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Language and Literacy in the Digital Age 
Storytelling is described by Peck (1989) cited in Maureen, Van Der and De (2020) as imagery, vocalisation and a narrative structure used by an individual and told to an audience. Whitehead (2009) shares a similar view and goes further by saying that good storytelling requires acting skills and engages the audience through the performance. Lindon (2009) and Cekaite and Bjork-Willen (2018) believe that in the early years of life, reading stories to children can lay the foundations for vocabulary and literacy development. Furthermore, a wealth of research suggests that the literacy environment in early childhood is significant as it contributes to emergent literacy development (Maureen, Van Der and De, 2020). Whitehead (2009) describes emergent literacy as a process that begins with cognitive functions and representations. Jean Piaget, cited in Gleason and Ratner (2022) shared this view, stating that whilst acquiring language, children are learning to pair words with previously learnt concepts. Evans (2014) believes that language primarily arises from input from parents and caregivers in the earliest years, it is not something that happens automatically and effortlessly. This can be seen in the earliest years known as ‘serve and return’ when babies show responsive gestures to those that care for them, these are very early signs of language and communication development (Komanchuk et al, 2023).According to Gleason and Ratner (2022) children’s early language development may reflect their social class, gender, the preferences of adults in their immediate society and whether they are growing up Monolingual or bilingual. This is similar to the view of Urie Bronfenbrenner, cited in Crawford (2020) who developed an ecological theory that suggests that an individual’s interactions with their environment can shape their development. Urie Bronfenbrenner believed that human development is influenced by interrelated environmental factors.
The debate about language being innate and that children are born with a language ability has divided researchers and theorists for many years (Maureen, Van Der and De, 2020). Noam Chomsky, an American linguist strongly believed that language was innate, like any other biologically based organ it could grow and develop automatically, given the appropriate stimulus (da Cruz, 2015). Sharing a similar view was Steven Pinker, arguing that every human culture has a language, but no group of non-human animals have developed language, suggesting that humans are born with mechanisms that aid language acquisition (Allott and Rey, 2017). This theory is questioned by Michael Tomasello, Tomasello does not dispute that human beings are born with more general cognitive and cultural learning capacities, but that they acquire language through the reoccurring symbols and words they hear around them (Tomasello, 1995). A very similar view to that of Jean Piaget, cited in (Gleason and Ratnor, 2022) discussed earlier in the portfolio. It is important when discussing early language acquisition to consider the case of ‘Genie’, who was severely abused and neglected by her parents up to the age of 13 years. Genie was kept in social isolation with complete experiential deprivation, resulting in ‘Genie’ being found to have no vocalisation and being socially unresponsive (Fromkin et al, 1974). With no stimulus or human interaction ‘Genie’ was unable to develop language acquisition within the critical period (Fromkin et al, 1974). Lenneberg cited in Fromkin et al (1974) suggests the critical period to be between two years of age and puberty. Lennerberg suggested that maturational factors before the age of two and the plasticity of the brain beyond puberty makes it more difficult to acquire language (Fromkin et al, 1974). 
In terms of digital literacy, Kucirkova (2018) suggests that multimedia features aligned with the storyline can foster digital literacy and promote story vocabulary and comprehension through immersion and story enjoyment. Supporting digital literacy is essential in today’s society, where digital devices are features of daily communication (Miller et al, 2017. And Chang et al, 2018). Welsh Government (2018) describes digital competency as a set of skills, knowledge and attitudes that enable confident, creative and critical use of technologies and systems. Welsh Government (2018) shares the view that being digitally competent is essential to become informed, capable and successful in today’s society. Furthermore, Article 17 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child outlined by Unicef (2019) states that every child has the right to reliable information from a variety of sources and that children should be protected from materials that can harm them. Through educating children to become digitally competent we are encouraging them to use media for their benefit in a safe way (Welsh Government, 2018).
According to Mason (2017) when adults read stories to children, they can encourage the development of listening, comprehension, and features of written text. Dickinson and Morse (2019) share a similar view and say that when stories are shared between adult and child, language and literacy development can be fostered, and attention can be regulated. Children need to develop a love of books and storytelling, this helps to encourage a better understanding of language and its sounds (Duncan, Cunningham and Eyre, 2017). Dickinson and Morse (2019) Responsive and language rich experiences can help lay the emotional, linguistic and conceptual foundation for a lifetime of literacy experiences. It is important to recognise that this is significant at an age where language is more easily acquired (Duncan, Cunningham and Eyre, 2017). Cooper (2005) cited in Maureen, Van Der and De (2020) stresses the importance of practitioners using storytelling alongside play based learning activities which allow children meaningful and fun encounters with letters, sounds and writing. In the story, ‘Where going on a bear hunt’, the reader encourages the children to go on a word hunt around the willow, words which would be found in the story. This play-based learning experience helps to encourage further exploration of words and how they connect to tell a story, combined with movement. Combining storytelling with movement can improve physical and cognitive performance, with exercise being shown to stimulate brain function and lead to better academic achievements (Duncan, Cunningham and Eyre, 2017). In both stories the reader could have further encouraged the use of movement through moving around like the animals in the story of ‘The Gruffalo’ or making their way around the forest as if they themselves were going on a bear hunt. Acting out the story with the children can take them to a place of discovery, where they are able to explore new ideas and take some emotional risks (Berkowitz, 2011. and Whitehead, 2009). Furthermore, through collaborating with others during literacy and oracy tasks, children are able to develop skills for reading and understand the rules for human interactions, listening, taking turns, understanding different views and working together to resolve conflict (Berkowitz, 2011).
The reader keeps the audience close, using facial expressions, intonation and eye contact, this offers the children a feeling of safety and helps to engage them in the story (Whitehead, 2009). Dickinson and Morse (2019) share this view but goes further to suggest that these intellectual and cognitive rich experiences during the early months of life can nourish brain development and support explosive neural growth. The reader could have used different accents and styles to identify the characters more clearly within the story, this can help to communicate the story in a way that children can better understand it (Whitehead, 2009). Welsh Government (no date) believes that children should be given opportunities to listen to build their vocabulary, develop their pronunciation, intonation and sentence structure. Additionally, Whitehead (2009) suggests that practitioners should familiarise themselves with the story so that they are able to build the scene and emphasise those crucial parts. This seemed the case in both stories as the reader was able to build on important events and look away from the story to engage with the audience. Welsh Government (no date) within the Curriculum for Wales, believes that children should be able to listen, understand and recall what they have heard later. The reader failed to ask the children questions during the story, this can encourage children to anticipate what may happen next in the story and help them to relate what is happening to events in their own life (Whitehead, 2009). According to Bruno Bettelheim ‘fairy tales’ allow children to connect aspects of the story to their own dreams or fears, thus promoting psychological growth (Larson and Marsh, 2015). Welsh Government (2014) within the Literacy and numeracy framework suggests that during progression step 1 children can begin to make links to own experiences when listening to and exploring books/texts. Additionally, in a study carried out by Vaahtoranta et al (2019) children benefitted from recalling events through open ended questions. However, Vaahtoranta et al (2019) states that findings further suggest that interruptions within the story can draw away from the narrative and lose the attention of the children. The reader asks questions at the end of the story and offers the opportunity to further develop language and literacy skills through additional experiences. According to Larson and Marsh (2015) the positive effects of shared reading for children’s language development is boosted by increased interactivity.
The reader shares a story digitally with the children and tries to read the text as it is being highlighted. De Jong and Bus (2002) suggest that spoken text accompanied by written text that is highlighted as it is being spoken can be more engaging to children. This can aid the development of word recognition and letter knowledge. According to Whitehead (2009) emergent literacy begins with children recognising sounds and letters of words in their favourite book. Parish-Morris et al (2013) believe that as long as digital books allow space and time for conversations between adults and children about the story content, they are a viable option. The reader has the opportunity to pause the story to tend to the needs or questions of the children should any arise. Children are attracted by pictures, and when these are accompanied by letters or words children are encouraged to understand the relationship (Parish-Morris, 2013). Welsh Government (2014) within the Literacy and Numeracy Framework states that within progression step 2 children should be supported to make meaning from visual features of the text and encouraged to recognise and make meaning from words and pictures on-screen. They should also be able to re-call details of a story or text by answering open-ended questions or referring to picture texts. Furthermore, according to Whitehead (2009) learning through pictures and text can support early mark marking as children try to interpret their ideas through drawings. Maureen, Van der and De (2020) further suggest that digital books are not a replacement for traditional book reading but a valuable supplement. Welsh Government (no date) as part of the Digital Competencies Frameworks believe that children should be supported to identify and use a range of media and digital devices from familiar experiences. It can be said that being literate makes a difference to social acceptance, further education, future employment and success (Whitehead, 2009).
The reader chooses stories that have repetitive phrases, this allows children to become comfortable and confident in the story. They can then begin to anticipate the pattern and join in (Berkowitz, 2011. And Cremlin, 2017). Welsh Government (2014) within the Literacy and Numeracy Framework believes that within progression step 1 children should be able to join in, repeat or memorise rhymes, songs and stories with some support. 
In conclusion, the evidence put together throughout this portfolio provides a valuable insight into the importance of supporting language and literacy in the earliest of years (Whitehead, 2009. Lindon, 2019. And Cekaite and Bjorl-Willen, 2018). These years provide the ‘critical period’ where brain plasticity and neurological growth enables accelerated learning (Maureen, Van Der and De, 2020). However, with parents and caregivers being the child’s first educators, it is unclear as to whether they are informed as to the significance of early interactions with children and the effect that these interactions can have on their language and communication skills (Komanchuk et al, 2023). The portfolio explores the depth of research surrounding whether language is innate to human beings, a debate that has divided researchers for many years (Allot and Rey, 2017. Tomasello, 1995 and Gleason and Ratnor, 2022). However, what is clear is that children need to be provided with the appropriate stimulus through interactions with others and with the environment (Allott and Rey, 2017. Tomasello, 1995, Fromkin et al, 1974 and Gleason and Ratnor, 2022). With storytelling being seen to be of a significant benefit to language acquisition and literacy skills, research regarding how best to tell a story seems divided, vague and in some cases outdated. What is certain is that literacy and digital literacy are both paramount for a successful future and for social acceptance (Whitehead, 2009. De jong and Bus, 2002. And Welsh Government, 2018). Children need to be provided with opportunities to develop their skills and teachers should provide opportunities to encourage language and literacy development in a safe and stimulating environment (Welsh Government, 2014). It is therefore significant that early year’s practitioners and teachers use their pedogogy to meet the needs of each individual child in their care with stage appropriate activities that encourage their language and literacy skills and provide children with responsive interactions that enable successful outcomes.  
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