Reflective Commentary

Introduction

This is a two-part assignment; the first part is based on theoretical evidence on Literacy and how it is a key to learning. The second part is a reflection on my contribution to developing literacy skills of young people, based on a video presentation where I read a text excerpt from a Novel to a class of Key Stage 3 students.

Part 1

Literacy development has been a central focus in education, with various theorists contributing significantly to understanding cognitive development and learning experiences. Among these theorists, Noam Chomsky (1965), B.F. Skinner (1957) and Lev Vygotsky (1978) have had an impact on literacy development. Their theories on language, learning processes and the role of social interaction have shaped teaching methods and influenced policies within Education (Lightbrown and Spada, 2013). Alongside, factors such as poverty, home environment and emotional needs can further complicate literacy and learning experiences (National Literacy Trust, 2019). This essay will discuss three theorists, comparing their views and linking them to practices and policies. Whilst also reflecting on the writer's contribution to developing literacy skills within a Comprehensive School. 

Firstly, Chomsky’s theory of universal grammar suggests that humans are born with the ability to obtain language. Humans can do this without instruction, suggesting that human brains are prewired to recognise and learn patterns within a language (Sobecks, 2020). Chomsky’s theory is that children naturally learn language when exposed to it, showing the importance of strong linguistic environments in early education over rote memorisation (Chomsky, 1965). When teaching Comprehensive School learners, it becomes apparent that if they did not have strong linguistic environments in early childhood, their literacy skills are hugely affected. Making it harder for them to develop these skills through rote memorisation alone. Therefore, Chomsky disagreed with behaviourist theories like Skinner, whose theory is based on rote memorisation (Kuhl, 2000). However, Skinner's behaviourist theory and his concept of operant conditioning continue to be applied in educational settings. This theory emphasises the role of reinforcement in shaping language development and learning behaviours. This approach involves using positive rewards or negative consequences to increase desired behaviours, this is used by teachers to manage classroom dynamics effectively (Teaching Channel, 2021).  In the writers’ experience, using positive rewards when completing tasks can encourage learners to achieve. While Skinner's behaviourist approach has been influential, it has also faced criticism. Chomsky argued that Skinner's theory does not account for the detailed aspects of language development, suggesting that reinforcement alone is insufficient (Brodie, 2024). Vygotsky introduced in his theory the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), emphasizing the role of social interaction and scaffolding in cognitive development (Vygotsky, 1978). His theory suggests that literacy is acquired through scaffolding, where more knowledgeable individuals support learners until they can independently perform tasks. Vygotsky challenged the use of tests to assess literacy skills stating that observation of learners is equally important. He influenced how educators view children's social interactions, believing that language and learning can grow together through conversations with peers and teachers (Mooney, 2013). 

Following on from this, the Welsh Government ensure that policies support speech, language and communication from early years onward, addressing related issues where needed (Welsh Government, 2021). One of the most significant policies for literacy development has been the Donaldson Successful Futures Report (2015). This report hugely changed the curriculum in Wales as it emphasised the need for a broad, balanced and competency-based curriculum. Using literacy skills with critical thinking and problem-solving rather than traditional rote learning (Donaldson, 2015). This aligns with Vygotsky’s view that social interactions are vital for literacy development and goes against Skinner’s approach of rote memorisation. Pontardulais Comprehensive School (2022) states in its Literacy Policy that it aims to raise literacy standards by embedding reading, oracy and writing across the curriculum and not just in Literacy lessons. This will equip learners with the skills needed for further education, work and adult life. They believe Literacy is a vital life skill, helping young people understand and interpret language, draw conclusions from evidence and communicate clearly, fluently and effectively.  As the writer has experienced, this can only happen within the classroom if the learner has a more knowledgeable adult or peer present to discuss tasks, break them down and help to further develop their skills. Scaffolding helps to gain independence and confidence in learning, allowing collaborative approaches in literacy education between learners and the teacher (Billings and Walqui, 2017). Additionally, research on learning styles states that learners can be visual, auditory or kinaesthetic (Gutierrez et. al, 2018). As the writer has encountered, recognising these differences with learners is key to creating inclusive strategies when teaching. Using multisensory tools, guided reading and interactive storytelling alongside including content within lessons that targets all learning styles is key to progressing learners’ literacy development and understanding (De Juan, 2015). 

Additionally, as the writer has encountered, pupils learn in varied ways based on cognitive, social and emotional factors (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). As stated by Child Poverty Action Group (2023), a huge influence on learners' literacy and oracy skills is poverty. Children from low-income families often experience limited exposure to strong linguistic environments. According to Public Health Wales (2020), minimal parental involvement, emotional challenges or low self-esteem and the effects of trauma due to Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) have an impact on literacy skills. Supporting learners who have these experiences through intervention programmes can help develop their literacy whilst also targeting their emotional needs. The writer has experience in providing support for learners who have had these experiences. The Boxall Profile helps identify the level of support a pupil needs, guiding decisions on interventions such as nurturing groups to help with emotional needs (Pontarddulais, 2022). Additionally, bilingual learners face unique challenges and need targeted support to develop language skills in both their first and second languages (Garcia and Kleifgen, 2018). Pontardulais Comprehensive School (2021) states in their Bilingual Policy that offering bilingual opportunities enriches pupils’ experiences, fosters open-mindedness and supports their cognitive and personal development, preparing them to thrive in society. 

In conclusion, the contributions of Chomsky, Skinner and Vygotsky offer valuable input on the development of literacy, each highlighting different yet complementary aspects of learning and development. These theories continue to influence educational practice and policy by emphasising social interaction, critical thinking and learner independence. Drawing on the writers’ experience, Vygotsky’s theory of the Zone of Proximal Development stands out as particularly effective in supporting literacy development, as it recognises the importance of structured learning and collaborative support. Successful literacy education must also consider factors such as emotional well-being, social background and individual learning styles. Recognising and responding to these allows educators to create more inclusive and supportive environments where all learners can achieve their best and develop their literacy skills. 
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Part 2
Reflective practice is a fundamental part of professional development in education. It enables practitioners to examine their actions, learn from their experiences and refine their practice for improved outcomes (Jasper, 2013). One widely used model that supports this is Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988), which offers a structured and systematic approach to reflection. The cycle consists of six stages: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and an action plan (Ocampo et al., 2025). This essay uses Gibbs’ model to reflect on a recent experience, where I engaged students with a reading from Stone Cold by Robert Swindells. The lesson focused on developing students’ reading comprehension, inferencing skills and the ability to use quotes to support their ideas to develop their literacy skills. 
The group I worked with consisted of Key Stage 3 students and reading a novel that explores issues such as homelessness, survival and trust (Swindells, 2016). My task was to read aloud one of the Daily Standing Orders written from the perspective of Shelter, one of the central characters in the novel. These diary-style entries are essential in understanding Shelter’s character. I read the passage using an animated and expressive tone to convey the character’s personality and emotional state. As Peachey (2015) highlights, effective use of voice, including rhythm, pace, volume, pitch and emotion, adds a deeper layer of meaning to a story. Through both listening and observing the reader’s expression, students can engage and enjoy more. Following the reading, I prompted students to interpret the passage and support their ideas with quotations. I used open-ended questions to encourage deeper thought, and I offered praise and encouragement in response to student contributions (Welsh Government, 2010).
At the start of the lesson, I felt optimistic and enthusiastic about engaging students with the novel. Reading aloud is an aspect of teaching I genuinely enjoy and I felt reasonably confident in my ability to bring the character to life. This aligns with Cremin et al. (2008), who state that expressive reading can significantly boost student engagement and comprehension. Despite my initial confidence, I was also slightly apprehensive about ensuring that every student, regardless of their literacy ability, could follow and understand the extract. This awareness of different abilities highlights the necessity for differentiation to ensure access to learning for all students (Tomlinson, 2014). As the lesson progressed, I was encouraged by the students’ attention. Their body language indicated interest and some students reacted visibly and verbally to Shelter’s disturbing character, suggesting emotional and cognitive engagement with the text, which showed understanding (Gamble, 2013). However, during the questioning part, my confidence wavered. While some students responded with thoughtful answers, others appeared unsure, reluctant or disengaged. This variation highlighted the importance of scaffolding to support learners at different levels, a concept supported by Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of the Zone of Proximal Development.
Upon evaluation, there were some positive parts to this lesson. The expressive reading approach engaged student interest and promoted understanding of the character’s emotions and motives. Research shows that emotional engagement with a text is a powerful tool for deepening comprehension skills and promoting motivation (OECD, 2019). Another success was the quality of responses from some students, they demonstrated their ability to infer meaning and support their ideas with evidence. These are skills in line with Key Stage 3 expectations outlined in the Curriculum for Wales Programme of Study for English (Welsh Government, 2016). However, some students remained silent throughout the discussion. This lack of participation may have been due to the complexity of the text or my questions, a lack of confidence or a lack of scaffolding. Reflecting on this, I realised that I had not provided enough support to help all students make connections or simplified the questions to ensure they understood.
When analysing this experience, it is clear to me that expressive reading helped to maintain students' focus and interest. Using varied tone and facial expressions allowed them to connect with the character and understand his motives. Gibbons (2009) supports this by stating that expressive reading can improve both comprehension and engagement. However, the questioning stage showed me I need to put more into my planning. Some students found the questions too difficult, while others may not have understood what I was asking of them. According to Sherrington (2019), effective teaching involves structuring support to help students tackle tasks just beyond their current ability. I recognise that I could have used scaffolding techniques like sentence starters or model responses to help with understanding. Additionally, tools such as highlighters and visuals might have been helpful for students who struggle with reading text or writing out answers. The Education Endowment Foundation (2021) suggests that visual supports help to enhance comprehension and understanding when used with verbal explanations.
In conclusion, this experience has demonstrated the powerful impact of expressive reading in promoting engagement and understanding to develop literacy skills. It also emphasised the importance of thoughtful planning, especially around the use of questioning strategies that cater to all learners. In future lessons, I intend to plan more thoroughly, incorporating differentiation to ensure all students can participate fully. Furthermore, I learned that visible engagement does not always mean there is deeper understanding. Some students may appear to show engagement but still struggle to analyse and interpret texts. This highlights the importance of simplified questioning and support for certain individuals. Additionally, I plan to integrate more learning aids for students’ individual needs, ensuring all have access to the learning objectives. Reflecting on this lesson using Gibbs’ model has enabled me to recognise both the strengths and areas for growth in my practice when working within literacy. While the expressive reading element successfully engaged many students, the questioning phase showed a need for more careful differentiation and structured support. Moving forward, I will apply these to ensure that all learners are supported within their literacy development.
My action plan moving forward would be to provide a brief overview of the story before reading, which can help students grasp the plot more easily (Gibbons, 2009). My questioning would include a balance of easier and slightly more complex questions to suit different ability levels. As Tomlinson (2019) argues, differentiated questioning ensures that all students can engage meaningfully and experience success. For students requiring additional support, I would prepare sentence starters, model answers and offer time for paired or small-group discussion before sharing with the whole class. Quigley (2024) says that peer discussion helps students organise their thoughts and deepen their understanding. These strategies moving forward would provide a more inclusive learning environment and further develop students literacy skills.
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