Amy Delaney Literacy: a key to learning (ECIE5008)



The ability to read, write, speak and listen are key to being able to achieve an individual’s full potential in life. Being able to communicate effectively using oracy skills and having the ability to understand and use written text are vital in not only achieving academic and career success but also in building confidence and self-esteem (National Literacy Trust, 2017). This essay will critically evaluate theories of cognitive development and learning and how they contribute to literacy development.  It will also consider how changes in policy over recent years have had an impact on practices that support literacy development within education settings and the effect of poverty on language and literacy development.  The second part of this essay will use Gibbs reflective model (1988) to reflect on the writer’s contribution to developing the literacy skills of children and young people within a video presentation of a storytelling session. 
Results of the recent Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), shows Wales’s score for reading has declined and although this in part could be attributed to the impact of the COVID 19 pandemic (Welsh Government, 2023b), Wales has historically underperformed in these studies when compared with the other countries within the U.K (Welsh Government, 2023). In order to be able to improve literacy standards in Wales it is key that practitioners have an understanding of how language skills are acquired and developed. 
Behaviourist theorists such as Skinner (1938) believe language skills to be developed through imitation of a parent or carer. His theory of operant conditioning suggests that a child’s response is strengthened through reward. This theory would suggest that the process of language acquisition begins through imitation at a young age, sounds that are not reinforced fade away and are lost over time whereas those that are reinforced and repeated are added to the child’s vocabulary (Çakıroğlu, 2019). This process is then continued in the classroom when learning to read and write through the use of phonics systems, segmenting and blending words and through teachers developing skills sequentially from individual sounds to comprehending text (Robinson and Robinson, 2018). Teachers reward, reinforce and asses a child’s progress through the stages of literacy development.  
This process and underpinning behaviourist theories has been criticised as not taking into consideration the differences in individual learners cognitive processes and how these differences can interfere with the suggested learning practices.  This is particularly significant for children with additional learning needs or who have experienced adverse childhood experiences who may need teaching practices to be adapted to meet their individual needs.  Behaviourist theories place great significance on the output of the learning activity and not on the process itself (Aldhanhani and Abu-Ayyash, 2020), an approach that does provide opportunities for inclusion.
Chomsky (1969) challenged the behaviourist concepts of theorists such as Skinner. His nativist theory identified that young children are able to acquire language using an inborn language acquisition device (LAD). He hypothesised that young children were simply not exposed to the complex stimuli that would be required to develop these skills through operant conditioning but that we are born with an innate capacity for language which he referred to as universal grammar. He supported his theory by stating that children are able to develop language skills with ease with very little support from others. Critics would argue these skills are acquired in the same way we learn every other skill, demonstrated by a parents correcting a young child’s sentence structure in order to develop their skills, but Chomsky’s theory does not claim to focus on the specifics of native languages, purely on our innate ability that makes language learning possible (Joy, 2019).  
This nativist theory supports the introduction of the Welsh language within early year’s education in Wales. Birdsong and Molis (2001) found that second language acquisition declines with maturation. This is supported by the findings the Donaldson Successful Futures Report (2015) which identified that learning welsh at a young age had wider cognitive benefits. Welsh Government (n.d.) encourages the use of the Welsh language from birth to promote bilingualism within this critical developmental stage.
If the theory of innate universal grammar is to be accepted then we would assume that socioeconomic factors would have minimal impact on a child’s literacy development. However, statistics show a significant correlation between poverty and literacy skills. With Article 29 of the UNCRC (UNICEF, 2023) stating that all children have a right to an education that develops their abilities, it is concerning that research conducted by the National Literacy Trust (2023) found that “over a third of children eligible for free school meals are leaving primary school without reaching the expected level of reading”. This along with the impact of poverty on a child’s oracy skills as identified by the The Oracy All-Party Parliamentary Group (n.d.) who found that in some areas of deprivation 50 percent of children had delayed language skills when starting school, has given rise to oracy education programmes such as Voice 21 (n.d.) being used in many education settings to improve disadvantaged children’s spoken language development. The importance of good oracy skills was first highlighted when Bullock (1975) released the Language for Life report recommending that language be a key part of the curriculum for all ages. Practices that encourage development of oracy skills can be seen in our classroom with activities such as circle time and have also been reinforced following Donaldson Successful Futures Report (2015) with the introduction of the Literacy Framework (Welsh Government, 2020) which states that opportunities to develop listening, reading, writing skills should be embedded across the curriculum.
This clear link between socioeconomic status and literacy leads us to examine the social constructivist theory of Vygotsky (1978) and the role that scaffolding plays in the acquisition of literacy skills. Adults with poor literacy skills are more likely to be living in poverty (National Literacy Trust, 2008), “Poverty can strongly reduce parents’ ability to respond to their child’s early language needs and offer a home learning environment that enhances language skills in the early years” (Bryan, Freer and Furlong, 2007). Scaffolding is regularly used by teachers to support literacy development through supporting learning themselves or by using other children as the more knowledgeable other to support development through activities such as guided reading.  However, the development of early literacy skills is often hindered by the parent or guardian having low levels of literacy (Levine and Nidiffer, 1996). 
Axford (2007) hypothesised that students who are struggling with literacy skills can be helped by teaching a parent or carer as a significant other how to work with their child on literacy tasks. Family learning literacy programmes offer opportunities for families to learn together. Parents are supported not only to improve outcomes for the child but also to enhance their own skills to scaffold the child’s future learning and to improve their own opportunities for social mobility and inclusion. Sterian, (1997) found that a child is in the centre of a network that supports their learning which includes, peers, institutions, family and social groups providing support to acquire the necessary literacy skills.
In the next part of this essay I will reflect on the video presentation element of this module through the cyclical approach of Gibbs’s six stage reflective model (1988). I will describe the task and the feelings I had towards the given assessment. I will evaluate the process and will analyse my performance, draw conclusions on learning and develop a personal action plan to utilise findings in further study.
This assignment required me to record a video of myself reading a story to a group of children, I began by choosing a suitable story. My passion for music, rhythm and percussion led me to select a story that would allow the children to be active in the storytelling through the use of percussion and sound to enhance they’re learning and engage them in the story. According to Chao-Fernández, da Silva and Gillanders (2023) providing activities that link the spoken word to the language of music and the movement and gestures of the body, strengthens the intended learning in an holistic way.  This method of teaching also meets the cross curricular agenda of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020). 
Following some research I chose the book “We’re going on a bear hunt” by Michael Rosen (1989). I selected a range of percussion instruments and household items to produce sound effects that could be easily achieved by my selected group of children and would support the onomatopoeic nature of the story. I selected a portion of the book that I felt would fit within the allocated timings for the video. As I do not work within a school classroom, I invited a group of family friends to bring their five children aged between three and six years of age to listen and partake in the storytelling. I recorded a video of me telling the story with the children actively involved in the percussive element of the story and then introduced an extension activity of producing a craft based story map. This activity would allow the children to produce a graphic organiser which can improve comprehension and aid reading skills (Adler, 2023).
I felt excited about this task as storytelling is something I feel very passionate about. I believe that using rhythm with children can not only enhance learning but also promotes engagement and improves wellbeing. Using rhythm can also has a positive impact on self-regulation (Williams et al., 2023).
I was concerned that due to the age of the children that the excitement and novelty of having the instruments in front of them would result in the children possibly playing with these throughout the session, making it difficult to hear my voice, which could distract from the flow of the story. To avoid this I encouraged the children to experiment with the instruments before the story began. We talked about the sounds and what they reminded us of. I felt it was important to link the instruments to sounds and senses that the children could relate to. Before I began the storytelling we talked about the importance of listening to the story so they could identify which instrument they would need for their role of producing the desired sound effect. The children were excited about having a part to play within the storytelling. In advance of the session I felt it was critical that I ensured I knew the story well so that I could tell it freely and focus on using my tone, expression, volume, drum playing and gestures to signal to the children when to play and when to stop without having to give verbal commands. 
On evaluating the task I feel the session went well. The children were all engaged throughout the whole story. They waited intently for each interactive section, recognising the familiar pattern and repeated phrases of the story to anticipate which instrument or object they would need next and when they would need to join in with the sound effect. Some of the children danced through the drumming sections of the story and some remained seated on the floor but all of them moved their bodies rhythmically to the beat of the drum. 
When analysing the session I concluded that one of the factors that contributed to the success was that the children were already familiar with the story with each of them having experienced the text on more than one occasion in the past. Horst, Parsons and Bryan (2011) found that re-reading the same books facilitates learning and supports the acquisition of new vocabulary. The constructivist nature of the interactive storytelling enabled the children to build on their prior knowledge, using social interaction to enhance their learning. Introducing the percussive element to the already familiar story supports the works of Bruner (1977) and his theory of the spiral curriculum.
In conclusion, it is evident that levels of poverty, generational illiteracy and the Covid 19 pandemic are some of the many factors negatively impacting literacy levels in Wales. Using elements of behaviourism to introduce phonics, along with caregivers and professionals scaffolding learning in line with Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory and with the introduction of the new Curriculum for Wales’ clear literacy framework, there is scope to not only improve results but also to improve the future prospects of children by providing them with key skills required to succeed in adult life. “75%-80% of adults with high literacy ability agreed they were ‘satisfied with life so far’ compared to 45%-50% of those with very low literacy levels” (Bynner, Parsons and Basic Skills Agency, 1997).
Through my study within this module I have further developed and cemented my knowledge of the different learning theories and how elements can be utilised to promote literacy development within my setting as a family learning facilitator. I will continue to develop my storytelling skills and use them to promote language and oracy within the family learning setting to support and scaffold learning and to encourage progression and increase opportunities.
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