Literacy: A Key to Learning
By Rebecca Jones – 2416233
Part one: 
I am going to explore the link between language, literacy, and cognition, alongside the core theories behind how children develop these skills, focusing on how oracy serves as the vital foundation for language learning. I will examine how a gap in oracy skills can hinder a child’s progress in reading, writing and overall cognitive development. 
 Chomsky in the 1950’s suggested that humans are born with an innate ability for language, shaped by a predisposition as a Language Acquisition Device, or LAD that underpins all developing language (Lemetyinen, 2023). Language acquisition initiates through our interaction with babies via smiling, gazing, singing, and chatting, which babies will respond to reciprocally. These interactions and joint attention are the start of language acquisition, and when promoted, enable children to develop spoken language (Walker- Gleaves and Waugh, 2017). According to Yu and Gaab (2021) significant changes happen in an infant's developing brain when they actively engage with their linguistic environment. New neural pathways are formed as we learn, understanding neuroscience behind this process can offer insights into effectual learning approaches (Bennett, 2026). Observations from brain research have fundamentally reshaped both theoretical models, governmental policy, and indirectly practice, in early years education (Anderson et al., 2016). The Early Years Foundation Phase Framework highlights how crucial language and vocabulary are for building a child’s early literacy skills and focuses on giving children the tools and knowledge they need to become confident, ambitious, and capable learners (Welsh Government, 2022).  Language, literacy, and theory of mind are deeply connected. Language development serves as the foundation for literacy, as it enables children to communicate their needs, emotions, and desires, whilst strengthening their reading and writing skills. Theory of mind is fundamental for understanding social interactions which is a principal facet of literacy and language development (Farrar and Magg (2002). Reading to young children is an essential foundation for language and literacy development as it strengthens vocabulary growth. Richman and Colombo (2007) cited by Murray and Egan (2013) explored how the regularity and nature of book reading sessions impacted the expressive and receptive vocabulary of infants aged 10 to 17 months. The results indicated that increased reading frequency and wider variety of books read, the higher quality of vocabulary achieved. 
Piaget’s theory (1921) of cognitive development depicts the way in which children’s thinking progresses through four distinct stages, markedly affecting their language acquisition and use. The Sensory Motor Stage (birth to 2 years), the Preoperational Stage (2 to 7 years), the Concrete Operational Stage (7 to 11 years), and the Formal Operational Stage (11 years and up). Piaget’s theory shows how children’s language skills grow alongside their thinking abilities, emphasising that their stage of development determines how they learn to communicate (Lee, 2025). A weakness in Piaget’s theory according to Education Wave – Pros and Cons Explained, (2025) is that social and cultural factors are largely overlooked, and personal experiences on language development are neglected in this theory.
Oracy is the ability to express thoughts clearly through speech, while effectively listening to and understanding others. Oracy is a tool which develops opportunities for successful interactions and have meaningful conversations, which give individuals the confidence to put their views across. Good oracy skills allow children to cultivate a growth mindset by asking questions to gain further understanding and to apply critical thinking and reasoning, especially in a digital age where accuracy of information is optional (National Literacy Trust, 2024). Unaccomplished oracy skills can have considerable adverse ramifications on a child’s development and academic success; it can significantly impact language and literacy development by limiting a child’s ability to engage with language in meaningful ways. This in turn affects their learning across the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2022). Other repercussions of poor oracy include; reduced academic performance, confined metacognitive regulation, limited social interactions, decreased confidence, and limited opportunities (Schofield, 2023). Encouraging exploratory talk can help reduce the gaps in attainment and inclusion, for children with speech and language difficulties, prioritising oracy is not just beneficial it is essential (Patterson 2026).  
Dahlberg et al., (1999, as cited in Anderson, 2016) recognised that children’s lives are shaped by their surroundings and with their relationships with others. Research discovered that a child’s family, social, and cultural environment significantly shapes their early literacy skills and readiness for school. In the last decade, literacy has become a recognised priority in early childhood education. Literacy is a socio-political tool linking local and global contexts (Anderson et al., 2016)
Evidence suggests according to Lee and Pring (2015) that countless children who encounter early socio-economic disadvantage have interrupted language development. A leading cause of prevailing challenges relating poverty to educational underachievement is the ‘literacy achievement gap’ for children from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds (Killett, 2009). Children from disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to have help with homework in contrast with their economically advantaged peers, other factors may include involvement with activities and clubs that provide experiences and opportunities due to transport costs and participation fees (Ridge, 2002). Poverty profoundly impacts children across multiple dimensions, with consequences that often persist into adulthood. The primary outcomes include poor health, poor cognitive development, low self-esteem, inadequate educational attainment, and substandard housing conditions (Ridge, 2002). An indicator of adult omission can be the lack of literacy adeptness as a child. Literacy proficiency may be the avenue out of poverty. Offering opportunities, having quality books accessibly available and providing support to parents will build confidence and promote self-esteem (Killett, 2009). The OECD (2024) emphasises that educational underachievement does not inevitably result in permanent social exclusion. Killett (2009) suggests that high levels of reading engagement can effectively offset the academic disadvantages often faced by children from low-income or less educated backgrounds. According to the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2026) removing the two-child limit is the most impactful step the government could take to significantly reduce child poverty. Inefficient language skills starting school is commonly associated with social deprivation, but not entirely so.  As stated by Gross (2013) children from more affluent areas with ‘cash-rich, time-poor' parents, are starting school incapable of basic conversation skills. Limited time due to work commitments and over-use of technology are some theories that have been proposed to account for this, another explanation suggested by Gross (2013) is the invention of central heating, meaning families have fewer chances of communicating with each other as they no longer need to keep warm in the same room. Literacy expectations under the LNF framework fosters cross-curricular oracy, reading, and writing skills. To bridge the gap in these areas, there are many catch up interventions, such as; targeted phonics, 1-1 support, personalised digital tools, and a catch-up literacy programme (Gov.Wales, 2021). 
 Vygotsky’s theory (1962; 1978) argues social interaction and language development drive cognitive growth. He suggested that language serves as more than just a communication channel; it is a fundamental instrument for cognition and thought (McLeod, 2025b). At home children build literacy skills and unique strengths through daily interactions with their families through the lens of popular culture such as, music, films, theatre and television (Wamba, 2010). Drawing again on Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), effective teaching is about building on children’s background and cultural experiences. However, even though Vygotsky argued that language is primarily a product of social interaction rather than innate biology as Chomsky (1957) suggested, he also downplayed genetic factors in favour of cultural learning. Despite consistent social support, some children cannot reach certain cognitive milestones until they reach a specific biological age, in accordance with Piaget’s (1921) four stages of cognitive development (McLeod, 2025b).
Other barriers to literacy may include multilingualism, and hidden disabilities such as ACES, ASD, dyslexia, hearing impairment, visual impairment, ADHD, cognitive difficulties. Wyse et al., (2023) acknowledged the significance of accepting, celebrating and valuing all children, with an aim to provide an environment and opportunities which promotes equity, diversity, and inclusion. It is essential to note under The Equality Act (2010), not only is it a teacher's moral duty to promote equity and inclusivity but have a legal responsibility (Gov UK, 2010). Research suggests that children with SEND often face significant hurdles when learning English and developing language and literacy skills (Wyse et al., 2023).  The Education Endowment Foundation (2021) offers a guidance report that features strategies that teachers can utilize to support SEND learners, some of the strategies include; explicit modelling, breaking tasks into manageable chunks, using visual support (timelines), and working productively with teaching assistants to provide quality resources and interventions. There is evidence to suggest according to Wyse et al. (2023) the most effective way to deliver English to a multilingual child at the early stages of English language acquisition is the praxis of engaging children with rich spoken language with fluent English speakers, and providing resources with a variety of texts that depict varied languages and cultures, containing duel language texts and stories, and incorporating multilingual displays and labels reinforces that all languages are valued. Strong oracy skills are vital for multilingual children, and all children, empowering them to voice their ideas with confidence and engage critically with the world (National Literacy Trust, 2024).
Part 2:
Following reading Stick Man with a group of children, I will use Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988) (McLeod,2025a) to reflect on my personal contribution to supporting and developing their literacy skills. 
I choose Stick Man to read to a small group of Year 3 children as it promotes language and literacy skills through engaging, rhythmic structure, repetitive phrasing, and interactive nature that encourages story-telling and vocabulary development. 
Description: It was a Friday afternoon; we were in a small room; children sat on chairs facing me as I read the story. The children sat and listened, and some engaged when encouraged. I used different tone and pace of voice to convey emotion and meaning.
Feelings: Initially, I felt confident as this is a story I adore. I encouraged the children to join in the lyrical rhyming element that aids memory and helps anticipate what comes next, but not all children were keen to join in. I had a feeling of trepidation that I had chosen a book that was too immature for them. All children sat and listened however so was happy that they were listening, even if they were not all actively engaging. 
Evaluation: The session had varied findings. The lack of engagement from some of the group, may have resulted in missed opportunities to develop essential skills such as language acquisition, cognitive skills, emotional intelligence, resilience and communication skills. The children that were engaged were predicting and inferring about what will happen to Stick Man, as part of Literacy Framework Listening for meaning, progression step 3, fostering critical thinking skills which is vital for comprehension. The interactive nature of the book proved integral for language acquisition, as it allowed the children to engage in new vocabulary in a way that solidified their understanding (progression step 4). Engaging with the story helped cultivate emotional intelligence as the children empathised with Stick Man and saw the dangers from his perspective, we can associate this with Piaget’s Concrete Operational Stage (1921). The rhyming element of the story facilitates both memory retention and pronunciation making learning interactive and engaging (progression step 3). 
Analysis: I felt the children connected with the story because I projected enthusiasm. While I varied my tone and pitch to keep them engaged, I could have used even more dynamic expression to bring the narrative to life. Theories that support interactive storytelling include Social Constructivism. The active participants may have been in their Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1978) where my scaffolding successfully encouraged them to participate. The passive engagement of some children is not necessarily a bad thing, although evidence suggests that active participation leads to higher cognitive development and emotional investment (Vaahtoranta et al., 2019). On reflection the interactive element in this story did not allow for true dialogue, it was more performance based, lacking contingent feedback. Other observations indicated the girl's demonstrated engagement, in contrast to the boys, who chose not to. 
Conclusion: In retrospect I have realised that a “one-size-fits-all" approach to interactivity may inadvertently exclude certain groups, and I need to diversify my engagement strategies to ensure all children feel invited to participate. Furthermore, I have realised that my focus on repetitive refrains limited the sessions depth. By prioritising engagement through participatory reading, I missed greater opportunities to use more open-ended questions that would have challenged the children’s cognitive thinking.
Action Plan: To improve future sessions, I will implement a more diverse range of interaction techniques that cater to different learning styles and encourage deeper thinking, such as “pause points” for cognitive challenge, where I will ask high-level, open-ended questions.
Follow-on activity: STICK Man is broken after falling over a rock. Learning objective is to measure and record lengths accurately using a ruler in centre meters working in pairs. Differentiation and Challenge Strategies: Provide “helping hands” rulers with highlighted 0, 5, 8, and 20 marks, offer pre-cut pieces where children must match the sticks to drawing on a worksheet for SEND/lower ability. The growth challenge to extend for higher achievers – Stick Man has grown! If his body is now 30cm, and his arms are half the length of his legs, what would his new measurement be? The physical nature of this activity would be beneficial to enhance engagement, focus and concentration. Working with a partner would provide rich opportunities to develop oracy skills, under the key stage 2 Framework of aspects of speaking, listening, collaboration and discussion.

Conclusion:
Fundamentally, literacy development emerges from the convergence of theories from Chomsky, Piaget, and Vygotsky. Chomsky’s focus on innate ability ensures we respect a child’s natural capacity, while Piaget’s stages help tailor guidance to their cognitive level. Finally, Vygotsky’s social interaction emphasises the collaborative environment needed to bridge the gap between poor oracy skills and the development of language and literacy skills. 
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