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Language and Literacy in the Digital Age

National Literacy Trust (2020) believes that the benefits of reading to children are countless. Children gain comfort, reassurance, security and most importantly fun. Laing (2016) suggests that babies acquire language skills by listening to the rhythm and intonation of speech sounds rather than the words themselves, which Wilkinson (2019) agrees with and says that children love to hear the sound and rhythm of the language.

Neaum (2012) says that reading stories enriches children’s lives, supports children’s language acquisition, and enables children to express their emotions. Montag, et al. (2015) agrees with this and adds that stories provide a more diverse range of words than speech alone.
Furthermore, Ferrari (2012) acknowledges how the rise in technology has led to adaptions of practices with regards to literacy and believes that allowing children time to read stories feeds their imaginations regardless of how a book is read.

The ways in which children learn language has evoked many theorists to delve further into language acquisition. Firstly, Skinner, he believed that reinforcement helps children learn language and developed the theory of behaviourism. Pound (2006) says that behaviourism is a type of learning that is often described in terms of a nature/nurture opposition. Skinner’s behaviourism theory is on the extreme end of nurture. However, Chomsky opposed this view and believed that language was innate, and we are all born with a ‘language acquisition device’ which enables us to understand the structure of language. However, critics argued that Chomsky focused on grammar and the structure of language where critics believe the most important function of language is social interaction. This influenced the work of Vygotsky and Bruner who both acknowledged the importance of social interaction in language learning. Vygotsky and Bruner believe that children as young as babies have an innate drive to communicate with others (Neaum 2012).
Pound (2006) points out that Vygotsky developed a theory called the ‘zone of proximal development’ which helps to scaffold a child’s learning. This theory bridges the gap of what a child can do alone and what guidance from an adult can provide, which links to storytelling as the adult can build on what the child already knows through the questions they ask.
According to Neaum (2012) children go through stages of questioning and reading stories enables children’s opportunities to develop this technique. However, the national literacy trust (2020) state that fewer than half of 0–2-year-olds are read to every day and claim that this is due to hectic lives and parents feeling that reading is a chore.
The Welsh Government (2020) recognised the importance of improving speech and language development and devised an initiative called Talk to me, this set out aims to improve children's acquisition of speech, language, communication, and oracy skills as they underpin a child’s ability to read, write and problem solve (Welsh Parliament 2021).
The Welsh Government (2022a) also devised a new curriculum for non-maintained settings and schools and in it they value the importance of stories in both formats as they want to encourage children to listen and interact during story time, which enhances communication skills and develops their knowledge and skills of language and literacy (Welsh Government 2022b). 
So, with this in mind the story that was picked for both the traditional and digital story were repetitive and rhythmic which as research by (Read et al., 2014, pp. 354-371) suggests children can learn and retain new words through rhyming stories and strengthen their vocabulary. Rubin (1995) as cited in Read, et al. (2014) believes that rhyming makes words sound important, therefore makes them easier to recall. Read, et al. (2014) suggest that rhyming also helps young learners as not only are they hearing familiar words and predicting, but they are also hearing new ones and practicing them as they join in. Cook (2000) as cited in Read, et al. (2014)  agrees and says that rhyming helps children gain control over new and different language. Kenney (2005) also recognised the importance of rhyme as she believed the more rhymes children hear the more ideas they can think about.
Victorian Government (no date) claim that phonological awareness is the knowledge of how sounds are put together to form a word and believe that through rhyme, rhythm, stories, and emergent writing children can develop phonological awareness which is an important part of learning to read and write. Victorian Government (no date) believe that rhyme and rhythm are captivating to children as it is interactive, and it enables them to learn about intonation and draws on their memory capacity. Harper (2011) concurs with this and says that exposure to rhyme allows children to link letters to speech sounds which is the pre cursor to reading. 
However, according to Ray (2021) awareness needs to be given to children who do not have phonological skills due to no fault of their own, as they could have dyslexia or live in an environment that does not provide exposure to stories. Stevens (2012) agrees with Ray (2021) and suggests that children who do not have stories read to them when they are young lose opportunities for exploration of rhyme and rhythm which is a fundamental way of learning. 
Prosic-Santovic (2015) believes that the repetitive nature of rhymes helps children learn new language without the feeling of being bored or frustrated and believe that adults can continue this learning by having play-based activities linked to the words learnt in the stories, which will enhance children’s reading and writing skills as well as their oracy skills. Maureen et al. (2020) concurs with Prosic-Santovic (2015) as they undertook a study on how storytelling influences the development of children’s literacy and digital literacy skills. The research showed that a blend of storytelling and play-based storytelling in traditional and digital formats can effectively support children’s literacy and digital competency. Lastly, according to Soderstrom and  Wittlebolle (2013) children need to have rich language environments to develop their language skills and believe that reading related activities are best associated with this in both the home and childcare settings. 
The reader in the traditional story also gained the children’s interest and excitement by using props, and according to Huff (1998)  props add a new dimension to simply reading a story, as props create story awareness, help children hear and feel the language, make the story come alive and enables the children to participate and retell the story.  Stadler and Ward (2010) agree that props are beneficial for retelling stories, as the research that they undertook showed children’s ability to retell the story and use more descriptive language than previously used, which Pullen and Justice (2003) agree with, as they believe that providing children with props during story time help them acquire new words which they will remember and use again. 
A case study in Neaum (2012) showed that children who were read stories using props were fully involved, which made the story more engaging and enjoyable. Neaum (2012) believes that this positive associations with books contributes to children developing their language and communication skills. Brun (no date) agrees with the case study and says that using props at story time enriches the experience and enhances their learning.
Gov.uk (no date) also add that children with English as an additional language benefit from the use of props so that they can see the item and hear the word.
Props were not used in the digital story that was read by the reader, but research by Smeets and Bus (2013) show that there is a rise in picture books becoming available electronically, which supports an interactive multimedia experience for children and having access to these stories with live animations could be seen as a digital form of props. The animated illustrations allow children to extract meaning from difficult words and enables the reader to match illustrations with text, which facilitates word text comprehension. Research also showed allowing children to be active participants in the story improves learning by almost 20%. Smeets and Bus (2013) suggest there is evidence that the features included in most eBooks may outperform traditional books, however they are convinced that without children having prior opportunities to read a book with adults the enjoyment of eBooks may not be the case. Smeets and Bus (2013) also acknowledge that some teachers are not comfortable with technology and believe it to be an entertainer rather than a beneficial source of learning, but the research shows eBooks are useful in allowing children to engage in independent reading before being able to read alone. Additionally, Labbo (2005) agrees with Smeets and Bus (2013) and believes that the use of technology in the classroom is beneficial for the children as it is a powerful way of teaching children literacy skills.
Lastly, both the traditional and digital story were read following the methods used in research by (Cekaite and Bjork-Willen, 2018, p. 52-60). The teachers in the research like the reader of the traditional and digital story used intonation, changed pitch, and dramatized certain words which encouraged excitement and curiosity for children as they listen to the story. The teachers and the reader also monitored the children’s participation and story understanding, so that they could adapt when needed. Lastly the teacher and reader of both formats of the story were able to change the rhythm and pace using pauses and purposeful gaps for the children to join in with the story. All these techniques help to develop the children’s language skills according to (Cekaite and Bjork-Willen, 2018, p.52-60).
Read et al. (2019) agrees with Cekaite and Bjork-Willen (2018) and adds that a silent pause right before a target word helps the children retain the word rather than a pause after the word has been read. However, (Read et al., 2019, pp. 354-371) say that if you want children to ask questions about the story then eliciting pauses after the word is more effective. 
Lastly, David Crystal (1997) also agrees with Cekaite and Bjork-Willen (2008) and believes that for children to have speech and language skills, they need to understand the structure of speech that is used and will need to have the knowledge of prosody which was used in both stories that were read (Neaum, 2012, p.10).
Digital stories are relatively new in settings and schools and research by Aubrey and Dahl (2012) showed that even though practitioners recognised the importance of ICT, they did not acknowledge what the children used at home or pass onto the parents what they were learning, especially in non-maintained settings. Aubrey and Dahl (2012) also acknowledged that staff were not confident in ICT and the cost of maintaining ICT in settings. Sabiri (2019) undertook similar research to this and agrees that there many barriers to teachers understanding the value of ICT skills such as lack of confidence and a resistance to technology.
The Welsh Government (2015) asked Professor Graham Donaldson to undertake a review on the current curriculum and one of the suggestions he gave was to develop a digital literacy framework and stated that digital skills need to be given the similar importance as literacy and language development. The digital literacy framework sets out opportunities for listening, reading, speaking, and writing and enables children to meet the four purposes of the new curriculum (Welsh Government 2022c).
Rahiem (2021) research showed that digital storytelling is seldom used in early years but after using digital stories the teachers believed it was more entertaining, captivating, and communicative. Nair and Yunus (2021) agreed with Rahiem (2021) and believe that it is beneficial in helping children communicate and speak more effectively as they can express themselves, ask questions and share ideas with each other. 
However, Alderbashi (2021) does concur with Rahiem (2021), Nair and Yunus (2021) and Smeets and Bus (2013) research as his research showed that digital story telling does increase children’s engagement, concentration, language, social skills, and retention of information, but the teachers in his study said that digital stories were time consuming and only plays a small role in developing children’s digital  literacy skills as they are not designing the story themselves.
Maulana (2020) also has an argument against the use of digital stories as the research he undertook  showed the longer children spend on devices the more children’s speech was delayed and showed the importance of two-way communication. Van de Heuver et al. (2013) agreed with Maulana (2020) as they also undertook a study on the communication delays of children aged 18 months old who used mobile data devices and concluded that there was significant evidence to show children’s expressive speech was delayed after using the devices.
However, research conducted by Segers and Verhoeven (2002) showed that by providing a simpler computer programme aimed at younger children helps to support early literacy and enhances their story comprehension and vocabulary.
To conclude the information collated in this paper has shown the need for both formats of storytelling as stated by the literacy trust (2020) and Smeets and Bus (2013) children need to have positive experiences of traditional storytelling at a young age to enable the interaction with the digital format as their language skills develop and the world of technology evolves. 
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