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Literacy – a key to learning

This essay will involve two parts the first part will be a discussing the importance of language and literacy. The second part will be a reflective commentary of a video recording of a story session with a class of 28 year 3 children including children with additional needs. 
Language connects people not just within a community but worldwide and can foster in learners, to build pride in their sense of identity and belonging (curriculum for Wales).  Language development begins before birth towards the end of a woman's pregnancy; the foetus can hear sounds and speech from outside the mother's body. Infants are acutely attuned to the human voice and prefer it to other sounds; they prefer the higher pitched characteristics of a female voice (Health of children). Babies learn to communicate with sounds and observe the response they receive from the adults; older babies will then try to imitate the sounds the adults around them make and eventually turn the sounds into words. 
Language development is the process in which a child understands and communicates language during early childhood. Language comes in two parts oracy and literacy, oracy consists of Listening, speaking and communicating and literacy consists of writing and reading. It is important for children to develop these skills because children that develop strong communication skills early on, set themselves up for a success in school and beyond (early years careers). All children learn in different ways and at different stages some theorists disagree and have different methods in which the children learn. 
Burrhus Frederick Skinner an American psychologist focussing on behaviourism and developed the theory of operant conditioning. He argued that children learn language through imitation, reinforcement and conditioning from their environmental factors, for example when a child repeats a word the mother has said, the mother responds by smiling and giving the child the word they repeated for example book or juice, the child will find this rewarding. Over time with repetition and reinforcement they will refine their abilities. Skinner's  theory is still seen today in some education settings where children are encouraged to complete tasks to develop their skills and are then rewarded with an activity of their choice, Skinner's theory is only briefly used in schools focussing more on the positive reinforcement and dismissing the use of negative reinforcement.
Lev Vygotsky a Russian psychologist who is best known for his work on psychological development in children. Vygotsky believed that social interaction played an important role in children’s learning. He believed that children develop their language and thought through other people, family, teachers, friends and the community around them. He suggested to the people around them as more knowledgeable others (MKO) and that social interaction is a key part in the process of learning. Whilst involved in the social interaction Vygotsky suggests the child is in the zone of proximal development (ZPD). Vygotsky suggested that when a child is in the zone of proximal development it helps them develop an understanding of a subject that may have been beyond the previous understanding. Vygotsky suggested that children develop from the people around them. Education and nursery settings use Vygotsky’s theory today as they encourage talking and interaction with peers as well as adults. Adults supporting the children will also use Vygotsky’s method of scaffolding to support and help the children reach their zone of proximal development, and to further their knowledge by safely helping the children to take risks and reach a higher level of understanding than would be possible as an individual. Most education settings follow the Curriculum for Wales where is  widely encouraged for children to have a voice and to work collaboratively with others, during a child's school life they are encouraged to work with their peers, listen to others opinions, recognise their own ideas and when needed are supported by adults. These methods encourage the children's language as it encourages them to communicate with many others.
Jean Piaget is a Swiss psychologist who's known for his work on child development. Piaget is best known for his theory of cognitive development. He believes that people construct their knowledge (as opposed to receiving it).  He believes that knowledge is based on the persons individual experiences, which are then influenced by their emotional, biological and mental state of development (Bates 2019). Piaget suggests that everyone reacts different to learning depending on their stage of cognitive development. Current education settings use Piaget’s theory mostly in the early years of education to identify and understand each child’s stage and then adapt the teaching to suit the child’s stage. Piaget also suggests encouraging the child’s development by acknowledging the child’s efforts as well as achievements. 
Language is not easy for everyone there are barriers which can affect a child’s language development such as English as an additional language, hearing impairment, neurological disorders, cognitive delays and socioeconomic factors are just some. Jean Gross 2017, suggests that the ability to communicate and to say what you want to say then to understand what other people are saying, is fundamental in life chances. Children with English as an additional language make up 20% of primary schools and 15% of secondary schools. Children who speak English as a second language can struggle to communicate with others as they may not fully understand what is being said to them. Schools can support this in several ways some of which are, finding out what is the child's country of origin and what language they speak, how long they have lived in the U.K. their previous education history and religion. This is key information that school staff need to assist the child. In the classroom staff can support by firstly communicating with pictures as pictures are a universal source, explaining the child’s day to them through pictures so that they know what to expect. Checking the child’s understanding after explaining a task to help with self-esteem.
English as an additional language is not the only barrier to learning neurological disorders play a big part in causing Language barriers. Dyslexia is a set of processing difficulties that affect the acquisition of reading and spelling. Dyslexia can be experienced to various degrees of severity (British dyslexia association). In a classroom where there is a child with dyslexia some strategies that might help with communication are, using specialist programmes designed to help, reputation and overlearning of an area of learning, text to speech software and using V.A.K. learning styles which use visual, auditory and physical aids to assist the individual.
Autism can cause language barriers to an individual as the way they process information is different as things that are spoken to the individual are taken literally, so using clear precise simple language is important. Some individuals with Autism are non-verbal which makes communicating a difficult process. There are many support aids available such as PECS which are picture communication aids, which will support and assist an individual who is non-verbal. There are many neurological difficulties that present is individuals and each of them unique, it is important that to support an individual with neurological difficulties that you understand what support they may require to progress. It is important that everyone is seen as an individual and that strategies to support the individual will be different to others with the same condition. As and education or childcare setting it is important that every child can develop and learn at their stage, as every child has a right to an education.
There are social challenges that can cause a language barrier. The main cause of social challenges is families that are low income or living in poverty, as the children here may not have access to a high-quality language, this could mean that children do not have access to books, educational games or even interaction with their caregivers. 1 in 5 people in Wales are in poverty which is 23% of the population (Welsh Government 2024). Education settings can support these individuals by providing activities that build their self-esteem and are given opportunities to practice and are equipped by schools with correct equipment to reach their full potential.  Working with families to support the child and having the skills to support and look after the child’s wellbeing is very important. Language barriers are not the fault of the children, as education settings it is important to identify the barrier and support the individual so that their full potential is reached.
This part of the essay will include a reflective commentary of a story telling session following Gibbs reflective cycle. The video involved me reading “The slightly annoying elephant” by David Walliams to a class of 28 year 3 mainstream children including 3 children who have additional learning needs. During the video I asked questions to the children who then gave me answers and feedback, I made sure the children stayed engaged and that the story was of appropriate level for the children. Whilst reading the story I was quite calm as I enjoy reading to children to see their reactions to the stories, I was also interested to see whether or not the children  would like the story and find it interesting, whilst reading the story I could see that the children were enjoying the story and watching their reaction and enthusiasm made me feel happy. I thought that I had chosen a book at an appropriate level for the age of the children. I thought that I used actions during the story and that my language was very clear and at a good steady pace for the children to understand. I also pulled the children’s attention back after a discussion. I do think that my animation and voices during the story could have been more exciting, and that I should have read the story at a more appropriate time so that I didn’t have to stop for play. The children's involvement, discussion and interest in the story helped the reading activity flow well, stopping halfway through the story was annoying to myself and the children. If I were to do this activity again, I could make it better by using puppets or acting out scenes, also I would make sure I plan the story in at a more appropriate time of the day where I do not have to stop halfway through the story. When doing a similar activity this again I would ensure that I have some more interactive aspects such as puppets or pictures on the interactive board and plan the activity in a different part of the day where I have time to complete the story and start the activity in a session.
In conclusion Language and communication is important to everyone, it gives people the opportunity to communicate, understand and express feelings. Many theorists have developed different theories on how we learn new skills. Skinner, Vygotsky and Piaget all have different theories about how children learn and develop. All their theories are seen throughout education and childcare settings today. Barriers to language happen in every setting for many different reasons, it is important that all children are supported to help them reach their full potential and succeed in later life. New figures released from Speech and Language UK: Changing young lives* show that at least 1.7 million children** – almost one in five school-age children- are now estimated to be behind with talking and understanding words (speech and language UK).  This shows that children’s speech and language development is declining in the last few years. Reading is an important part of a child’s language development; it can develop the child’s imagination and language skills with the pictures and words. It is important to remember that Language development is important for every child even if they have a language barrier, it is important to support each child with their development and have a positive attitude to create confidence in each child.
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