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Reflective Commentary - Literacy a key to learning

Literacy is an important foundation for life, it enables effective communication, allows participation in society and provides opportunities for further learning and development.    Having good literacy skills can reduce inequalities, provide opportunities for growth and have positive impacts on individuals, counties and the world (UNESCO, 2024).  In the first part of this essay, the writer will evaluate key theories that underpin the development of literacy and language.  The second part of this essay will contain a personal reflection using Gibbs's Reflective Cycle (1988) to evaluate one’s own storytelling contribution to developing literacy. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]With language and literacy skills having a profound impact on cognitive development and learning many believe that early development of these skills is key to future success (Bvorel, 2020, Whitehurst and Lonigan, 1998).  There are several theories to support language acquisition and literacy.  In his book “Verbal behaviour” Skinner (1957) hypothesised that language was learnt due to environmental factors and developed through imitation, trial and error, conditioning, positive reinforcement, rewards and punishments (Christensen, 2019, Sturdy and Nicoladis, 2017).  Chomsky, an American linguist, disputed Skinner's behaviourism beliefs and was firmly on the nature side of the debate (Chomsky, 1959), putting forward the idea that humans are born with an innate capability to learn language (Lemetyinen, 2023), which he referred to as a Language Acquisition Device or “LAD” (Chomsky, 1998).  
Chomsky hypothesised that all languages have a set of grammatical rules and structures which he termed “Universal Grammar” and that humans can learn language intuitively without much effort (Chomsky, 1965, Christensen, 2019).  Although Chomsky's theories were highly thought of (Smith and Allott, 2016), they have been criticised due to their theoretical nature and focus on sentence structure as opposed to meaning (Çakıroğlu, 2019).  Another criticism of Chomsky’s theory was that it did not take into account the effect human interaction has on language development (Ibbotson and Tomasello, 2016, Sturdy and Nicoladis, 2017) something that is highlighted by Sachs, Bard and Johnson (1981) in their article highlighting the lack of language acquisition of a child born to deaf parents.  Despite being subjected to language from television, the child did not fully develop language skills until interventions from speech therapists and other professionals (Sachs, Bard and Johnson, 1981), seemingly indicating that Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory has a role to play in language development.  
Vygotsky believed in the link between thought and language, that children initially use speech to think out loud before they develop internal thoughts and cognition (Robbins, 2012).  Vygotsky believed that children learn through social interaction and the guidance of a more knowledgeable other and his views on language acquisition were no exception, he felt experiences with others were how children learn and make sense of the world (Pound, 2014) and they should be given opportunities to communicate and develop high order thinking (Mcleod, 2024).  Although some criticised Vygotsky’s methods as they did not explain why some children learn quicker than others (Chaiklin, 2003) and his theories are not fully explained due to his premature death (Rey, 2011), Vygotsky’s methods are recommended in the new Curriculum for Wales (Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021).  Donaldson (2015), in his Successful Futures Independent Review of the Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales, promoted the scaffolding of learners and the development of oracy as key principles to learning.  
There are several different methods used in schools to promote literacy within the Literacy and Numeracy Framework (Welsh Government, 2022).  As well as literacy being embedded across the curriculum, Languages, Literacy and Communication is one of the six areas of learning (Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021).  Behaviourism methods for learning literacy are commonplace in schools today and can be seen in the form of phonics, direct instruction and learning by rote (Robinson and Robinson, 2018).   The Education Endowment Foundation (2021c) found that phonics interventions assist children's progress with reading by up to 5 months.  To be successful, however, these phonic interventions need to take place one-to-one or in small groups (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021d), indicating Vygotsky’s principles; scaffolding, more knowledgeable other and social interaction have a big impact on the development of literacy skills.   
Vygotsky believed that thoughts and language are interlinked (Gray and Macblain, 2015), something disputed by Fox (2001) who felt thoughts cannot exist without language.  It is intended that by using Vygotsky's methods children have opportunities to construct their own knowledge.  In comparison with behaviourism, emphasis is placed on the meaning of the text rather than the letter sound or the word itself.  Providing children with opportunities for discussion and working with others for example Voice 21 (2022), can increase cognition, and promote high-order thinking and problem-solving skills (Goddard and Walton, 2012, Voice 21, 2022).  Some Vygotsky methods may not fit with all learners especially those with additional learning needs who may not be comfortable in group situations (Liu and Matthews, 2019).  According to SNAP Cymru (n.d.), 1 in 5 learners in Wales has an additional learning need which often means they can fall behind with literacy.  Welsh Government (2021) in The Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales 2021, recognise that meeting the needs of these learners in a personal-centred way and adapting pedagogy is essential to literacy success and to learners being able to meet their full potential (Welsh Government, 2021).  It is important to be aware that as well as additional learning needs other factors can affect literacy.
It is well-documented that the home environment can have a significant impact on child development and cognition (Davidse et al., 2010, UNICEF, 2023, Yang et al., 2021).  Poverty, Aces and English as an additional language can also affect literacy acquisition and appropriate support must be given promptly and early intervention is key (Education Endowment Foundation, 2023b).    The COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact on language and literacy with some teachers in Wales reporting the average reading age had reduced by over 2 years (Roberts-Tyler et al., 2023). 96% of early years settings noticed a significant deficit in children’s communication and language (McCormack, 2023) and it is estimated that 1.5 billion children now have communication difficulties (Tracey et al., 2022). Children learn better in language-rich environments (Department for Education, 2023) and family influence is an important aspect that cannot be overlooked.  The Welsh Government recognises that promoting speech, language and communication in early years can help with future success and socioeconomic inequality (Welsh Government, 2023a) and laid out its intention to support children with literacy and oracy through its Talk With Me: Speech, Language and Communication (SLC) Delivery Plan (Welsh Government, 2020) and the Children and young people's plan (Welsh Government, 2023a). It is also recognised that engaging families in school has a wide range of benefits from raising attainment, improving attendance and fostering better school and family relationships (Desforges and Abouchaar, 2003, Education Endowment Foundation, 2021b).  
Within family learning sessions in this setting Vygotsky’s principles of supporting learners in the zone of proximal development, scaffolding, a more knowledgeable other, oracy and social interaction (Mcleod, 2024) are used constantly.  As per the new Curriculum for Wales (Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021), literacy is embedded into all sessions and Voice 21 (2022) and oracy figure highly as a way for families to work together and improve their knowledge and cognition.  An oracy study (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021a) and a phonics study carried out by the Education Endowment Foundation (2021c) and corroborated by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2007) highlight the links between poverty and literacy and recognise that oracy and literacy interventions can increase a child's progress by more than 6 months and can also improve behaviour and attainment.  
In the next section of this essay, I will critically evaluate my contribution towards developing the literacy skills of children through the medium of storytelling using Gibbs's six-step reflective cycle (1988).  Gibbs's reflection cycle consists of the following elements; description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action plan.  I will use these elements to reflect on my own experience of storytelling to a group of children.  Using Gibbs's cyclical model will enable me to analyse and reflect on my experience providing a structured framework from which I can assess my strengths and areas for improvement.  Reflecting using this model will encourage critical thinking and allow me to identify further strategies to support literacy development and promote my own continued learning and development.  
As part of my literacy assignment, I was required to tell a story to a group of children with a follow-up task.  I read the story of The Colour Monster (Llenas, 2018) to a group of children aged between 5 and 8 years old.   I found a quiet space and told the story to the children whilst I filled jars with glitter, gems and coloured water to recreate the colours, jars and emotions discussed in the story.  The aim was to create an interactive storytelling session, to engage the children, encourage participation, spark an interest in stories and encourage discussions about emotions.  While introducing the story, one of the children began to ask lots of questions about the jars, gems and water on the table, realising this lasted for nearly two minutes I stopped the recording and re-started it when the children were ready.  When reading the story I encouraged interaction from the children, asked questions to encourage engagement and introduced the follow-up activity which was to allow the children to create their own emotions jar.   
When I found out it was a 5-minute video of a storytelling session I was a little worried, storytelling is not something I do in my day-to-day role and I was concerned about the time slot allocated as 5 minutes would go quickly.  During the session, I was relieved that the children were smiling and engaging but I also felt worried and rushed due to the 5-minute time constraint for the activity.  
The interactivity of the storytelling session worked well the children were effectively engaged and interested in the activity and story, although, at times, the activity seemed to take over the children’s interest. The pace was rushed in some sections, this was mainly due to the time available however, I remained upbeat and the children seemed to enjoy it and were excited about the follow-up activity and keen to create their own emotions jars.  
I selected The Colour Monster story (Llenas, 2018) because it fits well within the Curriculum for Wales (Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021) and covers 2 of the 6 areas of learning and experience.  It also supports the Welsh Government’s (2024) whole-school approach to emotional and mental well-being.  Using Vygotsky's strategies like dialogic reading, along with the glitter jars as props, encouraging the children to be actively engaged and involved in storytelling worked well.  The Education Endowment Foundation (2023a), Gest et al. (2004), Lonigan and Whitehurst (1998) Stadler and Ward (2010) and Sun et al. (2023) all reported positive effects on language and literacy development by using these methods. I chose a small group of children for this activity as research by the Education Endowment Foundation (2021d) finds small group work can be more effective than 1:1 teaching, increasing reading progress by up to 4 months.  Although the session was rushed due to time constraints there were many benefits to the session.  McClung (2023) and Sun et al. (2023) highlight the importance of fostering a love of reading from an early age as reading for pleasure can lead to increased cognition and better mental health and well-being.
To conclude it would be difficult to dispute that reading has a wealth of benefits for children from increased cognitive ability, a better understanding of the world (Collier, 2019), improved mental health (National Literacy Trust, 2018) and can also help with overcoming inequality (Blanden, 2006).   The Welsh Government (2023b) have committed to promoting and encouraging a love of reading through their Whole-school approach to oracy and reading however, in many schools today the focus still seems to be on behaviourism methods and of teaching literacy through the same processes.  Children are given books to read to guide them through the reading stages, reading the same books and stories as the generation before them.   To be successful more Vygotsky-type principals need to be adopted in schools to make literacy fun and interesting for all learners, children need to be given choices and opportunities.  Although there are many factors which can affect literacy acquisition from Aces, additional learning needs, migration, family life and the COVID-19 pandemic the fact remains that children love stories.  Reading and storytelling can be powerful tools in supporting literacy development if used in the right way.  The Curriculum for Wales (Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021) has an opportunity to change the literacy skills of future generations and work towards the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) and it will be interesting to see how things develop.  
Going forward I need to set aside more time for reading sessions, allowing opportunities for questions and discussions both before, during and after the sessions.  Each child is different and the approach used may need to be adapted to suit.  Allowing children to select a story that interests them and following it up with a fun and engaging activity can inspire children to develop a love of literacy and develop their skills.  
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