Nurturing Young Minds: A Reflective Commentary on My Role in Developing Children’s Literacy Skills.
By Zoe Williams

This essay is divided into two sections. The first section examines the theoretical foundations of literacy skills and considers the impact of weak speaking and listening skills on reading, writing and cognitive ability. The second section provides a reflective analysis of a video reading session, illustrating the practical application of the theories explored in the first section.

Part One
Cognitive development and literacy learning are influenced by various psychological and linguistic theories. Noam Chomsky, B.F. Skinner, and Lev Vygotsky have each contributed significantly to our understanding of how individuals acquire language and develop literacy skills. Chomsky’s (1965) theory of innate language structures, Skinner’s (1957) behaviourist approach, and Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory provide different perspectives on learning and literacy development. This essay examines their impact on cognitive development and literacy learning, comparing their theories and discussing their implications in educational settings.  

Noam Chomsky revolutionized linguistic theory with his concept of Universal Grammar (UG), arguing that humans are born with an innate ability to acquire language (Chomsky, 1965). He rejected the behaviourist notion that language learning is purely a result of environmental conditioning. Instead, he proposed that children have an inborn “Language Acquisition Device” (LAD) that allows them to learn language naturally, provided they are exposed to linguistic input. Chomsky’s concept of universal grammar suggests that children are naturally wired to acquire language. And literacy interventions can support this process by providing structured exposure to reading and writing. With literacy interventions focusing on phonics, syntax, and meaningful language use, the writers’ bespoke literacy interventions help children strengthen their linguistic abilities in ways that align with their natural cognitive development. Chomsky’s theories have had a profound impact on literacy education. His emphasis on innate structures suggests that children do not learn language solely through repetition but rather through meaningful interactions with language. This perspective supports phonics-based reading instruction, which aligns with the idea that children can recognize linguistic patterns and develop reading skills naturally (Cockroft and Atkinson 2017). This connection highlights how targeted literacy instruction can enhance children’s reading and writing skills by tapping into their inherent language-learning mechanisms. However, critics argue that Chomsky’s theory does not fully account for the role of social and environmental factors in literacy development. It overlooks the impact of poverty, adverse childhood experiences, the home environment, and the challenges faced by children with English as an additional language or additional learning needs. These factors play a crucial role in shaping literacy outcomes, highlighting the limitations of a purely biologically driven approach (Allott, Lohndal and Ray, 2021).

On the other hand, Lev Vygotsky sociocultural approach to cognitive and literacy development, emphasizes the role of social interaction and cultural tools (Vygotsky, 1978). He argued that language development occurs through guided participation and scaffolding, where more knowledgeable others (MKO) such as parents and teachers help children reach higher levels of understanding within their Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). Vygotsky’s theories closely align with the writer’s literacy interventions, by emphasizing the role of social interaction and guided learning in children’s language development. Vygotsky’s concept of the ZPD suggests that children learn best when they receive support from a more knowledgeable other (MKO), the writer’s literacy interventions include group work and scaffolding-providing structured guidance through phonics, reading strategies and comprehension skills, so that children can progressively develop their literal abilities. By engaging children in meaningful dialog, collaborative reading and interactive activities, these interventions align with Vygotsky’s theory. His emphasis on social learning supports collaborative learning, peer discussions, and teacher-student interactions as essential components of literacy education. Strategies such as guided reading, dialogic teaching, and interactive writing are based on Vygotsky’s principles (Nicholas, Veresov, and Clark, 2021). His work also underscores the importance of cultural context in shaping literacy practices, highlighting that literacy is not just about decoding words but also about making meaning within a social framework (Srensen, et al. 2021).

Vygotsky’s theory has significant implications for literacy instruction, it provides a valuable lens for understanding how socio-economic disparities impact literacy development in schools such as the writers, with both affluent and disadvantaged pupils (Bradbury, 2019). Vygotsky emphasized the role of social interaction and scaffolding in learning, arguing that children acquire literacy skills most effectively within their ZPD when supported by a MKO, such as parents, teachers, and peers (Arasomwan, and Mashiy, 2021). However, socio-economic inequalities affect the availability of this support, with affluent pupils benefiting from book-rich environments, parental engagement, and extracurricular activities that reinforce literacy (Hutchings, 2021).  In contrast, disadvantaged pupils may rely more heavily on school-based scaffolding, making targeted interventions essential (Buckingham, Beaman and Wheldall 2023). UK policies such as The Curriculum for Wales’ Grant Support Programme (Gov.Wales 2025) aim to close this literacy gap by “funding additional support for a range of activities and interventions that enhance schools’ and settings’ ability to support their learners to progress” (Gov.Wales 2025). The funding is available as of April 2025, this highlights the need for sustained investment in structured scaffolding strategies, including peer-assisted learning and teacher-led interventions (Accurso and Gebhard, 2021). Vygotsky’s theory underscores the importance of equitable access to high-quality literacy support, ensuring all pupils, regardless of background, can progress within their ZPD and develop strong literacy skills (Murphy 2023).
Additionally, B.F. Skinner, a leading behaviourist, proposed that language and literacy skills develop through operant conditioning (Skinner, 1957). He argued that children learn language through imitation, reinforcement, and repetition. According to Skinner, positive reinforcement—such as praise or rewards—encourages correct language use, while incorrect usage is discouraged through lack of reinforcement.
Skinner’s approach has influenced structured literacy instruction, particularly phonics and direct instruction models. Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning provides a strong foundation for the writer’s literacy interventions. The writer's literacy interventions incorporate repetitive practice, rewards for correct reading, and systematic phonemic awareness training, all of which reflect behaviourist principles (Feeley 2022). However, critics argue that behaviourism does not explain the complexity of language acquisition, as it neglects the creative and generative aspects of language use (Chomsky, 1959). Nonetheless, Skinner’s work remains influential in early childhood literacy programs that emphasize reinforcement-based learning techniques (Schlinger 2022).
Chomsky, Skinner, and Vygotsky offer contrasting perspectives on cognitive development and literacy learning. While Chomsky emphasizes innate linguistic abilities, Skinner focuses on reinforcement, and Vygotsky highlights social interaction. In the writer’s modern educational settings, a balanced approach incorporating elements from all three theories is often used. For example, early literacy instruction benefits from structured phonics (Skinner’s reinforcement theory), exposure to rich language environments (Chomsky’s innateness hypothesis), and interactive, socially mediated learning experiences (Vygotsky’s sociocultural approach). By integrating these theories, the writer can create an effective literacy program that cater to diverse learning needs.

Part 2
The second part of this essay is a reflection, which involves critically examining a video presentation, I will be considering how it has influenced me and discuss how I plan to apply what I have learned. Reflecting on an experience is essential for deepening our learning, as it helps us gain insight and make the most of those experiences. To guide my reflection, I will use the Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988) a widely recognised model developed by Graham Gibbs in 1998. This framework includes six stages: describing the event, analysing the thoughts and feelings associated with it, evaluating the experience, considering different approaches, concluding what could have been done differently, and creating an action plan for future situations (Sicora, 2025).
In the video, I am seen reading a story to a group of KS2 children. The session took place in a home setting, with the children seated on the floor in front of me. The story was The Dinosaur That Pooped a Planet by Tom Fletcher and Dougie Poynter (Fletcher & Poynter 2013), a popular children's book. I used various vocal tones and facial expressions to bring the characters to life. The session lasted for about 5 minutes, and the children appeared attentive and engaged throughout, two of the children had ADHD and Autism, and they would occasionally interrupt and ask questions. As the session was timed, and due to frequent interruptions and redirections, I ran out of time and was unable to ask follow-up questions to check their understanding and retention of the story. My plan was to link this activity with Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) by assessing what they could understand with guidance.
At the start of the session, I felt positive about the student’s enthusiasm and engagement with the story, especially from those with ADHD, at one point in the video one of the students can be heard asking “how big is the building to fit a rocket?” (Williams, 2025). This showed they were actively listening and thinking critically. At times, I felt slightly challenged managing interruptions while trying to maintain the narrative flow. I also felt encouraged that the student’s questions indicated genuine curiosity and language development (Gaudreau, 2021). At the end of the session, I did feel frustrated and disappointed because I had prepared questions to scaffold their learning, and I couldn’t carry out that part of the session. However, I also understand that ADHD can make it hard for children to stay focused or sit through a story without engaging in other behaviours. Overall, the session went well. The children were engaged, and I was mostly able to maintain their attention through expressive reading and interactive questions. The interruptions from the children with ADHD and Autism provided opportunities to make the session more inclusive by addressing their questions and involving them in the storytelling process. However, I noticed that managing these interruptions while keeping the flow of the story was challenging. 
The success of the session can be attributed to my preparation and enthusiasm. I used different vocal tones and expressions to help make the story more engaging. The story captured the children’s attention and sparked lively engagement. The spontaneous questions and imaginative comments from the students supported Chomsky’s (1965) theory of innate language acquisition, indicating they were constructing rather than merely imitating language. I also used positive reinforcement to manage behaviour, praising relevant contributions, aligning with Skinner’s (1957) theory of operant conditioning. The interruptions highlighted the importance of being adaptable and responsive to the needs of all children (Niemi, 2020).  Incorporating more interactive elements and being patient with interruptions can make the storytelling experience more inclusive and engaging for children with diverse needs (Yeh, and Sharma, 2025).
This experience showed that structured story reading can be a powerful tool for engagement and language development, even in diverse classrooms (Yeh, and Sharma, 2025). However, it also highlighted the need to better manage spontaneous participation—especially from students with ADHD—without stifling their enthusiasm or curiosity (Michiels, et al.2025). Recognising these moments as learning opportunities was essential. I learned that while my storytelling skills are effective, there is always room for improvement, especially in managing a diverse group of children. Engaging children requires not just expressive reading but also interactive techniques and patience to address interruptions. (Michiels, et al. 2025). I also realized the importance of being adaptable and responsive to the children's reactions and needs.  This session highlighted how language learning and social interaction go together. The students’ engagement reflects Vygotsky’s (1978) theory that learning occurs through social interaction, especially when supported by a more knowledgeable other. The interruptions, though disruptive, were also opportunities to build on student interest within their ZPD. The use of praise and attention for on-task behaviour reflects Skinner’s (1957) behavioural theory—reinforcing positive actions led to more focused engagement over time. Meanwhile, Chomsky’s (1965) nativist perspective was evident in the students’ ability to form grammatically correct, creative questions without direct instruction, showcasing their innate grasp of language.
For future storytelling sessions, I plan to: 
· Build in buffer time to handle interruptions.
· Incorporate more interactive elements, such as asking questions and encouraging children to predict what happens next. 
· Use props or visual aids to make the story more engaging. 
· Develop strategies to manage interruptions effectively, such as setting clear expectations at the beginning and being patient and responsive to questions. 
· Observe and respond to the children's reactions more closely to ensure everyone is involved. 
· Continue applying Vygotsky’s (1978) scaffolding techniques, reinforce positive behaviour in line with Skinner (1956), and remain attentive to language development as per Chomsky’s (1965) model.
Reflecting on this experience using Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1988) has provided valuable insights into my storytelling techniques. By recognizing my strengths and identifying areas for improvement, I can enhance my ability to engage and inspire young audiences, including those with diverse needs. 
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