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“Young children construct knowledge of their world through the stories they hear and participate with” (O’Byrne et al, 2018, pp.1800) The Oxford Dictionary (2021) defines storytelling as the act of telling or writing a story, however Agosto (2016) further defines storytelling as the act of telling a story from memory and is a different activity to story reading which is just reading a story from a book. According to Wright (1995) storytelling is central to a positive classroom environment as well as being one of the best ways to improve oracy and literacy. Agosto’s 2016 study found that effective storytelling improves not only oracy and literacy, but also their cognitive and critical thinking, their visualization, cognitive engagement, and their story relaying abilities. 

Becoming literate as a child is a fundamental part of education as well as an important life skill, it allows children to access further knowledge and to go beyond their own experiences, this idea is explained by Neaum (2021). Similar to Neaum, Flewitt (2013) argues that being literate acts as a base layer for people to broaden their knowledge and skills. Children acquire language through many different stages during their early years, Querleu et al (1988) argue that foetuses are able to hear from the third trimester of pregnancy and have been observed responding to certain acoustic stimuli from the 28th week of pregnancy. There is also evidence that in utero, a foetus is able to distinguish rhythm, intonation of the mother’s language and patterns. Language acquisition begins from the moment a child is born and it is widely accepted that babies crying is the first form of communication; Dunstan baby language theorizes that there are 5 different sounds a baby will make before crying and these 5 sounds are differing ways of communicating their needs, these signs can then be interpreted by care givers to fulfil the needs of the child (Franti et al., 2018). Saxton (2014) explains that usually children say their first word around the time of their first birthday, Saxton (2014) argues that this first word children usually say ‘mama’, ‘dada’, ‘baba’ or something similar where the word has the same syllables repeated; this could be because the word is something that is easy for the child to say. It may also be possible that children have moved to a new stage in the zone of their proximal development (Ewing, Callow and Rushton, 2016). Lev Vygotsky’s ZPD theory (1978) emphasised the importance of parent-child communication to support a child’s learning and development. 

Moving from 12 months old to around 18 months old, children are in the holophrastic phase of language acquisition. This stage is when children start to make sense of the words they are saying, as well as using non-verbal communication such as pointing (Neaum, 2012). From this stage, every six to twelve months children develop their language even further. Their vocabulary increases through each stage as well as their ability to structure sentences and being able to maintain a conversation (Crowley, 2014). Although language is a main focus point for education, it has been argued by Neaum in 2012 that there is a link between the quality and quantity of language spoken at home and their ability to successfully acquire language within normal timeframes. Evidence of high levels of interaction leading to good language development and low levels of interaction leading to poor language development was found in research conducted by Hart and Risley in 1995. There are emerging conversations around the importance of letting children have time to interact with adults and peers to enhance their oracy skills with adults modelling the conversations (Atwal, 2019). Modelling these conversations works upon Lev Vygotsky’s 1978 theory of the ‘Zone of Proximal development’ this is where children can adapt and develop their knowledge with the support of those around them. 

Another scenario where the zone of proximal development would link into adults modelling activities or behaviour for the children would be to improve their writing. Similar to the stages of speaking, children go through many different stages of writing. Their first stage is early mark making, this is part of a sensorimotor stage of their learning. At this age they are not making meaningful strokes on a page but are testing out their grip strength and what hand feels easiest to write with (Whitehead, 2004). Children then go through five different stages of artistic development, these stages are known as the Lowenfeld stages (Rose, 2016). These stages see children’s mark making go from scribbles to meaningful drawings. Alongside their artistic development, as they progress through the Lowenfeld stages children also begin to understand how to write different letters and have an increased awareness of their print (Neaum, 2012). The Curriculum for Wales 2022 (Welsh Government, 2019) argue that children who are competent in their reading and writing are fully prepared for life and work. 

Book reading is identified by many as a principal activity for developing a child’s oral language and vocabulary skills. (Wasik, Hindman and Snell, 2016) Reading books to children provides exposure to new vocabulary that children may not hear in regular day-to-day conversations (Snow, 1991). Books with pictures included typically provide extra support for children to be able to understand the meaning of a new word that they have not heard before (Mol et al, 2009). 

The storyteller read the story ‘The Cat in The Hat’ by Dr. Suess (1958) for both traditional and digital storytelling. The traditional storytelling showed the storyteller reading the book in front of a group of children, showing pages sporadically at necessary intervals. The pictures on the pages that were shown were used as an opportunity to increase attention and engagement, a popular technique especially within children’s stories (Korda, 2016). The Cat in The Hat was chosen for it use of repetitive words; it has been found in previous research that children are able to learn new words through repetition from both the adult including a new word in a sentence or the children repeating the new word themselves (Clark, 2006). Another reasoning for the choosing ‘The Cat in the Hat’ is that the book has an emphasis on phonics and rhyming words; it has been argued that use of repetition of words and rhyming of words positively impacts children’s early literacy (Harper, 2011).  The Welsh Foundation Phase (2015) include different sets of criteria that children should be able to meet for different areas of learning. For oracy and literacy, children should be able to show interest and engage when listening to stories and rhymes as well as showing interest in visual and tactile books. As mentioned before, the reader occasionally showed different pages of the book to show the children the illustrations on the pages. Children will respond to stimuli and throughout their development through the stages of the foundation phase should be able to recognise familiar books and pictures. 

The storyteller also used variations in pitch and tone, particularly, displaying an emotive tone when the fish in the bowl exclaimed “No! No! Make that cat go away!”. Studies have shown that children show better concentration, surprise, overall engagement as well as displaying signs of more emotional engagement when listening to an expressive reader when compared with a ‘flat’ reader (Kory Westlund et al., 2017). The storyteller asks questions during the traditional storytelling such as “Have you ever bumped your head like the fish did?” or “What would you tell your mother if it was you?”. This technique was used to create an open dialogue with the children and to create a follow-on activity such as a role play activity. Role play activities support children to gain a better understanding of literacy and oracy (Bower, 2014). The benefits of this include children being able to understand empathy, reflection and developing their vocabulary. Role play activities could have been included within the story telling activity to make it more engaging and interesting for the children involved. At the start of the book, the storyteller explains that we have our big jumpers on today as it is cold outside, just like it is in the book. Questions could have been asked such as “is it cold and wet outside today?” to further engagement from the children. This follows an IRE or initiation-response-evaluation pattern (Larson, 2014). This pattern allows for teachers to facilitate further activities and give students the opportunity to elaborate and start a discussion. 

During the digital story telling activity, the storyteller used a PowerPoint to tell the story with pages of the book being shown on each slide as well as their face being in the bottom hand corner of the PowerPoint. Similar to the traditional version of storytelling, the storyteller used a range of pitch and tone throughout the reading of the book, using this range alongside the use of body language and dramatic use of facial expression allows for children who are either too young to talk or are non-verbal to engage through non-verbal communication (Whitehead, 2009). However, throughout the digital story telling activity there were no questions asked to the children and no engagement further than the reading of the words of the book. Evidence has shown that children who are given the opportunity to answer questions and create an open discussion have increase retention of subject-specific knowledge, enhanced self-esteem and gives them the ability to manage conflict with others (Millard, 2018). When comparing the digital story telling activity with the traditional story telling activity, a noticeable difference between the two is that the traditional story telling only showed the pictures in the book every couple of pages but in the digital activity every page was shown. Previous evidence has shown that pictures increased children’s interest and engagement when reading at an early age (Korda 2016), and that children are able to gain a better understanding of new words through looking at pictures that explain them. 

Digital literacy can provide children many opportunities to develop their media literacy, visual literacy as well as improving their vocabulary, writing and oracy skills (O’Byrne et al, 2018). However, for methods of digital literacy teaching to become successful children will need to be technologically literate from a young age.  There has been some research that suggest using digital books can increase interest for reading in children who have complex learning needs (Oakley, Howitt, Garwood, and Durack 2013). Kurcikova (2018) expressed their favour for the use of multimodal literacy activities that can be completed within an educational setting or at home. Research conducted by Lazonder et al in 2020 found that there is some consistency in children's advancement in using computers as a responsive and useful tool. However, they do go on to say that teachers should keep a close eye on the development of singular skills of individual children. Although there is evidence that the use of technology to benefit the development of literacy, oracy and writing skills among children there has undoubtably been some hesitation, mainly from parents (Kurcikova and Flewitt, 2020). A 2016 study conducted by Kuricikova and Littleton found that out of 886 mothers and 625 fathers, 92% of those who took part in the survey had concerns for children using digital methods of literacy with 31% concerned that children would be exposed to inappropriate content and 45% of surveyed parents concerned for the increase in screen time. Although there is apprehension for the use of technology within the classroom and home learning the Welsh Government (2020) have introduced the use of technology within the Curriculum for Wales 2022 framework across all subject areas to enhance children’s learning. 

Reading and storytelling is arguably one of, if not, the most important components for children to enhance their oracy, writing and literacy skills (Agosto, 2016). Within the traditional story telling activity, the storyteller was able provide opportunities for the children to be able to improve their discussion skills, listening skills and increase their vocabulary by introducing new words to them. Similar to this, the digital story telling activity was able to introduce new words with the helpful addition of pictures so the children could understand the word they were hearing for potentially the first time. Studies conducted by Kuricikova in 2016 found that 92% of parents who participated were apprehensive about the use of digital learning however as we know from research conducted by Lazonder et al in 2020, there are some positive links between the use of technology to improve children’s literacy skills. The Welsh Government (2019) have made adequate adjustments to the Foundation Phase Framework 2022 to ensure children are benefitting from both traditional methods of teaching oracy, literacy and writing as well as using digital methods in order to ensure children are technologically literate. 

References: 

Agosto, D. A. (2016) ‘Why Storytelling Matters: Unveiling the Literacy Benefits of Storytelling.’ Children and Libraries, 14(2), pp. 21-26. 

Atwal, K. (2019) Pupil talk: 6 questions to see if you are getting it right. https://www.tes.com/news/pupil-talk-6-questions-see-if-you-are-getting-it-right (Accessed: October 20 2021).

Bell, S. M. & Salter-Ainsworth, M.D. (1972) ‘Infant Crying and Maternal Responsiveness’ Child Development, 43(4), pp. 1171-1190 

Bower, V. (Ed.) (2014) Developing Early Literacy 0-8. London: Sage Publications Ltd.

Clark, E. (2006) ‘Repetition and the acquisition of the language.’ La linguistique, 42, pp. 67-79.

Crowley, K. (2017) Child development: A practical introduction. London: Sage Publications Ltd.

Ewing, R., Callow, J. & Rushton, K. (2016) Language and Literacy Development in Early Childhood.  Cocos (Keeling) Islands: Cambridge University Press.

Franti, E. et al. (2018) ‘Testing the universal baby language hypothesis-automatic infant speech recognition with CNNs’. Available at: https://ieeexplore.ieee.org/stamp/stamp.jsp?arnumber=8441412&casa_token=pTZg0YduRZoAAAAA:6iel3OFdd7joBoYY84h71jjohfix8wlZ2O_TOL4gKWfaw1CqbvR0KlTPfkJxmThrW_j_A7mIcMvf&tag=1 (Accessed: October 19 2021).

Hart, B. and Risley, T. R. (1995) Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experience of Young American Children. Baltimore: Brookes Publishing.

Korda, A. (2016) ‘Learning from “good pictures”: Walter Crane’s picture books and visual literacy.’ A Journal of Visual/Verbal enquiry, 32(4), pp. 327-339.

Kory Westlund, J. M. et al. (2017) ‘Flat vs. Expressive Storytelling: Young Children’s Learning and Retention of a Social Robot’s Narrative’ Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 11, pp. 295. 

Kucirkova, N. (2018) How and Why to Read and Create Children's Digital Books. London: UCL Press.

Kucirkova, N., Littleton, K. (2016) The digital reading habits of children. A national survey of parents’ perceptions of and practices in relation to children’s reading for pleasure with print and digital books. London: BookTrust.

Kurcikova, N., Flewitt, R. (2020) Understanding parents’ conflicting beliefs about children’s digital book reading, Journal of Early Childhood Literacy. 20(2)  

Larson, J. (2014) Making Literacy Real: Theories and Practices for Teaching and Learning. London: Sage Publications Ltd.

Millard, W. (2018) ‘Speaking Up: the importance of oracy in teaching and learning’ Impact: Developing effective learners, 1, pp. 17-20. 

Mol, S. E., Bus, A. G., & de Jong, M. T. (2009). ‘Interactive book reading in early education: a tool to stimulate print knowledge as well as oral language.’ Review of Educational Research, 79(2), pp. 979-1007. 

Neaum, S. (2012) Language and Literacy for the Early Years. London: Sage Publications Ltd.

Neaum, S. (2021) What comes before phonics? 2nd Ed.London: Sage Publications Ltd. 

O’Byrne, W. I., Houser, K., Stone, R. & White, M. (2018) ‘Digital Storytelling in Early Childhood: Student Illustrations Shaping Social Interactions’ Frontiers in Psychology, 9 pp. 1800 

Oxford Learners Dictionary. (2021) Storytelling. (online) Available at: <https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/storytelling?q=storytelling> (Accessed 15 October 2021).

Querleu, D., Renard, X., Versyp, F., Paris-Delrue, L., Crèpin, G. (1988) ‘Fetal Hearing’ European Journal of Obstetrics & Gynecology and Reproductive Biology, 28(3), pp. 191-212

Rose, E. (2016) ‘Lowenfeld’s 5 stages,’ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DcLcUjRVY24 (Accessed: October 19 2021).
Sirak, C. (2012) Mothers' Singing to Fetuses: The Effect of Music Education (Doctoral dissertation, Florida State University).

Snow, C.E. (1991) ‘The theoretical basis for relationships between language and literacy in development.’ Journal of research in Childhood Education, 6(1) pp. 5-10.

Suess, D. (1957) The Cat in The Hat. New York: Harper Collins. 

Vygotsky, L. (1978) ‘Interaction between learning and development’. Readings on the Development of Children 23(3) pp. 34-41.
Wasik, B. A., Hindman, A. H. & Snell, E.K. (2016) ‘Book reading and vocabulary development: A systematic review’ Early Childhood Research Quarterly’ 37, pp. 39-57. 

Welsh Government (2019) Draft Statutory Area of Learning and Experience: Languages, Literacy and Communication, https://hwb.gov.wales/storage/4373f5ea-f77e-4b10-a20f-4b06eb02f6a0/draft-statutory-guidance-languages-literacy-and-communication.pdf (Accessed: October 20 2021).

Welsh Government. (2019) Curriculum for Wales 2022. Cardiff: Welsh Government.
Whitehead, M. (2004) Language and Literacy in the Early Years. (3rd ed.). London: Sage Publications Ltd.

Whitehead, M. R. (2009) Supporting language and literacy development in the early years (2nd Ed). Maidenhead: Open University Press.

Wright, A. (1995) Storytelling with Children. Oxford: Oxford Press. 



1

