


EARLY YEARS EDUCATORS’ ICT COMPETENCE, ATTITUDE, PERCEIVED BENEFITS AND CHALLENGES OF INTEGRATING DIGITAL STORYTELLING PACKAGE IN INSTRUCTION IN SOUTHWEST, NIGERIA



Abstract 
Children at the early stage of life require functional educational opportunities to develop their full potentials and become useful members of the society in later years. The use of technology tools in education at a time like this can therefore not be overemphasized. However, teachers that will teach them needs be taken into consideration. This study therefore focuses on ICT competence and attitude of early years educators as well as the perceived benefits and challenges of integrating digital storytelling package in instruction in Southwest, Nigeria. The study adopts a descriptive design of the survey method. A researcher designed questionnaire was used to collect data from the respondents. The instruments were given to experts in Computer science and Educational technology to determine the validity. The reliability of the instrument was determined section by section based on the six major variables using the Crombach alpha. The target population comprised all early scholars’ caregivers/teachers in primary schools in Southwest, Nigeria. Multi-stage sampling procedure was employed to select samples for the study.  In all, one hundred and twenty caregivers were selected from tertiary institution staff primary schools in the six Southwestern states of Nigeria. The findings of the study showed that the respondents generally have low Level of ICT competence and that they have positive attitudes towards integrating digital storytelling in instructional process. The early years education teachers also agreed on the various benefits as well as the challenges to be faced as digital storytelling package is introduced. It was therefore recommended among others that an ongoing training should be provided for teachers to further enhance their ICT competence to ensure that they can effectively integrate digital storytelling and other digital tools into their teaching practices.
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Background to the Study
Children at the early stage of life require functional educational opportunities to develop their full potentials and become useful members of the society in later years. Early childhood education refers to educational programmes and instructional strategies that are designed to develop children from birth to the age of eight. Apparently, the early childhood curriculum requires that caregivers/teachers cover important learning areas, using specific pedagogical approach to engender a certain level of quality among learners. The conventional methods of teaching early scholars, include but not limited to play way, fantasy, role play, enquiry, experimental and folktale/storytelling (Yusuf, 2019). 
As technological change accelerates, there is an urgent need for supporting education systems in managing new opportunities and risks. If managed well, technology – particularly artificial intelligence (AI) – offers a unique opportunity to help education systems enable Education 4.0 – teaching and learning approach that focuses on providing learners with the abilities, skills, attitudes and values fit for the future (World Economic Forum, 2024).
However, issues surrounding pedagogical approach, teaching methods, learners’ engagement, child-centeredness, interaction and motivation still dominate discussion on effective early childhood education in Nigeria. In most cases, the aforementioned approaches are not capable of engaging 21st century learners, who live in media-saturated environment. Olasedidun (2019) explained that innovative tools will have to be used in teaching to address the inadequacies of traditional teaching. Therefore, due to the inter-relatedness of early childhood curriculum, new technological discoveries, globalization, artificial intelligence and outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic, there is need to integrate instructional strategy or a learning approach that will take care of the multiple intelligence of 21st century learners in all situations. In other words, there is a need to integrate a strategy that caters for the shortfalls in the conventional methods of teaching early scholars. Hence, the need for an engaging instructional strategy like digital storytelling, which combines the power of traditional storytelling and technology in instructional process. 
Children today are accustomed to gadgets such as smartphones, tablets and laptops because of technological advancements. On average, children spend about eight hours watching electronic screens a day, according to the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Electronic games are more popular today than traditional games among children (Gul, 2023). Storytelling constitutes the use of narrative and facts in order to express a topic of interest or concern to an audience. To produce and share stories with the appropriate audience, digital storytelling uses information technology.  Digital storytelling (DST) provides a convergent platform for storytelling and technology to interact, with a view to engaging learners across all subject areas (Adedoja & Bello, 2016). It has been established in literature that digital storytelling develops learners’ multiple skills to make them functional members of the society.
Digital storytelling is a technology application allowing teachers to use technology in the classroom efficiently and to create a good educational content. In this respect, it plays an important role for integration of education with technology and transfer such integration to the classroom environment. Kim and Kim (2022) found out that teachers recognized the potential of AI to provide personalized learning experiences and assist with administrative tasks. Digital storytelling allows computer users to do research on a topic, write a text using the information obtained, and gives the opportunity to make an interesting story out of it. Then this story is combined with different types of multimedia elements such as graphics, images, audio, text, video and music to make a video, and then viewed on the computer or on the web  (Aremu, 2023). Digital stories ensure development of their artistic skills as well as reflecting, higher-order thinking, social and language skills of pupils in the learning process. According to Bello (2022), digital stories open a new horizon to curriculum and the pupils' learning experiences by means of the rich learning environment created in class. 
In order to develop pupils’ characteristics, pupils-centered instructional technologies are employed. One of the effective ways to achieve this is digital storytelling, several studies reveal that DST is effective in activating these learner characteristics. Because DST allows pupils to analyze, present, and communicate ideas about any type of content with the support of technology, it enables pupils’ engagement, cooperative learning, and creativity, makes pupils active learners, enhances learning, motivation, and academic achievement, and improves civic engagement (Fan, 2024). By creating digital stories, pupils connect with daily life and their learning process is shaped accordingly, DST allows pupils to learn by themselves and provides permanent learning, Besides, DST is useful in the educational process in uncovering the understandings of pupils via their thoughts and voices (Olumide, Alamu, Akintola & Gold, 2024). With all these benefits, DST has a positive impact on learning as it allows the pupils to reflect on their experiences in the learning process.
Several researchers have found out that DST can improve the critical thinking skills, creativity and communication skills of pupils (Yuniarti, Ryani, & Yuniarti, 2022). When pupils develop their own digital stories, it becomes easier for them to engage more with the topic, thus making the learning process more personal (Perocho, Lineth, Arciele & Denmark, 2023).  
The use of digital storytelling within the teaching and learning process means that educators have to change the way they teach and how to successfully integrate technology. Pupils allow their educators to guide them through the process, respond to the stories created and discuss the issues touched on at length (Olumide, Alamu, Akintola & Gold, 2024). Thus, the incorporation of digital storytelling in the classroom allows educators to present unique learning activities that suit the pupils’ learning needs and thus, foster their learning styles. According to World Economic Forum (2024), AI can be used for personalized learning content and experiences, offering solutions to the challenge of catering to diverse student needs and enabling tailored educational journeys for each learner.
Although DST is a widely used instructional strategy, it remains a challenging issue to effectively apply this strategy to the teaching process. The problems that arise can be caused by the teacher, the pupils, and the structure of the course. For example, some teachers still have problems in including technology in the teaching process (Fan, 2024). Olasedidun (2017), in his study on primary school teachers’ accessibility, attitude and competence in the use of ICT for sustainable development in Oyo metropolis, Nigeria found out that primary school teachers have negative attitude towards the use of ICT in teaching and learning. As regards the primary school teachers’ competence towards the use of ICT for instruction, Olasedidun (2017) also found it to be very low. Moreover, the lack of experience of teachers and pupils regarding the DST process, limited duration of courses, incorrect technology choice (online or offline tools) in the DST process, boringness of story writing and storyboarding, and difficulty in finding material are some of the problems (Olumide, Alamu, Akintola & Gold, 2024).
Statement of the Problem
 	Teachers at the early years classes are struggling to cope with diverse learning areas that should be covered to equip pupils with knowledge and skills for subsequent educational pursuits. The existing pedagogy encompasses strategies like play way, fantasy, role play and folktales/storytelling. The aforementioned strategies might not be able to totally capture all the required learning areas for all-round development of a child at a time. Also, many of these strategies might not serve the dual functions of face-to-face and online instructions in all situations.  
   	Digital storytelling been recognized as an integrated approach to instructional delivery, which develops learners’ multiple skills across different subject areas. For this to be effectively carried out, early years educators who are responsible for implementing the curriculum would be involved. It is not a gainsaying to point out that many of this educators were not digitally trained in their former institutions. Therefore, the focus of this research is to look at the ICT competence and attitudes of these teachers as well as their perceived benefits and challenges of integrating digital storytelling package in instruction in Southwest schools in Nigeria.
Research Questions
This study was guided by the following research questions.
1. What is the level of ICT competence of early childhood education teachers to be able to use digital storytelling package?
2. What is the attitude of the teachers to integrate digital storytelling in instructional process at the early years of education?
3. What are the benefits and challenges of integrating digital storytelling package to classroom practices?
Scope of the Study
This study focuses on ICT competence, attitude as well as the benefits and challenges in the integration of digital storytelling. The study covers the Southwestern tertiary institutions early years education schools in Nigeria.
Methodology
The study adopts a descriptive design of the survey method.  The target population comprised all early scholars’ caregivers/teachers in primary schools in Southwest, Nigeria. Multi-stage sampling procedure was employed in this study. Stage one, Census sampling technique was used to select all tertiary institution staff primary schools in Southwest, Nigeria. In stage two, random sampling technique was used to select three of tertiary institution staff primary schools in each of the states. In stage three, purposive sampling technique was used to select all early scholars’ caregivers/teachers in all the selected tertiary institution staff primary schools. The choice of tertiary institution staff primary schools early scholars’ caregivers or teachers was based on the availability of needed technological tools and alternate power supply. The number of respondents in each of the states are Oyo State, 24; Ogun State, 21; Osun State, 19; Lagos State, 21; Ondo State, 17 and Ekiti State, 18.  In all, one hundred and twenty caregivers were used for the study from the six Southwestern states of Nigeria.


Instrumentation 
A researcher designed questionnaire was used to collect data from the respondents. The questionnaire was divided into two sections. Section A seeks to find out the bio-data of the respondents while section B contains items based on the variables of the study. The instruments were given to experts in Computer science and Educational technology to determine the validity. The reliability of the instrument was determined section by section based on the three major variables using the Crombach alpha. For ICT competence and attitude of the early years educators on the integration of digital storytelling, the Crombach’s alpha value was 0.89 and 0.86 respectively while that of benefits and challenges was 0.79. 
Method of Data Analysis
	Presentation of data analysed and the interpretation of findings are reported and it consists of tables which help to present the results in details. The presentation of major findings was done to relate to each problem of the study and the analyses of the results were therefore done section by section as indicated in the research instruments used. The data collected was analysed using descriptive statistics of mean and percentages to answer all the research questions in the study.
Result Presentation and Discussion
Research Question 1. What is the level of ICT competence of early childhood education teachers to be able to use digital storytelling package?
Table 1: Level of ICT competence of early childhood education teachers.
	S/N
	Items
	Mean
	Std.
	Decision

	1
	I can use a computer for basic tasks such as typing, saving files, and printing documents.
	2.42
	0.880
	Agree

	2
	I know how to use basic office software (e.g., Microsoft Word, Excel, PowerPoint) for creating lesson plans and classroom materials.
	2.47
	0.897
	Agree

	3
	I can navigate the internet to find resources for teaching and learning
	2.45
	0.953
	Agree

	4
	I can troubleshoot common issues such as printing problems or software crashes without assistance.
	2.52
	0.972
	Agree

	5
	I am proficient in using email for communication with colleagues, parents, and administrators.
	2.35
	0.972
	Agree

	
	Grand Mean
	2.44
	
	


Decision mean: 2.50
Table 1 shows the level of ICT competence of early childhood education teachers. The mean score for item 1 (I can use a computer for basic tasks such as typing, saving files, and printing documents) is 2.42, which is slightly below the neutral score of 2.50. This suggests that respondents have a slightly low level of ICT competence of early childhood education teachers. Item 2 (I know how to use basic office software e.g., Microsoft Word, Excel, PowerPoint for creating lesson plans and classroom materials) is 2.47, which is also slightly below the neutral score of 2.50. The mean score for item 3, 4 and 5 which is also below the neutral score of 2.50, suggests that respondents have a slightly low level of ICT competence. The grand mean of 2.44 suggests that early childhood education teachers generally have low level of ICT competence.
Research Question 2. What is the attitude of the teachers to integrate digital storytelling in instructional process at the early years of education?
Table 2: Attitude of the teachers to integrate digital storytelling in instructional process at this level of education.
	S/N
	Items
	Mean
	Std.
	Decision

	1
	I am excited to explore more ways to incorporate digital storytelling into my teaching.
	2.87
	1.027
	Agree

	2
	I feel encouraged to use digital storytelling after seeing positive results in my students' learning outcomes.
	2.87
	1.051
	Agree

	3
	The use of digital storytelling for teaching purposes sparks my curiosity.
	2.77
	1.031
	Agree

	4
	I always feel eager to make use of the capabilities of digital storytelling for my teachings.
	2.78
	0.981
	Agree

	5
	I have a strong desire to incorporate digital storytelling into my teaching
	2.73
	1.056
	Agree

	6
	I am open to using new digital tools and technologies in my classroom.
	2.75
	0.993
	Agree

	7
	I enjoy incorporating digital storytelling into my lessons.
	2.99
	0.970
	Agree

	
	Grand Mean
	2.81
	
	Agree


Decision mean: 2.50
Based on Table 1, it can be interpreted that the Attitude of the teachers towards integrating digital storytelling in instructional process at this level of education is generally positive, as indicated by the grand mean of 2.81 and the decision mean of 2.50. The majority of the participants agreed or strongly agreed with the statements, indicating a high teachers’ positive attitude towards integrating digital storytelling in instructional process. Overall, the findings suggest that teachers have positive attitudes towards integrating digital storytelling in instructional process.
Research question 3: What are the benefits and challenges of integrating digital storytelling in classroom practices?
Table 3: Benefits and challenges of integrating digital storytelling in classroom practices
	S/N
	Benefits and challenges of  digital storytelling in classroom practices
	
Mean() 
	SD

	1.
	The training has provided me with practical strategies to incorporate digital storytelling into my lessons.
	3.20
	0.82

	2.
	I feel more confident in using digital tools in the classroom after attending this training.
	3.21
	0.76

	3.
	The training has helped me understand how to create engaging digital storytelling content for my students.
	3.19
	0.77

	4.
	The training has improved my ability to address different learning styles through digital storytelling.
	3.23
	0.81

	5.
	I believe that the training will help me make my lessons more interactive and engaging for students.
	2.98
	0.85

	6.
	The techniques I learned in the training are likely to enhance students' participation in classroom activities.
	3.20
	0.76

	7.
	I am concerned that I do not have sufficient access to the necessary digital tools and resources to implement what I learned in the training.
	3.20
	0.79

	8.
	I believe that implementing digital storytelling will be challenging due to limited infrastructure (e.g., internet, devices) in my classroom.
	3.28
	0.79

	
	
Weighted mean () value   = 3.18
	
	



The benefits and challenges of this training to classroom practices, as addressed in research question 3 was assessed by analyzing the mean and standard deviation scores presented in Table 3. Each item in the table represents a specific benefit and challenge of integrating digital storytelling in classroom practices among the primary school teachers, and respondents rated their agreement on a 4-point Likert scale. The average mean score for all the items in Table 2 is 2.50. This average mean score was calculated by summing up the values of the Likert scale (Strongly Agree = 4, Agree = 3, Disagree = 2, and Strongly Disagree = 1) and dividing it by the number of items (8). Notably, all the items in Table 3 have a mean score greater than the average mean score of 2.50, indicating that respondents generally showed agreement or strong agreement with the statements related to the benefits and challenges. Additionally, the overall weighted mean of the respondents' responses, denoted as mean () = 3.18, surpasses the threshold of 2.50. This finding suggests that primary school teachers agreed on the various benefits of this training to classroom practices and as well agreed on facing one or two challenges in integrating digital storytelling in classroom practices.  
Discussion of findings
The findings of this study highlight a slightly low level of ICT competence among early childhood education teachers, with a grand mean of 2.44, indicating a need for further skill development. This agrees with the finding of Olasedidun (2017) that the primary school teachers’ competence towards the use of ICT for instruction was low. Olasedidun, Ganiyu and Badmus (2021) also found out that the teachers’ competence in the use of online technologies is very low with the exception of social media which is likely to be for social engagements. 
The findings also indicate a generally positive attitude among teachers towards integrating digital storytelling in the instructional process, with a grand mean of 2.81 surpassing the decision mean of 2.50. This suggests that teachers are receptive to using digital storytelling in their teaching. This agrees with the submission of Kim et al (2020) who found out that teachers recognized the potential of AI to provide personalized learning experiences and assist with administrative tasks.  This is however against the findings of Olasedidun (2017) on primary school teachers’ accessibility, attitude and competence in the use of ICT for sustainable development in Oyo metropolis, Nigeria, who found out that primary school teachers have negative attitude towards the use of ICT in teaching and learning. Olasedidun, Ganiyu and Badmus (2021) also found out that secondary school teachers’ attitude towards adopting online teaching and learning was negative.  
Additionally, the benefits and challenges of integrating digital storytelling for classroom practices were favourably perceived, as reflected by a mean score of 3.18.  This is in agreement with the positions of Fan (2024) that the integration of multimedia can enrich historical facts, cultural experiences, and social concerns, and help the pupils gain a better insight into the role of humanity in the modern interconnected world. Fan (2024) also explained that although digital storytelling is a widely used instructional strategy, it remains a challenging issue to effectively apply this strategy to the teaching process.
Conclusion
The study demonstrates that despite the low levels of ICT competence, early childhood education teachers generally have a positive attitude towards integrating digital storytelling into their instructional practices. The benefits and challenges of digital storytelling package integration for classroom instruction was also favourably perceived by the teachers.
Policy Recommendations
The following policy recommendations will help in the smooth implementation of the integration of digital storytelling package in the early years education:
1. National and institutional guidelines should be established for the integration of digital storytelling packages in early years education.
2. An ongoing training should be provided for teachers to further enhance their ICT competence, ensuring they can effectively integrate digital storytelling and other digital tools into their teaching practices.
3. Infrastructures and resources to support the integration of digital storytelling packages should be provided.
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