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Language and Literacy in the Digital Age
Cockerill and Sharma (2014) suggest establishing a daily routine that incorporates storytelling enhances language skills in young children. Lucarevschi (2016) agrees suggesting storytelling is the oldest form of communication and is the most effective teaching tool when considering language development, both in first and second languages, due to the engaging and fun nature of the activity. In addition, Speech Therapy Centres of Canada (2018) suggest that listening to and telling stories provides a link between language skills acquired in early childhood and the formal language of print. Cockerill and Sharma (2014) agree suggesting, whilst language development is supported and influenced through positive literacy experiences, the underpinning skills needed for literacy are acquired before the age of five years through speech processing skills in both receptive and expressive language development. However, Bowcutt (2013) highlights that in the twenty first century literacy skills also take form in a digital fashion away from traditional methods through technology that children are exposed to from early childhood and throughout life. Welsh Government (2018) agree suggesting digital competency skills should be considered and highly valued in a cross-curricular manner along with numeracy and literacy skills to ensure children are informed and are able to be successful in current society.

In the traditional story telling video, the reader uses body language including gestures, eye contact and facial expressions to engage the children in the story being shared. Compton (2021) suggests that body language is the most effective tool to use when storytelling as these non-verbal expressions provide the listener with clues about the storyline, painting a clearer picture of the story, which in turn encourages deeper engagement and interaction. Mokhtar, Halim and Kamarulzaman (2011) agree suggesting good use of body language and eye contact during storytelling enables the reader to convey the story and communicate with the audience more effectively. Furthermore, Mokhtar, Halim and Kamarulzaman (2011) suggest that children are able to enhance literacy skills through listening to stories that are accompanied by the use of body language as emotions and meanings are associated with particular words and phrases that are then transferred into reading skills. In contrast to the traditional story, throughout the digital story telling video, eye contact and the use of body language was limited. This was due to the reader having to hold the IPad throughout the course of the story as well as needing to watch the video on the IPad to ensure the timing of the verbal story telling correlated to the visual on the screen. This took away from the reader being able to use body language, facial expressions and eye contact as effectively in comparison to the how it was used in the traditional story telling video. This is a negative aspect of digital storytelling as Welsh Government (2015) suggest that from the age of three months old children watch and rely on the facial expressions of someone talking to support language acquisition. In addition, Zivan and Horowitz-Kraus (2020) suggest that joint storytelling supports children’s fixation on print in the early years that in turn enhances linguistic skills. Within the traditional storytelling video, the reader points to the print whilst reading along with the story thus supporting the listener to recognise and follow the print throughout. When using the IPad, the reader was unable to use pointing to support due to the print moving at a fast pace along with the video, not providing the time needed to draw young children’s attention to the print purposefully. However, Neumann and Neumann (2014) argue that the use of touch screen tablets can support early literacy skills when scaffolded by parents and practitioners correctly. National Literacy Trust (2017) agree suggesting that technology should not replace adult-child interactions but be an additional tool and resource to utilise alongside books to aid language and literacy development.

Hedemark and Lindberg (2018) suggest that the body is a vessel of communication and information when story telling that children use to develop individual language and literacy skills. As suggested by ESP Scotland (2020), location also plays a role in being able to use the body and gestures as a reader as well as children becoming fully immersed in the story being shared. The outdoor environment supported the theme of ‘The Very Hungry Caterpillar’ story in the traditional storytelling video allowing the reader to bring the story into a real-life context in the form of a garden picnic. Early Years Outdoors (2009) suggests that an outdoor environment supports language development as children are able to explore activities using senses as well as listening skills being developed and fine-tuned. In addition, The National Strategies Primary (2009) suggest that opportunities for children to interact with language in real life, supportive contexts increases motivation and engagement in children. In contrast, the digital storytelling video was static and in an indoor environment due to the need to have a reliable internet connection to be able to share the story using the IPad. This a downfall to digital storytelling as further restrictions and limits are placed on both the reader and listener. Early Years Outdoors (2009) suggests that speech and language delay can be linked to indoor, sedentary lifestyles associated with the rise in use of electronic, digital devices, emphasising the positive influence outdoor environments have on language development. Heuval et al. (2018) agrees suggesting direct links between young children having expressive language delay and the frequency in which mobile media devices are used in day-to-day life. 

Another feature within both the traditional and digital story-telling videos is the readers use of voice including intonation, volume and pitch. Hale (2012) suggests the quality in the use of voice by the reader brings a story to life for the listener. Power Speaking Incorporated (2020) share this view suggesting a captivating voice allows a story to come alive for the listener, continuing that varying volume and pitch ensures an engaged listener as excitement, suspense and drama can all be created. In addition, Power Speaking Incorporated (2020) argue that the use of voice is more crucial and impactful when story telling through a digital medium as the use of body language and other gestures are often not able to be included due to restrictions such as equipment to hold or to utilise throughout the activity. Furthermore, Frota and Butler (2018) suggest children’s intonational development precedes other grammatical acquisitions such as vocabulary and forming sentences therefore, the use of voice within storytelling is an essential component in supporting language acquisition. This is reflected in Bruner’s Theory of Language Acquisition, as suggested by Upton (2011), whereby an emphasis is placed on the role of social context and interactions with caregivers in early language acquisition. Kuhl (2010) agrees suggesting that linguistic development requires learning in a social context to support the enhancement of both language and literacy skills. This is in contrast to Chomsky’s theory of Language Acquisition, as suggested by Clause (2021), whereby the way in which children develop language skills is viewed solely through an innate predisposition to acquire language quickly as the brain is hard wired for that purpose.  However, Upton (2011) suggests that whilst Bruner’s theory agrees with humans having an innate system in acquiring language, the theory argues that the innate system cannot be the only system in play concerning language development. Bruner’s Language Acquisition Support System (LASS), as stated by Pound (2016), reinforces the importance of adult interaction for language acquisition outlining the significance of communication through simple games of a turn-taking nature to support learning and development in a social context. Furthermore, McLeod (2019) suggest that interactions supported by a caregiver allows for scaffolding to take place to enhance discovery and development at an appropriate pace led by individual children. 

A third feature demonstrated within the traditional storytelling video was the reader’s use of props throughout. Greimann (2017) suggests using props within storytelling exposes children to a different and enhanced experience in comparison to stories shared without props due to the open-ended possibilities this additional layer to storytelling provides. Learning and Teaching Preschoolers (2010) agree suggesting the use of props enables the reader to set the stage meaningfully, whilst providing children with the opportunity to deepen understanding of language. However, Medlicott (2019) argues that whilst props are engaging for young children, props can also provide a distraction if not carefully considered and planned for by the reader. In contrast, Cekaite and Bjork-Willen (2018) suggest that whilst the sharing of stories alone supports language and literacy development in young children, the aesthetically pleasing use of props alongside storytelling allows the listener to fully engage in turn stimulating and enhancing further cognition and learning of the listener. In comparison to the traditional storytelling video, this is a feature that the digital storytelling video lacked therefore, through the digital medium, a less enhanced and multifaceted learning experience for the listener is provided. However, Alderbashi (2021) argues that children have positive attitudes towards digital storytelling, which in turn support motivation and retention of information. Bumgarner (2012) agrees suggesting digital storytelling not only supports learners to develop language but  to engage and maintain engagement levels throughout activities. 

The digital storytelling video could be more engaging by incorporating a more interactive and aesthetically pleasing element with the technology used. This would require a level of confidence, knowledge and skill from the reader with regards to personal digital competence. Bumgarner (2012) suggests practitioners often lack confidence when engaging with technology, particularly when supporting children with a more developed understanding and confidence of the technology in question. Spanswick (2016) agrees suggesting early practitioners typically feel more confident using books and print to develop language and literacy skills in comparison to touchscreen devices. Furthermore, National Literacy Trust (2019) argue that early years practitioners acknowledge the benefits of technology for literacy development however, barriers such as accessibility to devices, software and adequate training impede ability to incorporate technology into practice successfully. Welsh Government (2018) acknowledges that practitioners require training and support to enhance personal digital competence prior to delivering sessions to children. Mages (2020) agrees suggesting the pandemic has provided opportunities for practitioners to access professional development training surrounding story telling across all mediums that would not typically have been available or accessible to everyone previously.  

In conclusion, as outlined by Bumgarner (2012), Lucraveschi (2016) and Zivan and Horowitz-Kraus (2020), it is apparent that both traditional storytelling and digital story telling methods have a positive influence on the language and literacy development of children in early years. Bowcutt (2013) and Welsh Government (2018) argue that children are exposed to and require technology to become confident, creative and informed in today’s society. However, as suggested by Heuval et al. (2018), there are complicating factors and negative aspects of the use of technology on linguistic development in young children, therefore the use of devices and digital story-telling should be carefully considered and supported by competent practitioners (Neumann and Neumann, 2014).  
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