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Language and literacy in the digital age

Language delay is an ongoing and prevalent issue in the early years sector. The Welsh government (2020) states that 50% of children in underprivileged areas may start school with poor speech, language and communication skills. The cause of the increase is something that is highly debated According to Tohidast et al (2020) suggests that COVID-19 has resulted in an increase of concerns from parents regarding speech disorders and difficulties. 
Storytelling allows for practitioners to ensure that language learning is fun and that the children are engaged in the learning process. This is because if it is fun they are more likely to want to do it more, therefore leading to less children with difficulties. Storytelling provides a range of benefits to a child’s language and literacy development. Bower (2014) suggests that the telling of stories to children has had a positive impact on a child’s language development. Speaker et al. (2004) supports this further stating that the development of vocabulary and linguistic ability is more advanced in children that are frequently exposed to a variation of stories. Furthermore Whitehead (2010) discusses the importance of storytelling suggesting that narratives allow children to gain a better understanding of sequence of events as well as developing their understanding of words and what they mean. This paper will look into three aspects of storytelling props, intonation and rhyming. 
In recent years technology has become more and more common in early years settings with more and more teaching and learning been integrated with computer programs and applications. O.Byrne (2018) defines digital storytelling as the use of multimedia to present a story or information. According to Neumann and Neumann (2013) the use of touch screen tablets is becoming more frequent across early years settings and homes and that while the tablets have the potential to positively impact a child’s emergent literacy abilities the benefits from the tablets is dependent on the way in which the adult scaffolds and facilitates that child’s learning and the literacy applications available to them.
Wells and Stackhouse (2015) define intonation as the intentional pattern of pitch, volume and duration used in speech to give more expression to the words.  Whereas Nolan (2020) defines intonation as the rise and fall of your voice. Intonation can help us to help keep others engaged and can help to allow others to understand in what context or emotion we are speaking in which gives storytelling more depth. Neaum (2012) suggests that intonation reading develops in children at around nine to twelve months of age therefore intonation reading allows children to acquire the appropriate use of communication structures which will lead to the use of more complex linguistic expressions. Neaum (2012) highlights the importance of practitioners using intonation and similar linguistic expressions in early childhood as it sets the right examples for children during stages of language acquisition. A seen in recording 1 The reader uses different tones as a form of intonation in order to keep the listeners engaged and to add depth and emotion to the story.
According to  Korroch (2015) our voice is one of the most important tools when it comes to storytelling stating that practitioners should consider the volume and the pace of the voice when reading. Extending words and syllables in storytelling can help to exaggerate or bring colour to the delivery of the lines. This allows children to hear the sounds and syllables in words and can encourage children to repeat the sounds and words. For example, in recording 1 the reader extended the ‘s’ sounds in the words when delivering the lines of the snake in the Gruffalo. This was to help to keep the audience engaged and to give more character to the delivery of the line. Liu et al. (2022) suggests that intonation plays an important role in caregiver and child interactions. Stating that intonation can convey emotions and help facilitate other aspects of language acquisition.
 Furthermore, Wilkinson (2019) suggests that babies and young children love the sound of our voice and enjoy listening to the rhythm of our speech. Although they do not understand the words, they enjoy the rise and fall of our voices. Neaum (2012) highlights the importance of playfulness in interactions with children. Playfulness can be something that intonation can draw out during storytelling as using different voices and pitches and emphasising expressions and emotions can help to elicit reactions and responses from the children.
Rhyming is something that is featured in a lot of children’s books especially within the early years. Neaum (2012) suggests that rhyming can help to make reading fun and engaging for children explaining that language play helps children to learn language Piaget and Bruner theories regarding children’s language acquisition suggests that children play with the skills they are in the process of developing. 
Crystal (1998) suggests that therefore children should have the opportunity to partake in language play as it is a good tool for children to use when refining and understanding language and literacy. Whitehead (2010) who suggests that language play includes patterned rhyming by children who indicate an enjoyment in practising and playing with sounds and language. The reader has selected a book that has rhyming as children’s early encounters with rhymes teach children that they can participate with predictable rhyming end words. Introducing this skill early has a positive impact on the child’s literacy skills later on.
 Harper (2011) suggests that nursery rhymes and other traditional literature enhances a child’s phonological awareness and could help to encourage language development. Bodle (2019) supports this further suggesting that rhyming is an essential skill that can help assist spelling later on. Highlighting that the child may feel confident enough to join in with rhyming words if the adult allows an opportunity for the child to jump in. For example, the reader could have hesitated or left time before the next sentence to give the children a chance to jump in and predict what word may be next. Bodle (2019) also suggests that making nursery rhymes, books and songs a part of a child’s daily routine can encourage children to familiarize themselves with the concept of rhyming. 

Therefore, nursery rhymes are socially engaging and playful ways for children in the early years to experiment with the sound of words. Read et al. (2014) conducted a study in which results showed that children had better word retention with a story that was rhymed versus a story that was unrhymed. Rhyming storybooks can help practitioners to facilitate active prediction from the children. Therefore, rhyming can support word retention. As seen in recording 1 the reader selected a rhyming storybook which had repeated and predictable rhyming words.  
 Rhyming according to Brock and Rankin (2008) is important as they support a child’s sentence structure and vocabulary, suggesting that children learn complicated words through rhymes and songs. Brock and Rankin (2008) suggest that rhyming is one of the building blocks that support how quickly a child acquires reading and writing skills. As seen in recording 1 the reader naturally has emphasis on the rhyming words at points in the story. This can help children to recognise these words as rhyming words and gain a better understanding of how the words sound. Furthermore Jurenka (2005) suggests that when children have fun and play with language through the medium of rhymes, songs and riddles they are acquiring more of an understanding of words and increasing their vocabulary as well as their ability to rhyme.
Props and puppets are a technique that early year's practitioners have used for years. Whitehead (2010) suggests that bringing props into a storytelling activity can help to bring the story to life. Medlicott (2018) supports this suggesting that using props engages the audience and intrigue children which then will spark their imagination. Therefore, allowing an element of play which practitioners already know is an effective method of teaching with young children. Whitehead (2010) also suggests that objects mentioned in the storybook can be used in re-enactments and activities relating to the storybook. 
This allows children to explore the story and its characters. This kind of interactivity can allow children to have fun while also getting a grasp of the vocabulary and beginning to explore reading comprehension as well. As shown in recording 2 the reader took inspiration from Greimann (2017) by using a green blanket to make the chair look as though it was covered in grass and had leaves stuck up in the background to bring the woodland elements into the space to try and bring the story to life.
Fisher (2009) suggests that with just a puppet and a little bit of imagination you can encourage a child’s curiosity and encourage a child to believe. Although the reader did not use puppets the reader used a book with flaps that could be opened up to reveal what was behind the door. The reader in an effort to make the story more interactive asked the audience questions such as what we think is behind the door, or what do we think is under this towel. 
According to Theobald (2015) children obtain competency in language skills through interactions. Therefore, involving children in interactive storytelling activities can enable the child the opportunity to learn. Interactivity is something that can be beneficial in encouraging a child’s curiosity and it makes the child more engaged in the language therefore helping them to enjoy learning. This is supported by Wilkinson (2019) who suggests that board books and flap books are great choices for young children as they enjoy the anticipation of what’s hidden behind the door. Huff (2009) suggests that using props during storytelling can allow the reader to create story awareness while helping the children hear the language and bring the story to life.

 According to Finlayson (2012) props can be used to help reenact stories, suggesting that providing children with the opportunity to reenact the story can be an effective way to facilitate reading comprehension. Therefore, aligning with Bruner and Vygotsky’s theory of scaffolding. Bruner (1986) and Vygotsky believed that the interactions and provisions provided by the adult act as a scaffold that supports a child’s development. Neaum (2012) supports this further suggesting that adults can scaffold a child’s language and literacy development by providing children with interactive activities which encourage and promote the children to engage in conversations and positive interactions. Furthermore, Spokane Public Library (2022) providing children with story bags or boxes full of props relating to the story can give children the opportunity to have fun in retelling the story. Suggesting that this is a fun and engaging way to allow children to learn and explore word retention and getting an understanding of the beginning, middle and an end story structure. 

In conclusion, props, intonation and rhyming all play a big part in facilitating and encouraging a child’s language and literacy skills. When these techniques are used it ensures that the learning process is fun and engaging for the child. It is also apparent that interactive storytelling is an effective way of promoting language and literacy as children learn from those interactions as they are given the opportunity to join in and gain a better understanding of the language and literacy. 
Therefore, improving their vocabulary, understanding of patterns and sounds of words. In the recordings I feel that there was some good points and some bad points. I feel as though there was a good range of intonation in the way I read the story and some of the props I used to try set the scene for the books, but I also think there was room for improvement. In the future I would leave more space for a child to be able to jump in and predict a rhyme word, be more confident in my delivery of the story and include more props that children would be able to get involved with.
 I personally feel that traditional storytelling has a lot more to offer a child than digital storytelling as I feel like digital storytelling can limit the interactions and could prove difficult to keep the children engaged whereas a book is a physical thing that children can see and interact with and as a whole is a more well-rounded experience for the child as there is things that they can physically touch and hold and pages to turn which allows the child to develop not just language and literacy skills but also fine and gross motor skills.      
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