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Abstract

Introduction. This article deals with the issue of the presence of electronic media in the
development of speech and communication of a small child. The discussion pays spe-
cial attention to the role of the social environment while modeling a child’s first digital
experiences. Among other things, the article refers to the assumptions of Albert Bandura’s
social learning theory. The article also describes tips and practical measures worth taking
to stimulate the child’s cognitive development and, as a result, speech and communication
development. The benefits and threats to the child’s cognitive development resulting from
the presence of electronic media in this process were also analyzed.

Aim. The aim of the article was a theoretical analysis of the child’s speech and communi-
cation development in the context of the media’s presence in this process.

Methods. The authors carry out a theoretical review based on the literature on the subject.
Conclusions. A critical look at the presence of media in family life makes it possible to
identify both the threats and benefits resulting from this factor in the development of the
child’s speech and communication. Therefore, the role of parents and guardians becomes
important as models who will moderate and indicate the ways and forms of media use by

the child, adapting them to the child’s current stage of development.

Keywords: electronic media, ICT, speech development, child, role of parents.

Abstrakt

Wprowadzenie. Niniejszy artykul podejmuje zagadnienie zwigzku mediéw elektronicz-
nych na rozw6j mowy i komunikacji u matego dziecka. W rozwazaniach zwrocono szcze-
g06lna uwagg na role srodowiska spotecznego podczas modelowania pierwszych cyfrowych
doswiadczen dziecka. W artykule odwotano si¢ m.in. do zatozen teorii spolecznego uczenia
si¢ Alberta Bandury. Opisano wskazowki i praktyczne dziatania, ktore moga podejmowac
rodzice w zakresie stymulowania rozwoju poznawczego dziecka, a wigc rowniez rozwi-
jania mowy i komunikacji. Przeanalizowano takze korzysci i zagrozenia dla rozwoju po-
znawczego dziecka wynikajace z obecnosci mediow elektronicznych w tym procesie.

Cel. Celem artykutu jest teoretyczna analiza rozwoju mowy i komunikacji matego dziecka
w kontekscie obecnosci mediow elektronicznych w jego rozwoju.

Metody. Autorki dokonuja przegladu teoretycznego na podstawie literatury przedmiotu.
Whioski. Krytyczne spojrzenie na obecno$¢ medidow w zyciu rodziny umozliwia ziden-
tyfikowanie zar6wno zagrozen, jak i korzysci dla rozwoju mowy i komunikacji dziecka
wynikajacych z tego faktu. Istotna staje si¢ zatem rola rodzicow i opiekunow, ktorzy beda
moderowali, a takze wskazywali sposoby i formy korzystania przez dziecko z mediow,

stosownie do aktualnego etapu jego rozwoju.

Stowa kluczowe: media elektroniczne, TIK, rozwdj mowy, mate dziecko, rola rodzicow.
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Introduction

The development of a child’s speech consists of two main factors, i.e., the child’s psy-
chosomatic condition and social development. It is assumed that it is “genetically de-
termined [...], but is only possible in contact with the social environment, with other
people” (Kaczmarek, 1977, p. 119). Regardless of where a child was born or the lan-
guage it was exposed to in the prenatal period, speech development follows specific
phases. The task of periodisation is to characterise and identify the changes that occur
in a specific sequence of events (Porayski-Pomsta, 2011, pp. 173—198).

This paper aims to analyse the speech and communication development of the
young child, taking into account the presence of electronic media in this process. This
is because nowadays young children “experience visual-tactile-auditory contact with
these devices very quickly” (Jedrzejko, 2013, p. 36). The main considerations on the
determinants of speech development will oscillate around the environmental aspect of
the assumptions of Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory, in which a significant
role is attributed to observation and modelling.

Environmental determinants of children’s speech development

Among the series of components on which the proper development of a child’s speech
depends are a child’s social-cognitive abilities. Prominent among these are the com-
mon field of attention, engagement, and understanding of intention or imitation (Kelly,
2001; Pluta-Wojciechowska, 2019, p. 41). These capacities can be developed by the
child’s parents by “using diverse and natural everyday situations to intensify and di-
rect broad educational influences” (Pluta-Wojciechowska, 2014, p. 66). An important
point in the speech development process, however, is that “understanding is always
one step ahead of speaking” (Wasilewska, Szafran, 2012, pp. 129-130). Already in
the prenatal period, parents can take a range of measures to support their child’s spe-
ech development, including reading aloud, listening to classical music, telling stories
or turning their speech towards the mother’s belly. This is important because during
this time “the speech apparatus is developed and the child acquires the suprasegmen-
tal elements of language (accent, rhythm, melody, and tone)” (Wasilewska, Szafran,
2012, p. 131). This is also the period when the neural pathways and the brain begin to
develop (Wotosiuk, 2015, p. 5).

The protoconversations that follow after birth usually occur between mother and
infant and are expressed in facial expressions, voice modulation, smiling, and head
and body movements (Kwiatkowska, 2014, p. 138). They are “the prototype of all
interactions” (Kwiatkowska, 2014, p. 138). They are mainly based on emotions and
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give the child a sense of security from parents or caregivers. During this time, main-
taining eye contact with the child, touching, smiling, appropriate modulation and tone
of voice play an important role in the child’s speech development. Such actions aim at
developing the field of joint attention and the child’s ability to notice communicative
intentions (Cieszynska, Korendo, 2020, pp. 167—168). In this area, the role of parents
is also to address the child frequently, to read stories together combined with parents
pointing to elements in the book with their fingers, singing songs and lullabies, saying
rhyming poems, and playing fingerplays (Cieszynska, Korendo, 2020, pp. 174-175;
Pluta-Wojciechowska, 2014, pp. 69—70). The importance of high-quality parental spe-
ech, adapted to the child’s level of understanding and age, is also emphasised (Eliot,
2010, pp. 528-529).

All the activities described above involve maintaining interaction between the adult
and the child, who develops speech and communication by observing family members
and modelling from them. This is a direct reference to the assumptions of the Social
Learning Theory by A. Bandura, which emphasises the importance of observation and
modelling in the child’s acquisition of new experiences. The mechanism for learning
new behaviour involves not only observing other people’s actions and reactions but
also experiencing the consequences of these reactions (Bandura, 2007, pp. 29-30). For
example, finger-pointing at items in a book and asking questions of the parents can
contribute to building a field of joint attention with the child, resulting in the develop-
ment of the ability to direct the other person’s attention to an object of interest to the
child. Thus, this activity will prepare the child for naming objects in the immediate
environment. The use of the finger-pointing gesture (as well as other gestures that are,
as it were, representations of previously observed objects/activities) allows the young
child to communicate what he or she needs, such as the desire to receive an object
(Esteve-Gibert, Prieto, 2014; Kelly, 2001). The Social Learning Theory of A. Bandu-
ra’s theory of social learning is that the child learns that the behaviour (in this case the
finger-pointing gesture) will elicit a specific (previously observed) response from the
other person (in this case, for example, an adult handing over an object of interest).
The young child therefore relies on observations of other people’s behaviour and in
this way — initially with gestures and later also with the first words — can communicate
with the environment.

Social Learning Theory ascribes particular value to modelling and role models,
without which it would not be possible to develop a child’s language skills (Bandura,
2007, p. 29). This may be difficult for children in foster care. The low frequency of inte-
raction with adults may cause limitations in, among other things, vocabulary, grammar,
length, and complexity of children’s speech (Weir, 2014, p. 36). However, the effecti-
veness of the influence of models (parents and, at a later stage, teachers) depends on
several factors, including the individual characteristics of the model, the characteristics
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of the observer and the consequences perceived by the observer of replicating noticed
behaviour (Bandura, 2007, pp. 94-95). For the child’s speech development to proceed
properly, models should pay attention to the quality of their language competence as
well as their actions. It should also be emphasised that it is not only people from the
child’s immediate environment, i.e., parents, grandparents, teachers and peers, who
can act as role models. Also, characters from fairy tales, films, and TV programmes
provide examples of both positive and negative behaviour. Because children in the
first years of life have difficulty distinguishing between the fictional and real worlds,
their expressions may reflect the abnormal patterns they have observed during their
contact with the media (Kosicka, 2018, p. 71). Exemplifications of fairy tale charac-
ters with speech disorders include Donald Duck, Sid from Ice Age, and Brainy Smurf
from Smurfs (Kosicka, 2018).

Children, as participants in the digital world, “learn by sensory experiences and
actions” (Iwanicka, 2020, p. 27). They can not only imitate the behaviour and speech
of fictional characters but also look for them behind the television or touch the screen
to move the characters to the place of their choice (Iwanicka, 2020, p. 27). Children’s
first experiences with the media — identified as “various kinds of objects and devices
conveying specific information (messages) to the recipients through words, images
and sounds, and enabling them to perform specific intellectual and manual activities”
(Strykowski, 1997, p. 12) — therefore should be regulated by adults.

Presence of electronic media in the child’s family environment

In the literature, it is emphasised that the modern world is becoming technicised and
even points to the occurrence of so-called “cyborgisation” in family life, child-rearing
and education (Klichowski, Przybyta, 2013; Bednarska, 2020). However, as in the
case of the formation of a child’s communication skills, it is “dependent on the family,
the relations in it, its ethical and moral principles, value system, internal norms and
controls, how — to a large extent — the child will adapt to the digital world and what —
overtime — competences it will acquire” (Iwanicka, 2020, p. 21).

Because of the pace of technological development, it is important to distinguish the
term “media” from the terms “new media”, and “new new media”. The former refers to
“a diverse set of technological tools and resources used to communicate and to create,
disseminate, store and manage information. These technologies include, but are not
limited to, computers, the Internet and mobile devices (Walter et al., 2020, p. 235). In
contrast, the purpose of Paul Levinson’s introduction of the term “new new media” was
to distinguish social technologies from legacy media and new media, which include
Facebook, YouTube, blogs etc. (Levinson, 2010, cited in: Laskowska, 2012, p. 125).
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The use of traditional media when parents spend time together with their child, in
particular reading books together, has a positive impact on the child’s language deve-
lopment and attitude towards reading and writing at earlier school age (Wirth, Ehmig,
& Niklas, 2022, pp. 372-387). However, what is becoming undeniable is the fact that
traditional media are being displaced from family life, as indicated by the results of
studies on the amount of time children spend using electronic media. It was found that
American children under the age of eight spend almost three hours a day with electronic
media when as recently as 2011 it was 2 hours 16 minutes a day (Rideout, Robb, 2020,
pp. 3-7). The organisation Common Sense also highlighted that in 2020, for the first
time since the research idea was conceived, online video viewing dominates the time
children spend in front of a screen. According to the organisation’s research, the youn-
gest children spend 39 minutes a day watching videos on platforms such as YouTube
and TikTok. This compares to just 19 minutes a day in 2017 (Rideout, Robb, 2020, p. 4).

A reminder here is that the child from birth to two years of age is in the first stage
of cognitive development, “[he or she] understands the world in terms of the senses
and its motor activities; what it is like to grasp, what it looks like and what it tastes
like” (Iwanicka, 2020, p. 48). Thus, for a child under the age of two, the content on the
screen of a mobile device will not be comprehensible. They will respond based on an
orientation reflex relating only to what catches their attention, i.e., movement, sound,
and colour (Iwanicka, 2020, p. 27). Contact with media in the first months of life may
be associated with difficulties in cognitive development, language development or li-
stening comprehension (Tomopoulos et al., 2010, pp. 1105-1111).

Child-adult-media interaction in the context of Social Learning
Theory

Exposure to electronic media in infancy may also result in reduced verbal interactions
between parent/carer and child, an important factor in speech and communication de-
velopment. During media use, verbal interactions are most often undertaken about the
appearance of educational programmes during shared viewing (Mendelsohn et al., 2008,
pp. 411-417). In the cited research, half of the exposures were to programmes that
were unsuitable for young children’s viewing, which negatively affected mother-child
interactions, even during shared use of media (Medelsohn et al., 2008, pp. 411-417).

In attempting to confront the assumptions of Social Learning Theory with the pre-
sence of media, new media, and new new media in the early years of a child’s life, the
importance of modelling as an effective method of influence should be emphasised.
A child in the final stage of early childhood learns by observing the behaviour of others
in order, among other things, to imitate their use of given objects and thus learn their
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purpose (Huk, 2018, p. 53). Therefore, the child can quickly learn how to carry out
selected operations when using modern media, for example, to switch the TV on and
off with the remote control or to increase and decrease the size of a photo displayed
on a smartphone screen (Huk, 2018, p. 60). In such situations, she/he uses the previo-
usly observed tactile combinations of the selected media. However, it is important to
consider whether, for example, a child who often observes a parent’s handiwork when
using a smartphone will also try to replicate the parent’s movement (here: moving the
screen with the thumb) in other situations, i.e., not only when using electronic media,
but also, for example, when browsing (here: moving) pictures in a book.

Media use habits can also be analysed in the context of parents’ level of attentive-
ness to children’s interaction attempts. It is pointed out that they are now competing
with the media for adult attention (Bednarska, 2020, p. 11). They directly experience
the influence of the media on their parents’ behaviour — through observation, they le-
arn that “the ringing of a telephone or the signal of an incoming message can interrupt
a conversation, shared play or other daily activities” (Bednarska, 2020, p. 11). When
family members’ attentiveness oscillates around media use, “the frequency of contact
and communication between household members decreases” (Korzeniowska, 2014,
p. 112). Based on the Social Learning Theory provided by A. Bandura, it can be said
that the child will learn that the reduced frequency of interaction with others can be
replaced to some extent by contact with electronic media. The parent’s behaviour (here:
substituting spending time together with the child in favour of independent media use)
models the child’s later course (or rather lack of desire to maintain) interaction with
the parents themselves. Children may imitate previously observed adult behaviour, and
it is then that parents begin to compete with media for their attention (Patzlaff, 2008,
p. 81, cited in: Bednarska, 2020, p. 11).

However, selected parental practices can effectively regulate children’s use of elec-
tronic media. These include controlling children’s time with media, not using media
while eating or going to sleep, and monitoring one’s time spent using media (Tang,
Darlington, Ma, & Haines, 2018, pp. 1-10). To enhance the benefits of media use, such
as fostering creativity or levelling educational opportunities, parents of older children
can comment on and explain to them what is happening on the screen, explain difficult
and unintelligible words or establish a limit to the time spent watching together (Iwa-
nicka, 2020, p. 35). Parental awareness of the possible risks of young children’s use
of electronic media is also important. Technology can contribute, among other things,
to concentration and attention disorders, reduce cognitive abilities (memory or logical
thinking), negatively affect writing and reading, and impoverish abstract thinking, in-
ference, analysis or abstraction (Iwanicka, 2020, p. 25).

Studies indicating the negative impact of the media on human development are
particularly relevant for the youngest children. These include the impoverishment of
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reading in households and restrictions on parent-child interaction (Mendelsohn et al.,
2008, pp. 411-417). In contrast, non-significant associations between electronic media
use and the development of language, reading and writing skills have been observed
in research on students in the early grades of primary school (Dore, Logan, Lin, Pur-
tell, & Justice, 2020).

Conclusion

A critical view of the presence of the media in family life makes it possible to identify
the risks to the child’s development that arise from this. Indeed, the reduced frequen-
cy of the child’s direct interactions with adults, while at the same time being highly
exposed to the media, can “conduct linguistic impoverishment, which is often evident
not only in the child’s interactions with parents but also in play with peers” (Patzlaff,
2008, cited in: Korzeniowska, 2014, p. 112). However, it is also important to not forget
the positive functions of media that are beneficial for development, which the present
article has tried to point out. In this case, it seems essential, however, for parents to be
aware of their role in the youngest children’s first experiences with media.

Analysing the speech and communication development of the young child with
the presence of electronic media in this process thus makes it possible to emphasise
the possibility of parents modelling their children’s first experiences with the world of
electronic media. Based on the Social Learning Theory developed by A. Bandura, it
should be noted that observation of parents’ behaviour teaches children how they can
use media. Excessive use of new media combined with a lack of reflection on the me-
dia may lead to weakened family relationships or impoverished contacts with signifi-
cant people in the child’s life (Walter et al., 2020, pp. 219-220). Crucial, therefore, as
demonstrated in this article, is the role of parents, carers and the educational environ-
ment as models indicating appropriate ways and forms of interacting with new media,
adapted to the developmental stage of the child.
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