation to deliver the story which adds intrigue and engages the listeners (Della Porta, 2021).   

However, it is important to allow for adequate time when delivering a story (Nursery 
World, 2019) during the digital video of Were Going on a Bear Hunt (Rosen and Oxenbury, 1993), it would have been beneficial to use time more effectively to allow for deeper questioning and participation of listeners using the pictures on screen.

It is important to consider the differences and similarities of traditional oral storytelling and digital storytelling.  Miller, (2019) suggests digital storytelling has a positive impact on young children’s learning and strengthens imagination however Stocchetti (2016) argues digital storytelling has little positive qualities and has a negative effect on the development of imagination because images seen on screen are ready made which inhibits the creative process that would be utilised through imagination.

Kuyvenhoven (2020) believes when stories are told or listened to it is a very different experience to reading and writing.  One difference being when a story which is delivered orally, the listeners hear the story but need to use their imagination to visualise and understand however, with digital technology the listeners can hear the story being read, view images, and listen to sounds which allows the reader to engage the listeners to become actively involved which makes the story easier to understand (Atta-Alla, 2012).

Traditional story telling using books is a visual experience for children to use their imagination to make sense of literature by looking at images, asking and answering questions and listening to the reader (Linsbee and Ford, 2018). For example, during the traditional story of The Colour Monster (Llenas, 2016) the changing of voice to express certain part of the story brings suspense, excitement and creates a sense of anticipation and wonder.  In addition to this the storyteller uses the book, pictures, props, their voice, and body to deliver the tale to immerse the children in the story which supports the development for a fondness and love for literature (Fox Eades, 2006).  

Robinson (2008) suggests supportive adults exploring emotions with children nurtures an understanding of feelings, positive and negative, and give children the language relating to emotions to begin to build an understanding.  This can be seen in the traditional story of 
The Colour Monster (Llenas, 2016) where the reader encourages the listeners to join in with facial expressions, name emotions, offers reassurance for experiencing negative emotions and ask questions relating to feelings.  Furthermore, the use of stories and books is a useful tool for emotional literacy in children to be able to develop an awareness of the feelings of others and themselves (Elswick, 2018).  The digital story of Were going on a Bear Hunt (Rosen and Oxenbury, 1993) allows the reader to delve into the emotions of the family during their journey and how the bear is feeling at the end.  Using stories in this way helps children question their own feelings and experiences and gives them vocabulary to be able to share their own emotions and find solutions (Reading and talking about feelings, 2013).

Digital storytelling is described as a useful resource with the first most obvious difference to traditional oracy methods as being the use of a technological device however digital storytelling allows oracy to be incorporated whilst using technology (Choo, Abdullah, and Nawi, 2020).  Furthermore, McLellan (2008) suggests using technology to deliver stories is a skill in itself enabling exploration of various media and devices to enhance storytelling experiences.  

During the digital story of Were going on a bear hunt (Rosen and Oxenbury, 1993) in addition to using pictures from the book the storyteller creatively includes the use of sounds, real images, and video (Relax Asleep, 2017: Simple Soundz, 2022: Dovado, 2021) during crucial parts of the story to enable the listeners to establish meaning of parts they may not have experienced in life making connections to the world around them,  (Choo, Abdullah, and Nawi, 2020).

A recent study into children’s experiences and involvement in storytelling found that active participation with adults through stories gives children learning opportunities and forms the basis of literacy socialization and language awareness (Cekaite and Bjork-Willen, (2018).  In addition to this participation and repetition is pivotal for learning, develops oracy skills and language acquisition (Burner, 2000).  

This links to the curriculum for Wales descriptions of learning which suggests learners must be given opportunities to join in with songs, stories, and rhymes for children to develop the skills to be able to re tell stories, respond using imagination to stories heard, observed, or read (Welsh Government, 2021).  The digital story of Were Going on a Bear Hunt contains repetition, rhyming and rhythm, this is an important part of storytelling as theorist Bruner believed repeating ideas regularly allows learners to form memory and ability to master experiences and problem solve (Bruner, 1977).  

Storytelling is entertaining however the skills of the reader have the potential to further enhance the experience to the listeners (Davies, 2007).  During the video of the traditional story telling of The Colour Monster (Llenas, 2016) the scene is set in a warm, safe comforting environment to allow children to feel secure enough to join in, furthermore, props added to aid with oral traditional story telling allows connections to be made and brings the story to life, through intonation, questioning and active participation between reader and listeners forms the basis of literacy development (Shelley, 2017: Whitehead, 2009).  Whitehead (2009) further suggests it is important for the reader to show enjoyment when delivering the story and it is useful to rehearse the storytelling to have awareness of pivotal moments of the tales to create suspense and intrigue to listeners.

Sharing stories to babies and children exposes them to sound, language and forms the early foundations of literacy skills however, if children have low level vocabulary skills, then becoming confident readers will be difficult Dickson and Neuman, 2006).  Picture books allow children to develop the skills to read by using the pictures to tell a story (Bower, 2014) this is nurtured by skilled practitioners who can assist children and enhance their learning by engaging in dialogue through questioning and being interested the children’s responses (Makin and Whitehead, 2004).

It is important to consider differences observed in both storytelling videos.  Both the traditional and digital stories are delivered using oracy making reference to a book, the first difference being the digital story book is represented by images on screen and the traditional story is delivered with the reader holding a book (Linsbee and Ford, 2018).  The digital story uses images, sounds and video to represent crucial parts of the story enabling listeners to make sense of what is happening (Elola and Oskoz, 2016) where the traditional story relies on pictures in the book and the reader to fire the imagination of the listeners and make connections (Atta-Alla, 2012).  Both stories include the use of props to tell the story however the images in the digital stories also act as props and make the listening and viewing experience more visual. (Pesco and Gagne, 2017).  There is greater active participation, action and movement between reader and listeners with rhyme and rhythm in the digital story but both stories are told using intonation and facial expressions with the traditional storytelling using more questioning to actively involve listeners (Kory Westlund et al. 2017).

The Welsh Government (2018) has made digital competency a priority for all children in 
Wales to have the skills needed to access a digital world to allow learners to grow in to confident, creative use of digital technology to enable them to become global citizens.  Donaldson argues that digital competence is as important as numeracy and literacy in the modern world due to the fact that technology is increasingly used by many factors through daily life, therefore children must have exposure through a cross curricular approach incorporating digital technology

Exposing babies and children to early literacy experiences is crucial for the growth and development of language, oracy, and literacy skills (Issacs’s, 2012).  Storytelling supports children in gaining a knowledge and understanding for the world around them and affording the opportunities to listen to and observe stories through traditional and digital methods promotes creativity and imagination and a love and enjoyment for stories (Fox Eades, 2006).  It is clear the benefits of storytelling even before birth have profound effects for brain development and children being given these early experiences ensure the best start to life (Della Porta, 2021)
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