             Action Points:
             1. Name the theory and provide the original publication date
             2. Keep up the good work!

SJIE5002 - Literacy; A Key to Learning

Based on theoretical evidence, evaluate and reflect on your personal contribution to developing the literacy skills of children and young people within your video presentation.

Literacy is an essential skill that needs to be mastered by children and young people to enable them to achieve their full potential in life. Literacy not only comprises of the basic skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing, but also encompasses the ability to make sense of the world around us via interpreting and communicating written and spoken language (Welsh Government, 2013, p.16).  In this reflective commentary I will be focussing on critically evaluating theories on language development, including Chomsky’s theory that humans are born with the ability to acquire language (1986).  Bronfenbrenner’s theory of Ecological Systems and the balance between nature versus nurture (1979), and Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development theory and the importance of Most Knowledgeable Others (MKO’s) in supporting learning (Bates, 2019).  In addition to this I will examine links between poor oracy skills and the development of reading, writing and cognition.  I will also explore strategies and approaches to supporting learners with poor literacy skills as well as reflecting on my own experience of reading a story to a class of Key Stage 1, Reception/Year 1 children in one’s own setting.  
Literacy is defined by the Welsh government as “the use of language skills in daily activities at school, at home, at work and in the community” (Welsh Government, 2013, p.16).  It is based on reading, writing and oral language development and is categorised into three separate strands, these are: oracy, reading and writing skills.  Oracy is the expression and communication of feelings, thoughts and needs through spoken word, further subdivided into speaking, listening and collaboration.  Reading allows us to access information that can help us understand ourselves and the world around us and is categorised by comprehension and analysis.  Finally, writing enables us to record, communicate and express our thoughts, opinions and feelings using language (Welsh Government, 2013, pp. 16-19).

The Literacy and numeracy Framework for Wales was developed with the aim of nurturing excellent numeracy and literacy skills in children during their time in school, by adopting a cross curricular approach.  All teachers are responsible for this with the expectation on learners to develop their literacy skills across the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2013).  However, concerns regarding the current curriculum being outdated and not allowing teachers sufficient power to make decisions led to the need for change (Welsh Government, 2015). Subsequently, in 2014 professor Graham Donaldson was asked by the welsh Government to examine the current curriculum, resulting in the Successful Futures report, outlining progression steps to ensuring the best possible education for children in Wales.  This will be achieved by the introduction of four purposes integrated within the 2022 curriculum.  The new curriculum states that children and young people will be: “ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, healthy, confident individuals and ethical, informed citizens”.  Literacy will be one of six areas of learning contributing to these purposes. (Welsh government, 2015).  However, research by the National Literacy trust has revealed that 1 in 8 people in wales still lack basic literacy skills (2017).  
This is compounded by the fact that children from disadvantaged backgrounds are less successful in education than those from more affluent backgrounds, with only 25% of children in receipt of free school meals attaining 5 GCSE’s or more.  Furthermore, The Communication Trust states that over 50% of children living in poorer communities demonstrate delayed communication skills starting school but claim that this can be rectified with appropriate support.  In addition to this 50-90% of children with long term communication difficulties will develop difficulties in reading (nd).  Previous research projects have indicated a link between poverty and confidence in literacy skills and suggest that children who have had opportunities to develop confidence in literacy skills outside school have a significant advantage (Hirsch, 2007). 
The Effective Pre-school, Primary and Secondary Education study (EPPSE) was instigated in 1997 with the aim of focussing on the efficacy of preschool education.  The study found that children who had experienced early years education were more likely to achieve grades A-C in GCSE English.  These findings have directly contributed to the provision of free pre-school education to children living in deprived areas (Waldren, 2017).  The Welsh Government, Flying Start programme offers free part-time childcare for children under 4 living in Wales’ most disadvantaged areas (Welsh Government, 2017 p.2).  However, the scheme has been heavily criticised for excluding those that most need support due to children residing outside of the designated areas and has been labelled as a “postcode lottery” (BBC News, 2018).  
The responsibility of nurturing early literacy practices not only lies with educators but is also the responsibility of parents or guardians.  The National Literacy Trust conducted an early year’s literacy survey which uncovered that 71.7% of children look at or read stories at home, making them more likely to have above average vocabulary and enjoy stories more than those who are not read to.  However, the same study communicated that more girls than boys read every day, with twice as many boys reading from a touch screen (Formby, 2014).  
These early literacy practices are underpinned by the idea that children watch and learn from their parents through stimulus response (Bates, 2019, p.210).  This was generally agreed by theorists until the American linguist Noah Chomsky presented the idea that humans are born with pre-existing mental structures, including an inherent language structure (Bartlett & Burton, 2016, p.214).  This is referred to as the Language Acquisition device (LAD) (1986) and it is via this that language growth evolves as humans develop (Bates, 2019, p.210).  Critics of this theory have implied a legitimate problem with the LAD and question how it can be capable of the selection of grammar for a language that is infinite, not to mention the variation of dialects (Hausser, 2004).
In contrast to this, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) places the learner at the heart of a wider series of increasingly complex systems that define the environmental factors which impact the Childs learning.  These range from the immediate environment of home, extending to wider societal issues such as unemployment levels (Bartlett & Burton, 2019, p.265-266).  It is this theory which is at the core of the Flying Start Programme as previously discussed.  
Vygotsky’s theory of The Zone of Proximal Development refers to the system of learning via social interaction, placing emphasis on the roles of culture and community.  Integral to this model is the use of MKO’s in the scaffolding process, these can be family, friends, peers and teachers (Bates, 2019, p.48).  Therefore, the child is learning literacy skills from parents in the early years and, on and throughout school from teachers and teaching assistants (TA’s).  Nonetheless, critics of this theory suggest that it fails to acknowledge that individuals can develop a sense of personal understanding, allowing them to rise above their social norms (Bates, 2019, p.49).  In one’s own environment the school curriculum policy states that the teaching of literacy and numeracy is promoted within all subjects, with the purpose of acquiring skills, knowledge and understanding, working collaboratively and co-operatively where applicable (Gors Community School, 2019).  An example of the support provided by MKO’s in aiding literacy learning is the way in which TA’s administer support in delivering Rapid Reading sessions in one’s own setting.  This intervention strategy focuses on those with below average reading ages and is overseen by the classroom TA.  This initiative has proven to be highly successful in improving children’s reading ages.  
One’s own experience of reading to a group of children was undertaken with the objective to making a personal contribution towards developing literacy skills.  This was embarked upon by recording the session with a view to evaluate and reflect on one’s progress.  There are various theories on reflective practice, Donald Schon, American professor of Education and author is best known for his work on the subject.  His book, The Reflective Practitioner, presented his ideas on how professionals possess a unique, instinctive ability to solve problems and to create and apply knowledge in the moment (Wieringa, 2011).  For the purpose of this reflective commentary, I will be following Gibbs’ model of reflection which presents a framework comprising of six stages: “description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action plan”.  It is these stages that enable the individual to examine their experience and plan and learn from success or failure (University of Edinburgh, 2020).
The story chosen was Monkey Puzzle by Julia Donaldson and the target group were key stage one children in a mixed reception/year one class.  Prior to commencing the story session my feelings were mixed, there were initial feelings of anxiety, predominantly over concerns regarding class management.  The layout I selected was to sit in the “teaching zone” reading to the children sitting on the carpet facing towards the reader.  Children getting bored and restless, can be an unwelcome outcome of carpet time activities, and this needed to be avoided.  TES news reported that children display obvious boredom and restlessness during carpet time and recommend that it should not last for more than 15 minutes per day (Yule, 2005).  The story and introduction activity did not exceed 7 minutes which was key to the success of the session in keeping the children engaged.  The anxiety soon subsided as the session progressed, leaving instead enthusiasm and excitement.  
When reading the story, I incorporated the use of visual aids by turning the book outwards, facing the children as the story was read.  This allowed the group to engage in the illustrations as well as the text, demonstrating varied styles of learning.  Neil Flemings Visual, Auditory, Reading and Kinaesthetic (VARK) model of learning styles (2001) describes visual learners as having the ability to create mental images through thinking in pictures, allowing them to learn via sight.  Whereas auditory learners possess the ability to think in words, thereby learning via listening (Bates, 2019, p.120).  The story was read clearly and enthusiastically, however on reflection I feel that I could have enhanced the listeners experience further by using character voices as I read.  This would have demonstrated role model behaviours in the expression aspect of oracy, which could have been particularly beneficial to the auditory learners in the group and highly appropriate for the target age range.
I was able to integrate an element of Kinaesthetic learning by allowing the children to interact with the narration. This was accomplished by pointing to the pictures of the animals in the story, prompting the listener to tell the reader the names of the animals in the book.  After consideration, however I feel that I could have incorporated an additional component of Kinaesthetic learning.  This could have been achieved through providing props to the group such as animal puppets relevant to the story, allowing learning to take place through greater use of expression via interaction with the surrounding space and others.  
The follow up activity was appropriately suited to the theme of the story, providing an additional opportunity for the listener to interact with the reader.  Asking the question “why do none of butterfly’s babies look like her?” established a link to the activity which was based on the life cycle of a Caterpillar.  In addition to this, the follow up activity contained a cross curricular element as it was a science-based exercise.  This links into the cross curricular approach of the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework.
In conclusion, I would consider the session as successful.  This I can attribute to effective class management and the way visual learning was incorporated along with Kinaesthetic and auditory learning.  These are skills which have been developed from experience of working within key stage one, observing the class teachers’ techniques.  However, the experience of the listener could have been enhanced by observing other methods of learning, such as Gardner’s multiple intelligence theory (1993), comprising of nine categories of intelligence and applying the individual elements to one’s session (Bates, 2019, p.84).  Therefore, I have learned that effective planning could ensure that future sessions are more accessible and engaging for different types of learners.  Consequently, I will custom future sessions by taking into consideration learning styles and how these can be catered for in relation to the chosen theme.
In a broader sense, literacy and its individual components of listening, speaking, reading and writing are skills that require nurturing from pre-school age onwards.   If Chomsky’s theory is accurate the brain is formed with a pre-existing ability that is crucial to this process.  This, in conjunction with Bronfenbrenner’s ideas on the importance of environmental factors and Vygotsky’s concept of Scaffolding via MKO’s can ensure learners are provided with the greatest opportunity for success.  Nonetheless, the likelihood of receiving this crucial support can vary depending on factors such as family circumstances, environmental conditions and quality of schooling.   
Despite the existence of these theories it has been proven that 25% of the welsh population experience difficulty in literacy.  However, an important catalyst for change has emerged in the form of the Successful Futures Report, by Professor Donaldson where it states that within the 2022 curriculum “literacy and numeracy will mean much more than having a basic ability” (Welsh Government, 2015, p.6).  This can potentially provide the platform for significant changes in education, heralding improvement in literacy skills for future generations.  
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