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Literacy – a key to learning by Theresa Peters
Action Points:
1. Name the date of theory and provide the original publication date
2. Keep up the good work!
As a skill, essentially for life, communication is the focal point, a skill that all living things possess to some degree. The effectiveness of that communication is a key factor in this essay and how educators can encompass it in everyday situations, making Literacy as a whole, central to each learning experience. In comparison to other subjects, Literacy is, seen as the more accessible of the core subjects, one that parents are more comfortable with (Lukie, Skwarchuk et al. 2014). It includes talking, communicating, and all human beings communicate making it less formidable than Numeracy. Literacy is made up of speaking, listening, reading, writing, and viewing according to Fisher, Frey and Hattie, (2017, p.10). This reflective commentary will explore how each element has an impact on the other and how the teaching of these skills will shape young learners, promoting growth and development to create effective communicators, ready to question, problem solve, think, and enjoy teamwork. (Donaldson, 2017, p.29) Furthermore, many theorists have impacted on the teaching of Literacy and how it can influence outcomes of learners. Discussion will centre around theories of Chomsky, Skinner and Vygotsky and their influences on policies, practices, and attitudes towards Literacy. As an Early Years practitioner, Literacy plays a significant role in day-to-day learning in one’s setting and how those literacy skills are developed. A personal reflection on daily practice and delivery of story time will look at how effective strategies can harness the focus and engagement of the learner, creating a valuable, enjoyable experience, one that allows a growth, a love of literacy to flourish.
The importance of Literacy should never be underestimated. Whitehead (2007, p. xiii) describes communication and language as the most exciting and important aspect of human development. Being able to communicate with each other is a fundamental need for everyone, socially, emotionally, academically, in fact in all areas of daily life, child or adult. Unlike the National Curriculum for Wales,1988, (cited in Daugherty, 2000) which had tight requirements for the teaching of all subjects including Literacy, the New Curriculum 2022 (Welsh Assembly Government, 2019) respects and liberates the teaching profession, encouraging creativity and innovation, to teach according to culture and the needs of learners in a holistic way. Acknowledging the notion that communication has a direct impact on well-being teaches learners to have a voice, to analyse feelings and views, to be able to validate, hence forming positive relationships. Indeed, an article by Chang, (2015, p. 17) highlights the significance of well-being from the mother’s point of view and how that can have a positive consequence to the learning environment at home for the child. But to get to that point, many steps must be mastered. Consider babies and the immediate communications made between child and carer. These reflex actions, crying, gurgling, babbling are direct results of interaction between baby and adult. Kovach (2011, p.1) talks about validating the baby, giving it a feeling of self-worth even at such an early age, vital in the consideration of literacy. McLachlan and Elks, (2012, pp. 1-3) developers of the Elklan programme, describe the steps needed for communication ranging from receiving information by looking, listening, and understanding to responding to that information using a different skill set, where decision making, linking words and articulation form a complex chain of steps needed for communication. Following on from that point, an assumption that every young learner is mastering these skills in the same order, at the same time is flawed. Forethought into each activity is required as children learn in diverse ways. Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences, (1983, as cited in Bates, 2019, pp.84-85) is a reminder of how important it is to know the learners and their learning processes. This reminder is echoed in the article by Enser, (2020) and the case of aphantasia, where an individual may struggle to ‘imagine’ a scene or picture while reading, writing or listening. This seems to coincide with Gardners theory and amplifies the need to know the children, their likes and dislikes and ways of learning, and adjusting the activities to suit.
Communication is one facet of Literacy, reading plays a significant role in the development of Literacy. Formby’s report, (2014, p.2) highlights the importance of reading to and with children at an early age, stating that an above average vocabulary can be gained by daily sharing of books. This practice is a social experience, promoting bonding and closeness as well as literacy development. The process of establishing shared attention, the process of two individuals sharing an experience, is discussed in Murray and Egan’s (2013 pp.305 and 311) article, highlighting the benefits of early reading and additional advantages to a child’s cognitive development. A higher-than-average vocabulary and development of memory skills are results well worth acquiring, with an untold benefit to the social development, both for child and carer. This theory of sharing experiences socially represents Vygotsky’s theory of Social Constructivism, (1934, cited in Bates, pp.38-39). Primarily, Vygotsky believed that speech is a social activity that is influenced by one’s culture and community, (cited in Stierer and Maybin, 1994, p.45), a theory that is emulated in the New Curriculum for Wales (2022) which encourages learners to develop a knowledge and understanding of their own culture and community, thus allowing the development of understanding community spirit, a compassion and inquisitive nature regarding other cultures and communities. Vygotsky believed that a child’s language skills could be shaped by culture and was not solely dependent on parental interaction. Upon personal reflection, the social aspect of reading to children, discussions and the very core of all sessions is developing those skills for lifelong learning and to function in society.
In contrast, Skinner, (1948) with his theory of Behaviourism and Operant Conditioning, (cited in Aubrey and Riley,2019, pp.76-77) believed that rewarding certain behaviours in young children prompted the repeat of those behaviours, such as parents rewarding the babblings of babies with positive feedback, herby encouraging repetition. This suggested a lack of intrinsic motivation, that social aspects were not involved and that the process was motivated by external factors. While the development of speech and language can be affected by extrinsic factors, one’s belief is that fostering a love of language and all things associated with it will have considerable influence on a child's development. It is of note though, that while Skinner’s theory of language development was critiqued by theorists such as Chomsky, his theory on behaviour was better appreciated. A report from the Department for Education (2012, p.5) found that a common misbehaviour in class was low-level disruption. This often stemmed from the fact that children’s development of language can determine what type of behaviours they display as described in Hartas’s article (2012, p.14), where discussion highlights how a child’s mastery of language can influence social relationships and self-regulation. Using reward systems, like those discussed by Skinner, to curtail those behaviours has often proved effective in schools.
Chomsky, a linguist prevalent in the 1960’s who believed that the learning of language is innate, conceived the idea of Universal Grammar (as cited by Stanborough, 2019), depicting an ability to acquire language skills by the general structure of language, rather than the teaching of language as Skinner and Vygotsky believed. This theory, though influential, has its critics. Dabrowska, (2015) argues that the theory is too generalised, that even though humans are unique in their ability to develop language, it is a refined combination of intrinsic and extrinsic factors that allow humans to communicate as we do. Chomsky believed that relying solely on repetition as Skinner advocated was pointless, that children learn naturally and it was a genetic process like puberty, (cited in Bates, 2019, p.210).
One’s own belief is that there are many factors that determine the skills for literacy that young learners acquire. In one’s own setting of Early years, the whole foundation of language is weighted heavily on modelling of language and providing activities that promote those skills. Story time is a staple and the importance of it cannot be ignored. As the New Curriculum for Wales (2022) explains, the use of language in all areas of learning is a tool to ignite the children’s curiosity and develop a love of language and story time is the perfect tool to do that. A child’s thoughts and ideas have no negative outcome, they are their own to explore and verbalise and it is the adult's job to validate and tease out those ideas and use them to the learner’s advantage, to develop and foster that love of language that will become a foundation for all learning. During the story time production, I felt the children were in another world with me, exploring all the possibilities of the story. I hoped that they could visualise, as I could, put themselves in the scene, but I did acknowledge that not all children learn this way (reflecting Gardners theory), so the children were provided with pictures of the tiger and tiger ears to hook their interest and a song depicting the story was played. Using and appealing to visual, auditory and kinaesthetic styles of learning opened this activity to the whole group. I believe Vygotsky’s theory of a more knowledgeable other, where the language used and the modelling of that language, was a skill I incorporated, that allowed the children to be bold and voice their ideas, what they already knew, what they thought or hoped would happen, expanding their understanding and encouraging growth of language skills. In addition, I believe my use of reflective practice, lead to a rewarding, valuable, learning experience. Different tones and pitches, voices of characters and facial gestures, I feel, enhanced the story. Children are naturally animated and seeing that in an adult is validating and exciting. My confidence in reading stories, (story time being a personal favourite activity) allowed me to pause during storytelling to follow the children’s ideas and observations, with the hope of fostering a mastery and understanding for the children, creating a social, enjoyable experience. 
Furthermore, is the Vygotskyan notion of story time being a social activity, based on the relationship between peers and adults. One’s own setting has a strong belief, again reflected in the New Curriculum for Wales, (2022) of how fundamental, strong relationships with our learners encourages the learning. Indeed, the EEF Teaching and Learning Toolkit, (2014, pp.13, pp.24) depicts positive relationships between staff and children as a high impact resource and may have a positive impact on additional progress made by learners. Also identified in the above-mentioned toolkit is the practice of discussing books with young learners, thinking aloud about messages in stories and how they impact on the daily lives of the children. This practice also encourages collaborative learning, leading the pupils to talk and interact. Again, this is believed to have high impact on the learner's potential progress, particularly young children and those from disadvantaged backgrounds, a factor relevant in one’s own setting.
One can easily assume that a deep appreciation and love of communicating with young children has an influence on delivery of literacy activities, but careful planning and reflective practice continue to inform and enhance those activities. Although a rewarding experience, on reflection, the children who volunteered for the activity, overall were those who loved story time. Inclusion means making the activities accessible for all learners and one’s ability to engage those less interested. Aspects of Skinner, Chomsky and Vygotsky’s theories are embraced in one’s setting. I hope that my enthusiasm and love of language transferred to the children, reflecting Chomsky’s theory of the need for intrinsic motivation. Skinner's theory of rewarding behaviours could eradicate that natural motivation for a successful experience of language. Therefore, we strive to develop a love of stories, books and communicating with each other at such an early age. While rewards are used, such as stickers, I didn’t mention this until the story was over however, prior knowledge of our rewards system could have had an influence on the children and their participation. My belief is that while the theories of Skinner and Chomsky play a role in Early Years, Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism has the greatest significance. Creating confident learners, who are ready to play their part in society, their community and culture is based on encouraging thinking, promoting problem solving and crucially, ensuring interaction with others, using already acquired skills and those developing skills nurtured by more knowledgeable others.

Reference List
Aubrey, K., and Riley, A. (2019) Understanding and Using Educational Theories 2nd Edition London: Sage Publications Ltd
Bates, B (2019) Learning Theories Simplified 2nd Edition London: Sage Publications
Chang, Y. E. (2017) ‘Pathways from mothers’ early social support to children’s language development at age 3’, Infant & Child Development Available at: https://web-b-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=0f9f17df-78ec-4d8b-a246-7b425869aefd%40sessionmgr103 (Accessed on 1/4/2021) 
https://web-b-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/detail/detail?vid=1&sid=2b7ead3e-e39c-4dc6-9359-1ce313fc7d48%40pdc-v-sessmgr01&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=126586763&db=aph

Dabrowska, E. (2015) What exactly is Universal Grammar, and has anyone seen it? Front Psychol. 2015; Volume 6: 852. Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4477053/#B39 (Accessed on 03/04/2021)
Daugherty, R. (2000) The National Curriculum in Wales: Early policy developments 1987 – 1989 Available at: http://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/documents/00001583.htm (Accessed on 7/4/2021)
Department for Education (2012) Pupil behaviour in schools in England Education Standards Analysis and Research Division Department for Education Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/184078/DFE-RR218.pdf (Accessed on 1/4/2021)


Donaldson, G. (2015) Successful Futures Independent Review of Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales Available at: https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-03/successful-futures.pdf  (Accessed on 28/3/2021)
Education Endowment Foundation, The Sutton Trust (2014) Sutton Trust – EEF Teaching and Learning Toolkit Available at: https://teams.microsoft.com/_#/pdf/viewer/teams/https:~2F~2Fuowtsd.sharepoint.com~2Fteams~2FSwanseaSJIE5002_GRP~2FShared%20Documents~2FGeneral~2FReading%20Materials~2FEEF_Teaching_and_learning_toolkit_Feb_2014.pdf?threadId=19:4d1933bc83bb4abfb166f4c26d9b4676@thread.tacv2&baseUrl=https:~2F~2Fuowtsd.sharepoint.com~2Fteams~2FSwanseaSJIE5002_GRP&fileId=e26f9845-1441-4b06-b114-c288391eca10&ctx=files&rootContext=items_view&viewerAction=view (Accessed on 25/3/2021) 
Elks, L. and McLachlan, H. (2012) Language Builders Advice and activities to encourage children’s communication skills Elklan Available at: https://teams.microsoft.com/_#/pdf/viewer/teams/https:~2F~2Fuowtsd.sharepoint.com~2Fteams~2FSwanseaSJIE5002_GRP~2FShared%20Documents~2FGeneral~2FReading%20Materials~2FCommunication_Chain.pdf?threadId=19:4d1933bc83bb4abfb166f4c26d9b4676@thread.tacv2&baseUrl=https:~2F~2Fuowtsd.sharepoint.com~2Fteams~2FSwanseaSJIE5002_GRP&fileId=a575168f-5ac6-468f-80b1-37a57509d392&ctx=files&rootContext=items_view&viewerAction=view (Accessed on 29/3/2021)
Enser, Z. (2020) Now I see how pupils visualise things differently. The Times Educational Supplement Available at: https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/docview/2442751633?pq-origsite=primo&accountid=130472 (Accessed on 5/4/2021)
Fisher, D., Frey, N. and Hattie, J. (2017) Teaching Literacy in the Visible Learning Classroom p.10 Available at: https://www.readpbn.com/pdf/Teaching-Literacy-in-the-Visible-Learning-Classroom-Grades-K-5-Sample-Pages.pdf (Accessed on 28/3/2021)
Formby, S. (2014) Children’s early literacy practices at home and in early years settings: Second annual survey of parents and practitioners Key Findings Available at:   https://teams.microsoft.com/_#/pdf/viewer/teams/https:~2F~2Fuowtsd.sharepoint.com~2Fteams~2FSwanseaSJIE5002_GRP~2FShared%20Documents~2FGeneral~2FReading%20Materials~2F2014_01_01_free_research_-_childrens_early_literacy_practices_key_findings.pdf_K8SZLOa.pdf?threadId=19:4d1933bc83bb4abfb166f4c26d9b4676@thread.tacv2&baseUrl=https:~2F~2Fuowtsd.sharepoint.com~2Fteams~2FSwanseaSJIE5002_GRP&fileId=f7993f9b-aaa3-4b9d-acb2-d10b749125ac&ctx=files&rootContext=items_view&viewerAction=view (Accessed on 29/3/2021)
Hartas, D. (2012) Children’s social behaviour, language and literacy in early years, Oxford Review of Education Available at: https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/doi/pdf/10.1080/03054985.2012.699748?needAccess=true (Accessed on 1/4/2021)
Kovach, B. and Da Ros-Voseles, D., (2011) Communicating with Babies. YC Young Children, Volume 66 (Issue 2) Available at: https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/docview/874262859?pq-origsite=primo&accountid=130472 (Accessed on 29/3/2021)
Lukie, I.K., Skwarchuk, S., Lefevre, J. and Sowinski, C., (2014) The Role of Child Interests and Collaborative Parent-Child Interactions in Fostering Numeracy and Literacy Development in Canadian Homes. Early Childhood Education Journal, Vol.42(Issue 4), pp. 251-259. Available at: https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/docview/1526101617?pq-origsite=primo&accountid=130472 (Accessed on 28/3/2021)
Murray, A. and Egan, S. M. (2014) ‘Does reading to infants benefit their cognitive development at 9-months-old? An investigation using a large birth cohort survey’, Child Language Teaching and Therapy, Volume 30 (Issue 3), pp. 303–315. Available at: https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/docview/1564006540?pq-origsite=primo&accountid=130472 (Accessed on 29/3/2021)
Stanborough, R. (2019) Born This Way: Chomsky’s Theory Explains Why We’re So Good at Acquiring Language  https://www.healthline.com/health/childrens-health/chomsky-theory Accessed on (3/4/2021)

Stierer, B. and Maybin, J. (1994) Language, Literacy and Learning in Educational Practice – Extracts from Thought and Language and Mind and Society by Lev Vygotsky Available at: https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=Nbm3IKdE35sC&oi=fnd&pg=PA45&dq=vygotsky+thought+and+language+pdf&ots=dBjCW-ynw2&sig=XGE_LaYqkRIOWDL8Ji32atEPCUc#v=onepage&q&f=false  (Accessed on 31/3/2021)
Welsh Assembly Government (2019) Curriculum for Wales Available at: https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/languages-literacy-and-communication/ (Accessed on 28/3/2021)
Whitehead, R. (2007) Developing Language and Literacy with Young Children. London: SAGE Publications Ltd (0-8 Series). Available at: http://www.doi.org/10.4135/9781446214534 (Accessed on 28/3/2021)





	
	
	



