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Essay – Development of Literacy Skills in Children and Young People.

This essay will examine how the development of literacy skills has affected children and young people in educational settings and home environments.   Several theorists, along with literacy reports, policies, will be discussed.   

What is literacy, in simple terms:
	“The ability to read, write, speak and listen in a way that lets us communicate effectively and make sense of the world” (National Literacy Trust, 2025a).  

Even before birth, we learn about communication through our senses, highlighting the importance of literacy for development.   Literacy and communication accompany us from before we are born, making them essential skills for interacting with those around us. They enable us to develop our understanding of what is happening, which also enhances our empathy and informs our responses in various situations (Welsh Government, Education Wales, 2022). 

Within literacy, many issues can affect how someone learns the skills needed to communicate, whether through spoken, written, or signed language, as well as facial expressions. All literacy and communication skills begin at home; unfortunately, this can create significant gaps among different families.   There are many reasons for this, however, a major factor is poverty and deprivation (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2013).  
The implications of poverty for children growing up mean that they go without the basics in life.  It harms their health, their well-being and their education.   The Child Poverty Action Group (2025) stated that those children living in poverty, on average, do less well in education.  A statistic from the National Education Union (2024) has found that 79% of children who live in poverty have an inability to concentrate when in school.  They are falling behind before they even start school, as the financial income is much lower for them, meaning parents may have to choose between food and books to read with their children.   The provision of Flying Start was set up to help families who have children under 4 in disadvantaged areas in Wales (Welsh Government, 2024a).  Children attending these sessions have made improvements in language and reading skills and have progressed further in their concentration skills, giving them enhanced skills in preparation for school (Welsh Government, 2024b).   

Another contributing factor to literacy skills is additional learning needs (ALN).  Hidden disabilities (Kelly, and Mutebi, 2023), such as dyslexia, dyspraxia, ADHD, and ASD make learning to read and write more difficult.  This is because the children's understanding of concepts makes accessing standard teaching resources harder.  It can affect their ability to socialise and communicate effectively, which can also lead to low concentration levels (Snap, 2025).  As these needs are ‘invisible’ and not always identified, the child can be overlooked and associated with just being lazy rather than having a specific learning difference (SpLD) (British Dyslexia Association, 2025).  The impact this causes can lead those children to feel inadequate and uninterested, which creates another barrier to their learning (Save the Children, 2014).  

There is also the impact on children who have English as an Additional Language (EAL).   The language barrier between children and educators is particularly challenging, as children struggle to understand what is being asked of them and the lessons being taught. This difficulty, in turn, makes it hard for them to participate (EAL Hub, 2025).   In terms of language and communication, the child is playing catch-up in a new language and will need extra support from family and educators to progress in their second language, according to Estyn, around 25% of pupils in a school receive support in learning English as an additional language (Estyn, 2018). 

Literacy anxiety, though less recognised than mathematics anxiety, is still a form of learned helplessness often experienced by children labelled as thick or non-achievers.  This has become known as the Matthew Effect, which is essentially that poor readers stay poor readers.  Breaking the cycle means finding difficulties and addressing them accordingly (Didau, 2014, p.10).  Identifying a child's specific needs initially will provide educators with the strategies and resources necessary to assist in their literacy and communication development.  In education, everyone is responsible for ensuring that children develop strong literacy skills, not just those who teach literacy (Department of Education, 2023). Additionally, it is important to incorporate repetition throughout the curriculum to help cultivate these literacy skills daily (Estyn, 2023).   

In 2015, the Donaldson Successful Futures Report was introduced as a new way to deliver the curriculum in Wales.  Donaldson proposed that the new curriculum for Wales would have four purposes. Creating ambitious, capable learners; ethical, informed citizens; enterprising, creative contributors and healthy, confident individuals.   These four purposes would also direct all future outcomes about national and local educational priorities and underpin all teaching and learning in Wales (Welsh Government, 2015).  Together with the four purposes, six areas of learning and experience were introduced and aimed at 3 to 16-year-olds, creating a broad educational experience, amongst which are language, literacy and communication (Welsh Government, 2025a).  There are many literacy programmes used to enhance and develop literacy throughout the educational phases, and many of these start with children when they first start school.  Children are introduced to reading through fun activities from a young age, sparking their interest in environments that are planned to include books, pictures, signs, symbols, music and songs that incorporate a variety of interests and cultures (Walton and Goddard, 2013, p. 104).   Since the report was published in 2015, the Welsh government has made changes with the introduction of the New Curriculum for Wales 2020, which incorporates the suggestions from Donaldson's Report (2015).   This has meant that literacy is a cross-curricular activity, and that emphasis is seen in the delivery of the new curriculum.  

Chomsky (1957), a nativist theorist, believes that humans are all “born with an innate understanding of grammar”, providing an underlying framework for language acquisition (Main, 2023). Chomsky suggested the presence of an internal language acquisition system within the human brain, which allows children to rapidly grasp the complexity of grammatical structures without the need for precise instructions or input of language (Lemetyinen, 2023). Within literacy, this means that children naturally understand the concept of a subject, verb, and object even before the ability to form full sentences (Armstead, 2025).  It means that their communication skills and language understanding are important factors to acknowledge when starting formal education and building on their prior knowledge. 
Behaviourist theorist Skinner (1948) takes a different interpretation from Chomsky, stating that the language process develops by children imitating their significant adults, mainly relying on operant conditioning to improve and form their understanding of language communication and its uses (Hulatt, 2022).    This can be modelled by adults and peers at home and school, allowing the children to experience a variety of interactions and develop their communication skills. This is seen in current practice where all class practitioners are regarded as teachers of literacy (Estyn, 2024). 
Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) suggests an additional view that there is a distance between the actual development level and the potential development level that is supported with guidance from adults and peers.   Vygotsky believed that the earlier children are encouraged to learn, the better.  The scaffolding from this engages them in collaborative learning activities, giving positive relations with peers and adults (Brodie, 2025).  A literacy development programme of phonics is used within education that provides temporary support of scaffolding to encourage the child to learn phonic skills, giving them the ability to work out the right and wrong way of pronouncing words (McLeod, 2025).   

Looking at all this information, it is apparent that some children do suffer with their literacy skills for several reasons, be that poverty or learning needs (National Literacy Trust, 2025b).   These children need to be identified as soon as possible so that support for them can be arranged and in place, giving them the best start they can have.  Having the resources and facilities in place makes a lasting difference in any child’s education, providing them with the skills they need to be able to develop into the best version of themselves for their future (Welsh Government, 2025b).  
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Reflective Commentary 

For this assignment, it was explained that we would be reading a book to a group of children for 5 minutes, which would need to be recorded.   We were also told that we could only do one take, which would be more realistic. I will be using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) throughout this reflective commentary, which has six stages: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action plan.  

For this activity, I chose a book that I thought the children I would be reading to had not heard of.   The book was “Goldilocks and the Three Crocodiles” by Michael Rosen.  I selected this book because of the alternative take on the classic story of Goldilocks and the Three Bears.   The group of children I read the book to are a mixed ability group from key stages 3-4, and all the children have an ALN, which varies from ADHD, ASD, to anxiety.  The reading session took place in the afternoon; there were five children in the group.  

I introduced the book to the group and explained that I would be reading it to them.  One of the boys was not impressed with this as he thought he had to read, so I repeated to him that I would be reading, not him, which was only slightly better (Department of Education, 2023).   Upon reflection, I could have made my introduction clearer to the children.  It was probably too short and lacked clarity because I was nervous and unfamiliar with the text.  In future, I now understand the importance of being familiar and clear about the learning and content of a literacy task (Estyn, 2021).  

Once I had introduced the book to them, they instantly said it was the wrong story and should be the three bears, not crocodiles.  I stated that it was a different version and to see how different it is from the three bears’ story. I was pleased to have this reaction as it demonstrated the children's prior knowledge and indicated that the text had engaged them (Welsh Government, 2015).  There were a few times that I had to bring one of the boys back to the story.  I had some laughs and remarks throughout the story, which made the process easier for me.  I was able to ask the children questions to keep them engaged in the story.   

My feelings during this process were very mixed.  Feelings-wise, they have been quite negative due to my dyslexia. Before even starting the reading, I was nervous as I always find it hard to read out loud to anyone, let alone children.  I also felt anxious and worried as I thought I would ruin the reading and make mistakes.   I did make a few mistakes, and this made me flustered and frustrated, but I masked this and made fun of myself and carried on with the reading.   However, at the end of the story, I felt relieved that it was over and that the children seemed to enjoy the story.  In future, I might explore discussing my dyslexia with the children and being more open about the strategies that I use to develop my literacy skills so that they have a clear role model (Barber, 2025).    

Looking at the whole experience, the session was not as bad as I thought it would be.   The children engaged with the story and questioned some parts together with laughing at the parts they thought were funny.  I did have to bring one of the boys back to the story, but this was quickly sorted with a ‘let's come back to that after’ comment that seemed to satisfy him.  It is important to remember to come back to questions that have been raised to maintain good learner engagement rather than to ‘gloss’ over interruptions.  It improves relationships and sets good role models for the children (Chiles, 2024).   At the end of the story, I gave the children a follow-up activity of picking 1 or 2 characters (depending on their level of ability) and to write how the characters would be feeling at the end of the story.  We went through some examples together, and they came up with several good ideas.  This showed me that they were listening and able to retain the information for later recall.   

What would have made the experience better would have been if the book had been on the screen behind me while reading the book to them.  In this way, the visual for them would have been much bigger and easier to see, rather than trying to look at the book when I am holding it (Department for Education, 2023).   A shorter text story may have been a better choice, as towards the end of the book, I could tell that the children had had enough of my storytelling.  This brings to the conclusion that, as much as they enjoyed the story, it was a bit too long for them to keep their focus on me and the story.  
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