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Language and literacy in the digital age.
A child’s competence in their language and literacy skills is set during their first three years of life therefore their early experiences are crucial states Niklas, Cohrssen and Tayler (2016). Successful educational strategies such as reading stories and storytelling have vastly improved young children’s language acquisition and skills as well as their ability to read according to Rahiem (2021a). In addition to this Brodin and Renblad (2019) claim that reading out loud supports their language development which is a critical factor in learning to read and leads to academic success throughout their later life. Nicolopoulou et al (2015) also discovered that emergent literacy skills are enhanced from early childhood participation in story telling alongside important skills such as print and word awareness, peer play cooperation, narrative comprehension and self-regulation. Over time, storytelling has grown and developed now adopting a digital approach. Modern technology has meant that we have had to learn to take a new pedagogical approach explains Rahiem (2021b) using the latest digital storytelling methods. The Successful Futures Report of Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales highlighted the fact that young children are already living in a constantly evolving digital world, therefore the old curriculum was out of date in relation to digital technology (Donaldson, 2015). For this reason, it is now mandatory that all early year’s practitioners include digital competence across all the areas of the new curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022).
Storytelling and reading can begin as early as the third trimester of pregnancy as research has found that during this stage unborn babies can begin hearing auditory stimuli from outside of the womb (HealthyChildren.org, 2021a). It can therefore be hugely beneficial for the foetus’s development to talk, tell stories and play music as Moon (2011) states that communication and attachment can start establishing during this time from hearing the mother’s and father’s voice. Additionally, recognising certain sounds they have heard over and over can bring them comfort in times of distress (HealthyChildren.org, 2021b). Furthermore, an unborn baby can hear the sound of the vowel the loudest so by the time they are born, can differentiate between the sounds of their native language to those from a foreign language (McElroy, 2019). Theorist Noam Chomsky believed that during pregnancy, a baby’s brain develops neural circuits which contain linguistic information which when trained, grow stronger. Therefore, when they are born, babies already have the basic rules of language present (Montsaye Academy, 2019). These basic rules are universal, but whichever culture a baby is born into will shape its vocabulary and specific grammatical structure (Al-Harbi, 2020). According to Whitehead (2009a), babies also follow a universal pattern and timetable of language development and as soon as they are born, enter the prelinguistic stage of crying and cooing to get their needs met. This stage includes non-verbal communication such as gesture, eye-contact and facial expression which lays the foundation for spoken language (Jayaram, 2024). Reading and storytelling at this stage are important because the roots of language are on a continuous path of development (Samis, 2019). Chomsky’s theory differs from that of Burrhus Skinner. Skinner linked learning language to his behaviour theory by suggesting that young children imitate the language of caregivers and by rewarding sounds and words with a positive response such as praise, strengthens and encourages repetition (Macblain, 2022). Jerome Bruner rejected both Chomsky’s and Skinners theories, believing instead that language is learnt through routines of scaffolding - encouragement and reinforcement and referencing - pointing, books and eye contact (Elucidate Education, n.d.). It is important to note that all these theories are ideas explained through observation and as stated by Khan Academy (2016), the process of language acquisition is complex and influenced by both a child’s environment and their genetics.
Storytelling in the early years classroom is crucial as this language rich environment can help young children from disadvantaged backgrounds improve their vocabulary and support their early language development and digital literacy (Department For Education, 2023). The social world in which we live has been transformed by the use of digital technology and our youngest of children are experiencing the use of multiple media (Erstad, 2019). The new curriculum for Wales recognises that in early years settings and schools, literacy skills should be applied across the whole curriculum at every progression step (hwb.gov.wales, n.d.) as well as Welsh Government (2018) stating that digital competency has been recognised as essential for learners in order for them to have the capability and potential to become successful in today’s society. The reader in the recordings has used an ipad to promote digital literacy in the classroom. This blends the traditional way of reading a story by using a physical book with the use of digital images and can still support students learning by allowing practitioners to adopt more innovative storytelling methods (Rahiem, 2021c). There are both advantages and disadvantages of using printed book and eBooks with young children. Lerner (2023) suggests that a printed book can provide a more tangible experience for a child to feel and observe the pages as turned over as well as print being generally considered better for learning and a deeper understanding of text whereas Kucirkova (2018) tells us that digital books can be used to enhance children’s creativity and support them in gaining more factual knowledge on a subject. A study by Munzer et al. (2019) found that that toddlers verbalize and collaborate less with electronic books whereas López-Escribano, Valverde-Montesino and García-Ortega (2021) state that when an eBook is thoughtfully chosen and used, children’s literacy skills develop just as well or sometimes even better than with printed text. 
The Colour Monster story chosen by the reader will support the development of not only the children’s language and vocabulary but also their emotional literacy skills. A pedagogical story such as this is a useful resource to help foster children’s emotional wisdom (Gunawardena and Koivula, 2023) which is important as children can learn more effectively in all areas of the curriculum when their emotional literacy is highly developed suggests Boon (2014). This is supported by John Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory as stated by Kurt (2020) who says that when a child is distracted by unmet feelings and needs, learning and education will not be their priority. Using questions, such as the reader does in the recording like “Tell me what makes you feel happy?” can help strengthen their language and literacy skills. Furthermore, questioning gives opportunities for children to explore their feelings safely (www.booktrust.org.uk, n.d.) and it is a tool to drive their thinking skills (Zhi Ying Liu and Sook Jhee Yoon, 2024). Their study also states that asking open-ended questions such as “What makes you feel sad?” provides children with opportunities to express their opinions, develop their imagination and think out loud. This considered, early years practitioners play a crucial role in storytelling and questioning as when delivered in the correct way will also aid the development of children’s speech and language skills by enabling them to think and use language more fully from using a wider range of vocabulary (earlyyears.wandsworth.gov.uk, n.d.). The skill of questioning is supported by Lev Vygotsky’s language development theory. He claimed that children’s speech and language is enhanced through interaction with others as it is an intensely social activity. Therefore, these interactions, provided by asking questions, allows children to think out loud which he termed the external monologue. The more they think out loud, the more sophisticated it becomes which in turn, enhances their language development and standard of literacy (Aubrey and Riley, 2022). Additionally, Blything, Hardie and Cain (2019) state that where an early year’s practitioner asks an appropriate question, they are providing scaffolding for text comprehension which helps to identify if any further support is needed. 
The promotion of emotional language and literacy during storytelling time can also be facilitated through the use of reading fairytales. Bettelheim (1976) believed that fairytales give young children the opportunity to become connected within fantasy and problematic situations that they can relate to their own lives, therefore they are essential for promoting good mental health (Dundes, 1991). He also claimed that several of the famous fairytales were responses to the maturing child’s different stages of needs and feelings and that the turmoiled child can make sense of themselves through listening to fairytales (Puhak, 2019). There are several methods for securing a child’s enchantment during storytelling and increasing their aesthetic experience. The “lighthouse” gaze, where the reader sweeps their eye contact across the children to ensure they are paying attention and using facial expression can help to increase their participation (Cekaite and Björk-Willén, 2018). The reader in the recording can be seen practicing the gaze throughout the recording which is important as Kochoska and Gramatkovski (2016) claim that eye contact is one of the most powerful forms of communication with young children. A study by Myllyneva and Hietanen (2015) discovered that a greater brain and autonomic response is achieved through live eye contact rather than eye contact from a face on a computer screen. In the recordings, the reader can be seen giving as much eye contact whilst reading the book as reading from the ipad but when a child looks at a book independently on an ipad, for example, this wouldn’t have as much benefit as eye contact allows a young child to pick up on mouth movements, facial expression and gesture (Let’s Talk NHS Lothian, n.d.). It is one of the first forms of non-verbal communication and plays a hugely important role in the development of social cues and cognitive skills which are linked to language and literacy development according to Çetinçelik, Rowland and Snijders (2021). As a result of eye contact playing an important role in early language development, one must consider children with autistic spectrum disorder. Studies have shown that there are reduced tendencies in children with ASD to engage in social gaze behaviours (Böckler et al., 2014) therefore practitioners must find alternative methods to gain their attention during storytelling activities. This could be through the use of a physical prop such as a puppet or an animated video on a digital story as Lane and Radesky (2019a) suggest that children with emerging social communication difficulties prefer object-based play which includes using digital technology. When a practitioner enhances storytelling by using visual objects such as these, they are supporting young children in retaining concepts more permanently by providing a more complete example from a direct experience (Shabiralyani et al., 2015). For children with limited language expression and literacy acquisition, the sharing of stories with a rich social and emotional content along with the use of visually stimulating props can help to bring a story alive and support their own recall and retelling of a story (Whitehead, 2009b). A study by Barton (2013) found that where story props are available to be used by children, their participation in subsequent extended role play along with more complex language use is higher than when props are not available. Furthermore, Robinson (2015) suggests that using props provides a crucial role in engagement of a story and helps to extend learning by creating cross-curricular links. The reader in the recordings has used props to enhance the children’s experience and understanding of the colour monster and could provide the props as an extension activity to support their re-telling of the story and consolidate their emotional literacy skills. This practice would support theorist Rudolph Steiner who used puppets in his early year’s settings to help children retell narratives from their own imaginations or from memories of stories told (Guide to the Early Years Foundation Stage in Steiner Waldorf Early Childhood Settings, n.d.). Additionally, the language and literacy development in children with autism can be enhanced with digital technology as it has the capability of being highly personalised when individual interests are more restricted (Lane and Radesky, 2019b). Furthermore, educational language apps can provide a seamless transition from school to home which is important for children with ASD. They can promote greater learning through repeated exposure (Allen, Hartley and Cain, 2016) and being safe and predictable (Valencia et al., 2019). However, the downside is that screentime, if not monitored, can hinder acquisition of language as it directly competes with social rewards and can increase the risk of social anxiety (Victoria L. Dunckley, M.D., 2024).

Many of the sources used in this paper were found on google scholar. I found them relatively easily although a lot of sources were outdated but still relevant as storytelling has been around for generations. I did not use AI.  I found that there is not a vast amount of research which has been completed on the effects of using digital technology on language and literacy development in early years children. I used Rahiem, M.D.H. (2021) three times as I found this journal contained a lot of valuable and relevant information. This was found on the module’s reading list. I also found the journal of Lane, R. and Radesky, J. (2019) very informative which reviewed autism spectrum disorders and digital media.
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