This written piece provides an understanding of literacy development, considering a range of theoretical perspectives impacting children's cognitive development at present and the changes that have been implemented to improve literacy outcomes in educational settings, including the importance of multiple influences on professional practice including critical reflection contributing to the improvement of teaching standards and outcomes for children. 
In recent years, children's cognitive development has become a priority. Whilst the importance of a holistic approach is considered essential, alterations are continuously been made in order to encourage a successful future of employment for children and young people. Previously, education was delivered with little training and lack of structure. Over time, as research continued, it was understood that schools were failing to provide an adequate education. Beginning in America in 1972 a philosophical approach was introduced by Matthew Lipman known as ‘philosophy for children’ during a time when ‘schools were making pupils into passive learners who expected to be told what to think.’ (SAPERE, 2016) leading to a ‘widespread dissatisfaction with the ‘state of education’.’ (Williams, ND) Lipman believed that though effective teaching children would be encouraged to develop their intellectual abilities alongside the ability to present as empathetically understanding towards themselves and others showing respect those around them. (Williams, ND) 
Shortly after in 1988 the Education Reform Act was implemented into society changing the education system. This legislation is responsible for GCSE’s creating statistics to encourage and inform parents and pupils on the highest achieving schools. The aim of this was to motivate staff to improve outcomes. With financial support being provided to setting with the highest number of pupils it is beneficial to maintain high standards to maintain a consistent income. At present, there are numerous disagreements surrounding the outcomes of this act, including the lack of public control as it is suggested all input derives from the government ‘leading to a situation where educational achievement is linked to money and social advantage’ (Fisher, 2008, P.258)
Society has changed in numerous ways; it is vital that such changes are catered for. In 2014 the Welsh government had decided ‘a fundamental review of curriculum and assessment arrangements was required’. (Donaldson, 2016. P.8) As a result the decision made to move forward with Graham Donaldsons ‘successful futures’ report in 2015. With the improved curriculum introduced in 2023 the biggest improvement was accommodating the need for digital competency. Previously each subject was taught individually, whereas practitioners are now able to incorporate core subjects into all areas of learning. In terms of developing children's literacy skills, this provides a wide range of skills applied in different contexts. 
‘literacy is defined as 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, 2022) With a new curriculum in place a person-centred approach is provided for each child regardless of their needs and abilities. The educational system can make appropriate accommodations and modifications considering the best suited approach to enhancing literacy outcomes. 
When aiming to improve literacy outcomes, there are a range of strategies, interventions, and methods of support available. The challenges a child faces are personal to their experience. Removing these barriers can be difficult, understanding and planning for the needs of the child can make drastic positive changes to their learning outcomes whilst building confidence and self-esteem. Determining a child's learning style can have a positive impact on their development. ‘When learners are taught using a method that aligns with their learning style, they tend to understand the material better and retain the information for a longer period of time.’ (Escuardo, 2023) With four available learning styles; visual, auditory, reading and kinaesthetic, early attempts should be made to find the child preferred method. Personally, with experience supporting children with dyslexia, a common learning difference impacting a person's ability to read, write and spell, discovering the child's preferred learning style alongside early intervention and additional support can create confident students with the tools to reach their potential. 
As practitioners, the role involves identifying children facing cognitive challenges, discovering the cause in an attempt to create a solution. When a child encounters long-term challenges, it is often to result of a learning disability such as global delay or dyspraxia. To identify an educational approach it is important to make an informed decision. Using evidence-based theories professionals will conclude an approach they believe will best suit the needs of the child to encourage progression at an appropriate level.  A commonly used theory, known as operant conditioning, created by B. F. Skinner (1948) is used in many educational settings. Personally, when supporting a child recently with a diagnosis of ADHD with difficulties concentrating and remaining on task, positive reinforcement contributed to increasing the child's motivation through the use of reward charts and verbal praise. Previously a decline in his confidence and self-esteem was becoming apparent but through using skinners method the overall disruption to other students was eliminated and the child was able to progress during literacy sessions working towards his particular target ‘I have experienced a range of different reading materials and literature, and I can follow texts read to me and respond appropriately’ (Prendergast Community School, 2024) It is important to consider the practitioners role in implementing educational activities that spark interest and motivation. In this situation, changes had been made to ensure that a story was being read during literacy sessions children could become actively involved becoming characters and using props to ensure children remain engaged and are able to fully benefit from the experience and one-to-one sessions were useful in achieving his target.
Alternatively, a different approach created by Maria Montessori (1870) is widely respected by several parents who choose to educate their children in settings following only this method. Differing from Skinner who believed in rewarding achievements, professionals in Montessori schools will reward efforts rather than outcomes with the purpose of creating a positive work ethic. (Silverline Montessori, 2023) The aim is to support positive mental health, removing negative attitudes towards ‘failures’. ‘Montessori schools place a strong emphasis on developing literacy skills in young children, with the goal of creating confident, independent readers and writers, with a passion for the written and spoken word’.(Kotkov, 2024) Resources and activities are available from age 3 with the aim of reading written text independently between ages 4 and 6. This unique method encourages independence, cognitive development and social development. The benefits include an individual approach whilst fostering an inclusive environment where children are able to accept themselves and those around them.
 Although many parents and professionals choose this approach for their child's education, others disagree including John Dewey (1859 – 1952) who believed society was the main influence. Whilst education is available from three years, the Montessori approach begins educating children once arrived, whereas Dewey disagreed with this decision. ‘He felt that children should not be taught to read until 8.’ (Montessori answers, ND) Education is mandatory from age 5 in the UK, but not all countries agree such as Finland and Sweden where compulsory education begins at seven with the belief that children should experience the world and attend school with greater maturity to enable academic learning. Compulsory education age has been an on-going debate for a number of years. In countries where children enter the education system younger it can be perceived they are missing vital opportunities to experience the world, develop life skills and may not be emotionally prepared. However, it is important to consider those children who would benefit from professional input. Attending school may provide a release from a difficult home environment, staff can carry out regular welfare checks and safeguard children, parents may not have adequate time or resources to enhance children's development, or in some cases low-income families may have difficulty providing for their child and school is able to provide meals and support to those in need. 

[bookmark: _Int_uLrtu5Fj]As a teaching assistant, literacy outcomes are a topic discussed often. Understanding children's needs and discovering appropriate teaching styles can make positive contributions to a child's development. As a part of my role reflective practice is a daily occurrence. Recently, I delivered a story to a child in my care in an attempt to enhance development. To reflect on this experience, I will be following a method created by Graham Gibbs (1988). This cycle of reflection includes six structured stages allowing me to consider all aspects of the experience and how I can improve future practice. (Study Prism, 2024) 
The first stage, involving a description allows me to look back on the experience and consider important details. Starting from the beginning, I was aware I would be working with a child aged six. Choosing a well-known story, The Gruffalo meant I was familiar with the book, and it would spark interest whilst relating to the topic currently being taught. We began by discussing the items that could be seen, taking the time to explore the different insects and the environment. I began reading, pointing to most words as they were spoken and incorporated some sign language that the children were learning. We conversed throughout the story, questioning what was happening and asking/answering questions regarding the thoughts and feelings of the animals. Making use of the repetition in this book I attempted to use the same tone and facial expressions for similar sections. The child became involved throughout, recognising, repeating and attempting to read some words. Once the story had finished a trip was arranged to the local woods where she was able to search for the items from the book. Pictures had been placed of the animals to find around the areas in which they were in the story and with support she created a handwritten list of the items found. 
The second stage involves considering your feelings. Throughout this experience I was confident that I knew the story well and if necessary, it could be delivered without needing to look at each word, instead moving the book closer to the child. The weather was not great, and the rain and hail were an unpreventable distraction. 
During the third stage, an opportunity is provided to evaluate, and when considering the positive aspects, I believe that the option to read the story on a one-to-one basis was beneficial and allowed adequate time to read the book in detail. Previously, in group sessions a range of props have been used which the child did not enjoy. Concentrating specifically on the book was her preferred choice. Whilst reflecting I realised, I could have included different voices for each character to differentiate the animals and will do this in the future. 
As I analyse, in the fourth stage I understand that I was able to respond to the child's need and accommodate her preferences. (UK Government, 2021) By removing props, as she does not enjoy them, or loud and unexpected noises she was informed they would not be included. This allowed a calm experience where she felt comfortable and was able to enjoy the story. I was able to build her confidence in reading by using repetition throughout the book and although the focus was on literacy development with targets relating to reading confidently and comprehension, incorporating a small amount of numeracy was beneficial as she enjoys counting and finds it relaxing. 
With the focus on ensuring appropriate facial expressions were used as she has difficulty recognising these, I was less aware of the similarities in my voice.
To conclude, the child benefitted from the time spend reading, and The Gruffalo was an appropriate choice as she remained interested throughout. Overall, the outcome was positive, and she remained well-informed and prepared to use her skills to explore in the woods. The ability to see the book closely encouraged her to not only read parts of the book but recognise and remember some of the letters required to write a list of her discoveries
To create an action plan as the final step, I would make a conscious effort to adapt my voice when reading a book to differentiate characters. I would also continue to prepare before-hand ensuring that I become familiar with the book and understand the needs of the child to allow them to fully benefit from the experience.
Supporting children's development is an important role, as professionals the responsibility is placed upon meeting the needs of the child with a holistic approach. With continuous changes, the educational system is improving. Each child is an individual with varied skills and abilities and encouraging them to reach their potential must be completed alongside building confidence and self-esteem 
In conclusion, the importance placed upon professionals to ensure a child's individual needs are met is powerful. Children spend an average of 32.5 hours a week in education, therefore it is essential they receive an experience tailored to their needs to ensure they reach their potential with a positive outcome. Whilst children with a learning disability may encounter additional challenges, these are often long-term and require early intervention. For some children, an alternative reason may be the underlying cause but as professionals it is vital that we work together with the child and their family to achieve their full potential.

