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An Analysis of Storytelling's Role in Language Acquisition
Research indicates that a significant number of children are starting school with underdeveloped language and literacy skills. In 2018, The Guardian reported that 28% of four- to five-year-olds failed to meet expected communication levels, with poor vocabulary at age five linked to future disadvantages (Crerar, 2018). More recently, the National Literacy Trust (2024) found that 31% of five-year-olds, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, lack key language skills. These findings emphasise the need for early targeted interventions that support oracy, speech, and language development (British Council, 2023; National Literacy Trust, No Date).
Storytelling, both oral and digital, provides an effective medium for fostering early language acquisition (Ghafar, 2024). It introduces children to new vocabulary and linguistic structures that they may not encounter in daily conversation (Book Trust, 2024). Additionally, Nishioka (2016) and Satriani (2019) emphasise that hearing stories read aloud allows children to access new words, enhancing their communication abilities and supporting cognitive development. Furthermore, the Welsh Government's (2022) Digital Competency Framework (DCF) supports the integration of digital storytelling to enhance children's digital literacy skills alongside their traditional language development.
This analysis will explore two stories: Colour Monsters by Anna Llenas (2016), which was presented as a traditional storytelling activity, and Ruby’s Worry by Tom Percival (2018) (World Book Day, 2022), delivered as a digital storytelling experience. By comparing these two formats, this analysis will examine how each contributes to language acquisition, oracy, and digital literacy in young children within the early years.
Props and sensory engagement: 
In the Colour Monsters storytelling activity, the storyteller used character teddies to represent different emotions, encouraging children to identify colours and name emotions. This hands-on interaction allowed children to link physical sensations with narrative elements, enhancing both sensory engagement and comprehension. Mendelsohn et al. (2020) found that shared reading activities with interactive components significantly improved vocabulary and comprehension skills, particularly for children from disadvantaged backgrounds. This evidence suggests that props within storytelling not only engage children but also offer tangible ways to build foundational language skills and boost cognitive connections.
Piaget’s (1964) developmental theory advocates for using props, as young children learn best through interactive, hands-on experiences suited to their developmental stages, further reinforcing how sensory props can directly nurture and facilitate language acquisition. Lysaker (2018) further supports this with the concept of “body reading,” which highlights how physically engaging with story elements aids comprehension and emotional understanding. Action for Children (2022) emphasises that sensory play aids language development, social skills, and emotional regulation, which is particularly beneficial in stories about emotions, like Colour Monsters and Ruby’s Worry, where sensory props can have a calming effect on anxious or angry feelings.
The Department for Education (DfE, 2024) also emphasises the importance of props and sensory experiences in early language acquisition. Engaging children with hands-on activities like touching or handling objects helps retain vocabulary by placing it in meaningful contexts, creating a language-rich environment with stories, songs, and interactive activities.
However, Coughlin (2023, pp. 227-247) advises caution with props, noting that overuse may detract from the narrative focus. To avoid cognitive overload, where children may struggle to absorb excessive sensory information, this aligned well with how the Storyteller utilised one prop at a time during the Colour Monsters session. Stajkovic and Stajkovic (2024) and Sweller’s (1988) cognitive load theory recommend balancing prop use with narrative simplicity, keeping things simple such as the careful selection of props helps maintains engagement. This supports retention and comprehension, especially in early years, aligning with Theirworld (2018) insights on cognitive development in young children.
Cressida Cowell (Book Trust, 2020), former Children’s Laureate, underlines reading aloud’s role in fostering emotional connections, helping children process feelings and find comfort in stories. This emotional engagement is particularly impactful when props are used mindfully, enhancing the story’s effect rather than overshadowing it.
In addition to enhancing oracy by prompting verbal interactions, the use of props supports language and emotional development (Dickinson & Morse, 2019). This traditional sensory engagement lays a foundation for multimodal literacy, defined as the ability to interpret and communicate through various forms beyond text, such as visuals, gestures, sounds, and movement (Theodotou, 2024). This concept extends into digital contexts, aiding children in interpreting narratives through diverse sensory experiences.
Expanding on Piaget’s (1964) assertion that sensory experiences are fundamental to cognitive development, Only About Children (2024) reveals that sensory play, engaging touch, sound, sight, and movement, fosters neural connections essential for cognitive skills and spatial awareness. Through hands-on engagement, children learn concepts such as colour, shape, and emotion, deepening their vocabulary and comprehension of narrative elements. Gascoyne (2018) also highlights “messy play” in her exploration, noting that sensory qualities encourage problem-solving, creativity, and self-regulation. By incorporating sensory elements like props, storytelling activities offer a rich, multimodal foundation for language acquisition and cognitive development.
Tone of Voice, Intonation and Expression:
In the Ruby’s Worry storytelling session, the storyteller used varied intonation, facial expressions, and questioning techniques to convey emotions, effectively guiding children’s attention to narrative shifts. By adjusting tone to reflect Ruby’s anxious feelings such as using a softer voice to emphasise her vulnerability, the storyteller encouraged empathy and verbal participation among children. As an example, using pauses or slower pacing allows the children in the storytellers’ case opportunity to explore the emotional weight for those who may be more emotionally literate.
Mendelsohn et al. (2020) support this approach, finding that expressive read-aloud practices promote vocabulary acquisition and comprehension, underscoring the role of interactive and varied intonation in fostering both cognitive development and socio-emotional engagement. This aligns with Bruner’s (1991) narrative theory, which suggests that expressive storytelling enhances comprehension by emotionally engaging listeners. Similarly, Dickinson and Morse (2019) found that expressive reading, with varied tones and expressions, prompts children’s emotional and verbal responses, advancing oracy and social language development.
Stinton (2018) highlights the role of expressive language in supporting early speech and communication skills, emphasising that a balanced mix of questioning and commentary fosters a language-rich environment. The storyteller’s questions, such as “What do you think will happen next?” encouraged children to predict and reflect, developing both their empathy and comprehension. This technique not only enhances language skills but also creates a responsive setting that supports children’s socio-emotional growth through engagement with characters’ emotions.
Jewson and Skinner (2023) further emphasise the importance of non-verbal cues, such as tone and expression, in helping children interpret emotions, making these techniques essential for promoting emotional literacy. By using phrases like, “I wonder what happens next?” and “Why might Ruby feel this way?”, the storyteller encouraged active engagement, inviting children to connect with the narrative on an emotional level. This strategy supports children’s social skills by fostering empathy and encouraging them to interpret and respond to complex emotions in a safe, guided environment. Additionally, Jewitt et al. (2022) discusses the role of multimodal cues in early literacy, reinforcing Kucirkova’s (2018) findings on digital storytelling, where expressive cues—such as animations and sound—support children’s transition between traditional and digital contexts.
However, research suggests that exaggerated intonation can sometimes confuse younger children. Westlund et al. (2017) cautions that overly expressive tones may lead to misinterpretation, underscoring the need for moderation to maintain clarity, and engagement. Additionally, Stajkovic and Stajkovic (2024) warns against cognitive overload, which can occur when attentional demands exceed capacity, suggesting that balanced expressiveness in early years settings is crucial for effective comprehension.
In line with Burnett and Merchant (2015), integrating expressive storytelling and digital formats encourages socio-emotional learning, as children learn to interpret and respond to complex emotions across media. Vu et al. (2019) further highlights that digital storytelling enables students to engage deeply with personal narratives, bridging personal and social spheres to foster empathy and emotional awareness. By inviting children to connect with characters through narrative and multimedia elements, the storyteller’s varied tone and intonation support emotional engagement, aligning with Vu et al.'s insights on empathy development within digital storytelling contexts. This approach also supports the Digital Competency Framework (Welsh Government, 2022), which highlights the importance of understanding tone, pace, and visual cues in a technology-driven landscape.
Traditional vs Digital Storytelling:
Multimodal literacy, defined as the ability to interpret and communicate through various modes beyond text, including visuals, gestures, sounds, and movement, is essential in early childhood, where children often express meaning non-verbally (Theodotou, 2024). This concept underpins both traditional and digital storytelling, as each method uses distinct sensory elements to engage children, facilitate comprehension, and develop literacy skills across diverse modes of expression.
Burnett and Merchant (2015) highlight that blending traditional and digital literacy requires careful balance, as educators must navigate the diverse demands of both sensory engagement and digital interaction in ways that enhance rather than hinder comprehension. Vu et al. (2019) further illustrates that digital storytelling not only engages young learners but also reinforces traditional literacy by embedding narrative structure, vocabulary, and expressive elements into a digital format. Their findings align with the Digital Competency Framework’s emphasis on multimedia navigation and interpretation, fostering these skills within an accessible digital medium.
In the Colour Monsters storytelling activity, the storyteller turned the pages for the children to maintain structured pacing and focus. This approach supports Montessori’s emphasis on intentional pacing, as it allows children to absorb content at a manageable speed, aligning with their sensitive learning periods (Montessori Parenting, 2024). In future storytelling sessions, the storyteller could allow children to turn pages themselves when possible, encouraging physical interaction with the book, which Clay’s (1991) emergent literacy theory suggests enhances children’s understanding of text structure and sequence. Book Trust (2024) further notes that physically engaging with books aids fine motor skills and sensory awareness, foundational skills for early literacy.
For Ruby’s Worry, animations guided children through the story, engaging them through visual and auditory elements unique to digital storytelling. This approach allowed the storyteller to highlight specific narrative elements and capture attention, aligning with the Handbook on Digital Literacies (2020), which emphasises the role of multimodal formats in building digital literacy through integrated text, images, and sound. Kucirkova (2018) suggests that multimodal storytelling supports emotional and cognitive engagement, and research by Verhallen and Bus (2010) found that children exposed to digital books with moving images learned vocabulary more effectively than those who read static-image versions.
While digital storytelling engages multiple senses, it may limit tactile interaction, a key component of sensory learning in young children. Research by Dickinson and Morse (2019) suggests that a lack of tactile engagement can impact attention and retention, as physical interaction with narratives supports sensory learning and comprehension. Therefore, combining both formats provides a comprehensive literacy experience, enabling children to benefit from structured physical interactions and engaging multimedia elements. The storyteller could consider incorporating more tangible elements, even in digital storytelling settings, to better provide a balanced sensory experience in the future. Burnett and Merchant (2015) argue that successful integration of both digital and traditional formats can enable educators to leverage each method’s strengths, ultimately fostering a balanced literacy experience.
Physical books foster oracy through structured verbal interaction, while digital storytelling builds digital literacy through interactive features and sensory engagement. The Digital Competency Framework (DCF) emphasises the value of digital formats in preparing children for a technology-driven world, where navigation and multimedia comprehension are essential skills. Integrating both storytelling methods supports language acquisition and literacy development across traditional and digital domains, providing a well-rounded literacy experience.
Conclusion:
This analysis highlights the significance of storytelling, both traditional and digital, in enhancing language acquisition and socio-emotional development in early childhood education. Through activities like Colour Monsters, which incorporate props for sensory engagement, children experience tangible connections that facilitate comprehension and vocabulary retention. Similarly, Ruby’s Worry, utilising varied tone and intonation, fosters empathy and verbal engagement among young listeners, aligning with research by Mendelsohn et al. (2020) and Dickinson and Morse (2019), which advocate for the cognitive and linguistic benefits of interactive storytelling.
The sources selected for this analysis were largely drawn from the provided reading list, with supplementary searches conducted through university and online databases using targeted keywords and phrases. Due to time constraints, it was challenging to conduct a comprehensive exploration of contemporary sources. While the references used here are robust and relevant, it is acknowledged that additional recent studies may have provided further insights, especially concerning emerging digital storytelling practices.
The reliability of the sources is supported by their alignment with established frameworks, such as the Welsh Government's (2022) Digital Competency Framework (DCF), which highlights the importance of integrating digital literacy into early education. Foundational works, including Piaget’s (1964) developmental theories, remain pertinent despite their age, as they continue to offer valuable insights into hands-on, sensory learning. More recent research, such as Vu et al. (2019) on digital storytelling, complements these older theories with updated perspectives. Future analyses would benefit from an expanded examination of contemporary studies to better align with the latest developments in educational storytelling and digital literacy.
In conclusion, while the sources used provide a reliable basis for this analysis, further investigation of recent research could enhance the findings and better reflect modern educational trends in storytelling and digital literacy.
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