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Language and Literacy in the Digital Age
Storytelling has been used for thousands of years as a vital method for communication, education, and information sharing among people. Originally told orally, it played a key role in preserving and sharing knowledge from one generation to the next (Mendoza, 2015). It is a powerful tool for enhancing memory retention in young children by engaging their imagination, emotions, and cognitive skills, making the information more memorable (Early Impact Learning, no date; The Online English Teacher, 2024). Montessori believed in the importance of nurturing a child’s curiosity as it is the foundation of all learning. Young children are naturally curious, and it is this curiosity which drives language acquisition (Aubrey and Riley, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_AmSXxgfy]Through stories, children hear a variety of new words in meaningful contexts, which supports the development of their comprehension and memory, allowing them the ability to express themselves clearly and understand others. Listening to and telling stories also immerses them in the natural flow of sentence structures and grammar rules which support their own language use (McMurphy, 2023). 
In a world dominated by digital technology, digital stories can significantly enhance digital literacy in early childhood by providing engaging and interactive learning opportunities. According to the International Literacy Association (2019), using equipment such as tablets, computers, and interactive whiteboards to access digital stories helps young children become more comfortable with technology and whilst interacting with these, children learn how to navigate digital interfaces. Additionally, the National Literacy Trust (2024) agrees stating that interactive features such as animations, sound effects, and clickable elements make the experience more engaging and allows children to access material independently with read aloud functions, which will also support language acquisition. 

How does Storytelling support children’s development in the early years?
Incorporating storytelling into daily routines can significantly enrich a child’s development, making it a vital practice for parents and educators alike. The way a story is told can significantly impact how the child engages with the narrative, supporting the child’s own vocabulary and language development (Whitehead, 2004). Escaping the outside world with fun and imaginative stories helps children discover that books can be fun and exciting, feeding curiosity and imagination, so when the time comes to learn to read for themselves, they will be ready and eager to do so (Wilkinson, 2019). Cekaite and Bjork-Willan (2018) agree that storytelling is believed to be a crucial activity that supports the growth of vocabulary and literacy skills. 
I chose the Julia Donaldson book “Room on the Broom” to be able to experiment with the prosodic features of speech when telling this story. Prosody plays a crucial role in language acquisition, especially in the context of storytelling with young children. Intonation and rhythmic structure provide additional cues that increase content-related lexical and morphosyntactic information, supporting the children in parsing, clarifying, comprehending, and retaining the story (Godde, Bosse and Bailly, 2020; Neaum 2012). As you will hear in the video, I changed the pitch and intonation of my voice to make the story interesting and engaging for the children as this is known to support phonological awareness and develop vocabulary. I followed the rhythm in the relevant parts and changed vocal effect and volume for different characters. 
I also pointed to the illustrations to help capture the children's attention and make the story more visually stimulating. Ndlovu (2024) explains that pointing whilst reading to children can encourage participation and keep the story interesting. Illustrations can also help reinforce the narrative by seeing visual representations of the characters and the setting whilst conveying emotions that help connect vocabulary. Pointing can also create an interactive experience that encourages children to engage deeply with the narrative. When questions are asked, such as “What do you think is happening here?” or “How do you think he/she is feeling?” promotes metacognition, allowing children to reflect on their thoughts and feelings. Abdul-Malik (2024) believes that using metacognition in this way not only enriches the storytelling experience, but fosters critical thinking and empathy, as children learn to consider different perspectives and emotions. Additionally, engaging with the illustrations in this way helps them remember key details of the story, making the experience more memorable and meaningful. Piaget’s work on cognitive development proposed that children develop an understanding of different perspectives, which can be enhanced through interactive storytelling that incorporates visual cues (Schneider and Lockl, 2009).
[bookmark: _Int_Wu8YXOoM]The second story I chose, “Yertle the Turtle” is a digital story which is enhanced by multimodal features. There is also a read along function to support early readers who may find the text challenging. The use of digital technology is rapidly advancing and is a versatile tool that not only enhances literacy and creativity but also supports social and emotional development in young children (Audrin and Audrin, 2022). Digital platforms encourage creativity, and as children grow more comfortable with technology, they enhance their digital literacy skills, which are becoming increasingly vital in today’s society (Lewin et al, 2019). However, Kucirkova (2019) suggests that reading print and digital books leads to different patterns of engagement between parents and children, influenced by factors such as parental support, the child’s age, and how well a book’s interactive features align with its narrative. Additionally, Kucirkova explains there are mixed results on the impact on early literacy, with some showing positive effects on vocabulary and engagement, while others found minor differences in comprehension between formats.

Oracy
Oracy can be defined as having the skills and ability to express thoughts and emotions verbally and including the ability to listen, comprehend, and respond effectively, forming communication and communicators. The ability to communicate well is a fundamental skill for navigating life! Good oracy skills empower children to communicate their feelings and opinions in a precise and engaging way (Buczko, 2020; National Literacy Trust, no date). 
Even before birth, babies are listening to the sound and patterns of voices and noises. This continues after birth when they are immersed in a cacophony of sounds, and they begin to imitate these by rhythmically babbling. When encouraged by caregivers by serve and return, this enhances the baby’s oracy skills, setting the stage for effective communication as they grow (Bower, 2014; Whitehead, 2009).
Rhyming stories are also an effective way to support young children’s oracy skills. Rhyming allows them the ability to express themselves clearly and effectively through spoken language, supporting phonological awareness by helping them understand that spoken words consist of sounds that are blended together to form words, allowing them to build a broad vocabulary (Bower, 2014). Whitehead (2009) agrees and adds that as rhymes often follow specific patterns and structure, it makes them engaging, helping children to remember and predict words. 
Rhyming stories can introduce new words in a fun and memorable context, allowing young children to absorb a rich and expansive vocabulary which they can use to enrich their language skills (Ranson, 2016). These stories are often repetitive enabling the child to anticipate and predict what comes next, boosting confidence in their own oracy skills. Rhyming stories can also promote collaborative storytelling, responding to others and supporting conversational skills (Carelearning.Org, 2024).
Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development highlights the importance of guidance from more knowledgeable others. Storytelling provides a rich context for allowing teachers and parents to model language use, narrative structure, and expressive skills. As children engage with stories they can practice oracy skills like speaking and listening (Aubrey and Riley, 2022).
Digital stories often incorporate multimodal features like sound and animation, making them more engaging for children. They can also be accessed independently and in groups, can encourage participation in discussions, expressing their own thoughts and feelings, boosting confidence in speaking, but also enhancing their creativity and empathy as they explore different perspectives (National Literacy Trust, no date).
In the stories I read, both authors, Julia Donaldson and Dr Suess, have used playful language and are rhythmic in style, aiming to capture the child's attention to support their oracy skills. However, I did not ask questions during the story to give the opportunity for discussion to practice oracy skills. The digital story had additional features of sound effects and clicks through to different characters voices, adding to the interest and could provoke questions and discussions with groups.
Reading
According to Schwartz and Sparks (2019) phonics instruction is the most effective method for teaching children to read. It helps them to decode words which are essential for comprehension and fluency. However, children need a background knowledge and understanding of vocabulary, beyond phonics, to make sense of what they have read. The Book Trust (2024) agrees stating that children who experience storytelling from an early age have a background of narratives, such as characters, settings, and plots. This supports their understanding of how stories are constructed. 
Rhyming stories are also valuable for reading skills. The repetitive nature reinforces language acquisition and enhances the child’s ability to hear and differentiate between sounds, which is crucial for decoding words when reading. The predictive nature supports memory and recall and being able to recall repetitive words and phrases from rhymes supports reading fluency (Read, Macauley and Furay, 2014). Similarly, Ingov (2022) states that rhyme and rhythmic patterns enhance phonemic awareness (the ability to hear and manipulate sounds into words) which is the foundation for decoding words when learning to read independently. 
Many digital stories include interactive elements such as animation, sound effects, and quizzes. This can often capture the attention of reluctant or lower ability readers, making it more accessible and enjoyable, increasing the motivation to learn (Liebowitz, 2024). The Open University (2021) agrees, adding being able to adjust text size, colours, and font can support children with additional learning needs, making reading more accessible. The addition of quizzes also supports comprehension skills. Digital stories can also provide diverse narratives, broadening understanding and appreciation of cultures, topics, and genres, creating a supportive environment for children as they develop their reading skills (National Literacy Trust, no date).

 

	
	
	



