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Reflective Commentary

This essay is going to explore the importance of literacy and the role it plays within everyday life. It will investigate policy and look at why there was a need for change within the frame work. The work of Vygotsky (1896-1934) (Kozulin et al, 2003), Piaget (1896-1980) (Wadsworth, 2004) and Skinner (1904-1990) (Skinner, 1976) will be researched to show how their theory links to practice within the alternative provision (AP). The essay will then go on to examine what is meant by reflective practice and the differing models used. Finally, using Gibbs reflective cycle (Gibbs, 1988), the video presentation will be analysed. 

Montoya (2018) defines literacy as “the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, communicate and compute, using printed and written materials associated with varying contexts” (Montoya, 2018, p. 2).
According to an investigation undertaken by Murray and Eagan (2013) verbally communicating with babies at an early age encourages their cognitive development (Murray and Egan, 2013). This links with Vygotsky’s belief that “knowledge and thought are constructed through social interaction with family, friends, teachers and peers” (Bates, 2019, p. 48).  The facilitator is known as the most knowledgeable other (MKO) (Bates, 2019).
The consequences of having poor literacy skills affects a person throughout their life (Plan International UK, 2017). During the course of their school journey pupils may find it difficult to interact with their peers and as a result may fall behind academically which can contribute to social anxiety, isolation and lower achievement (Understood, 2014-2021). The AP is situated within an area of deprivation, research by Gilbert et al (2018) finds that poor literacy skills are directly associated with poverty (Gilbert et al, 2018). The pupils who attend have been referred due to behavioural, emotional and social difficulties (BESD) resulting from not having the literacy skills to be able to access main stream classes at the same level as their more academic peers. These pupils are unable to attain at general certificate of secondary education (GCSE) level and are therefore assessed at a much lower level for their age opting for a more practical time table. Research carried out by the Centre for Social Justice (CSJ) found that there were significant failings in English GCSE within APs compared to mainstream educational provisions (Speck, 2020). Furthermore, Douglas (2018) reports that children living in poverty start their school days nearly two years behind children from wealthier families as they have not acquired the necessary literacy skills, in most cases this gap remains into adulthood (Douglas, 2018). A confounding 7 million adults only procure simple literacy skills and cannot understand more complex text (National Literacy Trust, 2017), moreover, 12% of the adult population living in Wales cannot compute even a basic understanding of reading and writing (National Literacy Trust, 2017). The absence of these skills is directly associated with, low paid jobs, unemployment, poor housing and increased risk of deteriorating mental and physical health (Garcia, 2017). 
In 2015 a report written by Professor Graham Donaldson (Welsh Government, 2015) was published in reference to the National Curriculum (Welsh Government, 2020). Information gathered from parents, pupils and communities on their views of the current learning and teaching in Welsh schools as well as data collected from the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) (OECD, 2012) and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 2014 (OECD, 2014), found that the National Curriculum was historic and needed to be changed in order to meet the diverse needs of the pupils in Wales.  
The area of learning experience Language, Literacy and Communication within the New Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020) states that:

Languages and literacy are fundamental to human communication. They enable us to make sense of what is heard, read and seen, and thus to develop our understanding, empathy and our ability to respond and to mediate effectively.
This Area aims to provide learners with opportunities to experience spoken and written language, as well as images, in a range of forms and genres (Welsh Government, 2020, p. unknown). 

The New Curriculum for Wales supports Piaget’s (1896-1980) theory that pupils learn through experience (McLeod, 2020). This is visible in the what matters statements for literacy that are broken down in to progression steps which allow pupils to learn at an individual pace building on their existing knowledge (Welsh Government, 2020). Success will be determined by their cognitive development due to internal and external factors (Study.com, 2019).
The Literacy and Numeracy framework (LNF) 2013 (National Assembly for Wales, 2013) was introduced as a curriculum intervention as a result of literacy failings across the majority of Welsh schools (Jones, 2015). The aim to substantially develop and embed oracy, reading and writing skills cross curricular within three years (National Assembly for Wales, 2013). 
The LNF and the National Curriculum for Wales both state the importance of literacy being taught across the curriculum to succeed academically in all areas. The AP LNF policy states that:

experiences/activities are generally presented to pupils through a ‘hands on’ approach, with the following skills being identified and developed in a variety of contexts: developing thinking and communication across the curriculum. (School A, 2019, p. 3).

Skinner (1904-1990) believes that the use of positive reinforcement produces the desired behaviours expected of pupils when used consistently (Pound, 2014). 
The AP uses a reward system to encourage appropriate communication and oracy skills throughout all areas of learning. This reinforces desired behaviour and improves outcomes (School A, 2019). 

It is evident through research undertaken and the work of Vygotsky (1896-1934) that literacy and communication skills are of paramount importance from an early age, without these skills embedded from the beginning it can affect a pupil throughout all aspects of their life. It has been stated in the literacy and life expectancy review (2018) that poverty and deprivation are a direct result of poor literacy skills (Gilbert et al, 2018). Furthermore, without growth in literacy skills adulthood is challenging due to unemployment, low paid jobs, poor housing and deterioration in their mental and physical health (Garcia, 2017).This is apparent among the pupils attending the AP. Significant failings and a short fall of results in literacy for pupils in Wales led to the roll out of the LNF (National Assembly for Wales, 2013) and the new curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020) to improve literacy skills across the curriculum building on knowledge and experiences, which connects to Piaget’s theory of learning through experience (McLeod, 2020).  The AP have implemented a reward system to encourage literacy skills which is a form of Skinners positive reinforcement. This is connected to the use of Lexia (Lexia Learning, 2020), a web based intervention to increase literacy levels. Each pupil has a literacy target embedded within their individual education plan (IDP) (Welsh Government, 2018).

Reflective practice is a process used to advance, critique and evaluate an activity to inform and enhance personal development and build stronger relationships with pupils (Gibbs, 1988).  
Learning how to be reflective can be difficult, fortunately there are various models of reflective practice which can be used to navigate your way through the process (University of Cambridge, 2021). According to Lifelong Learning (2016) a favourable place to start would be with Gibbs (1998) (Gibbs, 1988) or Kolb (1984) (Kolb, 2014)  cycle, they are basic and easy to follow, which will build confidence. They are very similar in style, however they have been criticised as they do not incorporate critical thinking and are very much one sided (Lifelong Learning with OT, 2016). Arguably, the University of Cambridge (2021) state that Gibbs (1998) model is more difficult to master and has far more phases than the others. For the purpose of the literacy activity, the story teller used Gibbs (1998) cycle. 

This activity was carried out with the intention of improving the literacy skills of child A. The story teller will aim to be a more effective, consistent and knowledgeable practitioner through a continuum of learning and reflection. 
The story a Diary of a Wimpy Kid: The Deep End written by American author and cartoonist Jeff Kinney, the 15th book in the collection was read to a 10 year old boy, whom from here on in will be known as child A. This book is aimed at children aged between 8-12 years. Child A has a reading fluency of 158 words per minute which is above the National Average, he is also above average in his literacy skills and is in year 5,  Key Stage 2.
The story is about a boy named Greg Heffley and his family who are going on their first camping trip. Things do not go according to plan and the big question is whether or not they can save their holiday from disaster. The story is hilariously funny and is broken down into text and sketches. The sketches help to spark the imagination of children of all abilities (Welsh Government, 2018).
Due to the coronavirus pandemic (World Health Organization, 2021) this story was read to child A in the home environment as the option to read to pupils within the setting was unavailable. The story was read at the kitchen table where child A was sat opposite the story teller. In normal circumstances child A would read to the story teller or himself for both homework and pleasure.
Child A has previously read all 14 books in the Diary of a Wimpy Kid series prior to this session. The story teller explained that the first section of this book had already been read the previous day. The story teller asked child A to recount the story so far which he did with ease and enthusiasm. Child A was shown the sketches in the book throughout the story telling which made him giggle and contribute. The story teller encouraged child A to stop the story at any time if he did not understand a word. The story teller used pitch, tone and expression to exaggerate the story telling which made it more comical. Throughout the story there were exchanges made between the story teller and child A relating to the plot. Piaget advocates the importance of children being read to, this helps convey meaning and builds comprehension skills (Friedman, 2019).  Child A made a prediction as to what could happen next and the follow up activity was discussed. Child A thoroughly enjoyed the story and cannot wait for the next instalment.  
Before the session the story teller was nervous about being recorded and wanted to do a practice, however decided that it was more beneficial to be spontaneous. The hope was that this would give more opportunity for reflection. At the beginning the story teller was nervous due to being recorded but soon settled into it and became more confident. The story teller enjoyed reading to child A as this had not been done since he was much younger. The story teller was pleased to see that child A was enjoying the experience also.
The story teller felt that in hindsight sitting side by side would have been easier for child A to see the sketches, this could also make a younger child feel more relaxed. It was also noted that the speed of the story could have been slowed down. The story teller at the beginning used ‘um’ several times and needs to be more aware of time restraints. This was difficult as child A was asking questions and the story teller did not want to interrupt his curiosity. Positive points included; good eye contact and interaction, child A getting involved in the story and asking the story teller to elaborate when misunderstandings occurred. Child A had retained the information from the previous session and recalled it back to the story teller. 
The experience was positive and enjoyable for both story teller and child A. Even though child A has been read to from a small baby this time felt different and somewhat formal, possibly due to it being a task and being recorded. On reflection the story teller was also speaking loudly and could definitely use a softer tone.
Overall the story teller was very pleased with the lesson and felt it benefitted child A. Child A acquired the meaning of new words and gained knowledge from the story.
If the story teller was to conduct a similar session in the future, it would be interesting to read a book from a different genre and out of child A’s comfort zone. An older age range book could also be read, with child A reading aloud too, this would challenge child A’s ability. The story teller would sit alongside child A and tell the story in a style suited to the book. 
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