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Digital literacy tools, such as computers, cell phones, and touchscreen tablets are becoming 

increasingly available and important in school and the workplace.  They provide opportunities to 

create multimodal texts that combine blocks of print with images, sound, and animation. Research 

with older students has shown that digital composing encourages self-expression, social and 

cognitive growth.  Though the research on digital literacy in the preschool years is more limited, 

several studies show that some preschoolers begin to explore new technologies at home and that 

they develop emergent forms of digital composing when they have play-based opportunities to 

use digital tools.  In combination, research on emergent writing and digital literacies suggests that 

preschoolers can begin to learn about both print and digital forms of literacy if they have 

supported opportunities for digital composing.  

 
Goals 

This study explored the instructional opportunities and challenges of inviting Prekindergarten 

students to use iPads and commercially available composing apps to make electronic books 

(eBooks) containing print, drawings, images, and voice recordings. We were particularly 

interested in the ways that this technology might support the learning of children who were not 

only emergent writers and readers, but also learning English as they entered school at age 4.  We 

explored the possibilities of making home-school connections through photos taken by the 

children and their families using inexpensive digital cameras. Our preliminary analyses describe:   

 Children’s developing technical skills;    

 Children’s multimodal composing in the digital environment (images, writing, and oral 

language); 

 Adult supports for digital composing.  

 

Research Methods 
Design. The research was conducted in two public, prekindergarten classes between 

September and May.  Following a qualitative design, we used our notes and video recordings to 

capture adult and child activity during eBook composing. We also collected samples of children’s 

photos and eBooks. For comparison purposes, in fall and spring, children completed an emergent 

writing assessment to provide samples of their paper-based writing.  Findings of preliminary 

analyses are summarized below.  Additional analyses are ongoing.   

 

Participants.  Participants were 40 4-year-old prekindergarteners, their teachers, and 

members of our research team who visited the classrooms twice each week to compose eBooks 
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with the children.  Most children spoke languages other than English outside 

the classroom, and were just beginning to use English for social and academic purposes.  Eighty 

percent spoke Spanish at home, with others speaking Burmese, Arabic, Kurdish, Nepali, or 

English.   

 

eBook Activities. eBook composing activities were designed to complement and extend the 

daily opportunities for emergent writing and print learning provided by the classroom teachers.  

During the learning center period, researchers worked with individuals or small groups to 

compose eBooks using iPads equipped with kid-friendly composing apps. Each eBook page was 

anchored with images –- drawings children completed on the iPad, classroom photos taken with 

the iPad’s camera, or home photos taken by the children and their families using inexpensive 

digital cameras sent home on a rotating basis.  Children used a stylus or the keyboard to add 

written captions, and used the iPad’s voice recording tool to add oral narration in English and/or 

their home languages.  Children read peers’ eBooks on the iPads in the classroom library center, 

and shared them with the large group using the classroom LCD projector and speakers. Families 

received color printouts of their child’s books, and children were encouraged to read and talk 

about their books at home. 

 

Children’s Developing Technical Skills 
Children’s interest in composing with digital tools was high.  Digital composing with the iPad 

required them to develop both knowledge of the iPad and its functions and a specialized repertoire 

of hand movements needed to compose on a touchscreen tablet. Over the course of the year, 

children learned to independently navigate most within-screen features of the apps, giving them 

increasing autonomy as digital designers. As children became more familiar with the device, 

students initiated more of their own writing and drawing projects. Children were active explorers, 

discovering digital effects not directly taught by adults.  Though the nature of adult scaffolding 

changed across the year, children continued to call on adults for technical assistance, particularly 

when navigating between different screens or between apps. 

 

Children’s Multimodal Composing 
Children approached eBook composing in different ways including naming objects and people 

pictured in images, narrating stories related to the images, exploratory play with the technology, 

and dramatic play where they playfully entered the on-screen world as a character.  Though 

different, each of these event types provided opportunities for learning about and using oral and 

written language and for combining them with visual images to compose meaningful texts. 

 

Images.  With adult support, children used emerging literacy and bilingual skills to take 

photos, draw pictures, write short labels, and record messages in English and their home 

languages.  Visual images in the form of drawings or photos provided concrete referents for adult-

child conversation even when children were first learning English or when the adult did not speak 

the child’s home language.  When children wrote about classroom photos they drew on English 

vocabulary words developed through classroom instruction and experiences.  When home photos 

were included in the books, children took up roles as experts as they described family and 

community experiences for teachers and peers.  Family photos brought children’s diverse cultural 

experiences into the classroom, and helped teachers make connections between home and school.   
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Writing.  Comparison of children’s paper-based and screen-based writing at 

the beginning and end of the school year, showed that children used similar strategies for writing.  

Children were able to transfer their usual emergent writing strategies to the screen using the 

stylus.  The digital keyboard was less familiar, and often focused children’s attention on 

identifying and locating alphabet letters on the screen. eBook events provided supported 

opportunities for children to use their developing letter knowledge to write personally meaningful 

messages.  Children’s written message became more complex over time.  In the fall, 80% of 

children’s messages were single words.  By spring, 50% of children used emergent writing to 

compose phrases or whole sentences.  While most children wrote in English, some children also 

began to create dual language texts with both English and Spanish captions. 

 

Oral language.  The opportunity to record messages orally provided rich opportunities for 

extended adult-child conversation and for language development.  As might be expected, 

children’s oral recordings tended to be longer and more complex than their written captions.  

Especially in the spring, the oral recordings included a wider range of information types including 

descriptions of actions and object, the child’s relation to pictured participants and activities, the 

qualities of objects, and information about the settings pictured in the images.  Researcher 

invitations to record messages in both the child’s languages encouraged them to take a meta-

stance toward language, and to recognize that they often knew more than one word for a referent.  

Teachers specifically used dual language composing as an opportunity to value children’s home 

languages and to encourage them to see their home language as a resource that could help them 

learn in the classroom.   

 

Adult Supports for eBook Composing 
eBook events provided opportunities for differentiated teaching.    As needed in the course of 

the child’s composing event, adults provided verbal explanations and physical demonstrations of 

ways of composing in the digital environment, responded to specific requests for help, provided 

direct instruction related to writing or the technology, supplied needed English vocabulary, and 

assisted children in segmenting words and using letter-sound knowledge to spell words in their 

messages.  With regard to technical skills, adults used physical demonstration to show children 

how to use hand motions like swiping or tapping to navigate within and between apps.   Over 

time, as children developed more English language skill and more technical know how, they 

exerted increasingly more control of the content and processes used for eBook composing. 

 

Conclusions and Future Directions   
Preliminary analyses of Year 1 data suggest that when eBook composing is included as part of 

a comprehensive program of language and literacy instruction, it provides an engaging 

opportunity for children to use their developing writing, speaking, drawing, and technical skills to 

compose texts about meaningful topics and to use them to communicate with audiences of peers 

and family members. Multimodal, multilingual eBooks may be one way to support the goal of 

making home-school connections and maintaining children’s home languages at the same time 

they are learning English in school. In Year 2, we plan to further explore ways of inviting families 

to help co-author eBooks in English and their child’s home language.   

 


