	
	
	



Action Points:
1. Use more theories and link directly to your points and to each other.
2. Proofread for little mistakes
Reference more often.


Literacy – A key to Learning
Reflective Commentary – SJIE5002

This essay has been written for assessment as part of the Foundation Degree in Inclusive Education at the University of Wales Trinity St. Davids (UWTSD). There are several objectives for this essay including, discussing the importance of literacy in our modern society and how the need for improved literacy skills has led to education reform; discussing and evaluating the views and theories of Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky; linking theories and influences with the modern curriculum and literacy practices that we see today. In essence this essay will be split into two differentiating sections, with the first focusing on literacy and educational theories and the second focussing on the importance of self-reflection, the theory based around self-reflection and a final evaluation discussing a practical reading assessment undertaken for the same Foundation Degree in Inclusive Education. Whilst analysing the importance of self-reflection the essay will also briefly discuss the models of reflective practice from Kolb’s Experimental Learning (1984) and Gibbs’ Reflective cycle (1988), the later forming the basis of reflection and evaluation of the practical reading assessment. 

The importance of literacy must be held in the highest echelon of human needs, except for the obvious basic needs for survival, literacy skills should be seen as a very important first step for a person to embark on life’s journey. A person without literacy skills would be almost destined for a life of struggle and difficulty, throughout their schooling, work and family life. Yet the recent statistics on literacy in Wales (2010) and England (2012) show that there is a large number of people in these two countries that are experiencing these difficulties, the number in Wales being 12% of the adult population, that is one in eight adults, having poor literacy skills (National Literacy Trust, 2017). England shows a greater number of adults not having basic literacy skills with 16.4% of the population, that is a staggering 7.1 million people (National Literacy Trust, 2017). Poor literacy skills can have a huge impact on a wide range of social and economic factors, ranging from unemployment, homelessness and mental health issues, even life expectancy, this being discussed in a 2018 report for the National Literacy Trust. The report explored the link between poor literacy skills and life expectancy and although the report accepts that it is difficult to provide a direct correlation, there is however strong evidence for poor literacy skills leading to other socioeconomic difficulties that can the impact on life expectancy. The report which was based solely in England found that poor literacy skills led to unemployment or low paid jobs (National Literacy Trust, 2018), resulting in people living in more deprived areas where the mortality rate is higher than normal and stated that:
 ‘43% of working-age adults in England don’t have the literacy skills they need to understand and make use of everyday health information (known as ‘health literacy’). Low health literacy is associated with a 75% increased risk of dying earlier than people who have high literacy levels’ (National Literacy Trust, 2018). 
This highlights the importance of good literacy skills not only for the individuals but for the sociocultural needs of the countries they live in. 

When discussing issues surrounding literacy, especially within education, a favourable area to frame an argument can be the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) school rankings for reading literacy. PISA defines reading literacy as ‘understanding, using, reflecting on and engaging with written texts, in order to achieve one’s goals, develop one’s knowledge and potential, and participate in society’ (OECD, 2016). The results from these assessments can be analysed to evaluate the countries performance against other Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries of which there are currently seventy-nine participating in the assessments. When analysing the performance of the UK in the reading literacy category the results have been distinctly average, in the 2009 assessment results the UK was ranked in twenty-fifth place (OECD,2010) with the mean score meeting the average of all participants, it was a similar story in 2012 with the UK ranking in twenty-sixth place (OECD, 2014), again with the mean score meeting the average of the participating countries. When focusing purely on the results for Wales the issues were highlighted further, with a BBC report stating that since 2007, Wales had fallen from twenty-ninth position to forty-first in reading (BBC, 2013), these results meant a need for change was apparent and led to the Welsh Government approaching Professor Graham Donaldson in March 2014 to conduct a curriculum review which has led to significant changes being implemented. In his review Professor Donaldson stated the need for change was clear having analysed evidence from the PISA assessments, Estyn reports and the performance of students in Wales in national qualifications (Donaldson, 2015). The review ‘Successful Futures’ made recommendations that outline the need for the curriculum to be arranged into six areas of need, one of those areas being Languages, Literacy and Communication, in which Professor Donaldson confirms the importance of literacy by stating ‘language is the essence of thinking and is integral, not just to effective communication, but to learning, reflection and creativity’ (Donaldson, 2015). The aims of the new curriculum in Wales regarding literacy is to expose learners to literature, helping them further understand language, allowing them to develop their imaginations, challenge ideas and become creative thinkers.  The development of oracy for learners is also seen as a critical skill with Donaldson stating, ‘the capacity to develop and express ideas through speech – is of central importance to both thinking and learning’ (Donaldson, 2015).

 Jean Piaget believed that there were four key stages of development which he named sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational and formal operational (Wood, Smith and Grossniklaus, 2001) with these stages linked to age. Piaget believed that a child could learn and develop from the environment surrounding them and did not see intelligence as a fixed trait (McLeod, 2020), Piaget discussed in his constructivist theory a term called adaption, there were again stages that needed to be completed to reach this point in learning and can be witnessed in classrooms today. Piaget’s cognitive theory discussed schema’s which he described as the mental structure which forms the basis of their learning (McLeod, 2020). To build on these schemas the learner will ‘assimilate’ new information and apply this to pre-existing schemas, a literacy example of this for a learner could be learning new words. The pre-existing schema would be the words that a learner can already recognise, when the teacher or educator introduces the learner to new words, they can assimilate and adapt the information, looking for similarities and then apply the new words to their prior knowledge (schema) to form an understanding (Discover Eary Childhood, 2021). This type of learning happens throughout education today, especially when helping learners to develop literacy and oracy skills. Piaget had a considerable influence on Lev Vygotsky, who developed a theory called the zone of proximal development (ZPD). Vygotsky believed that learning took place in the ZPD, to achieve this learning, a skilled person or more knowledgeable other as Vygotsky describes, is required to assist the learner in developing their understanding from what they already know (McLeod, 2019). This type of learning is seen throughout education; however, it is especially apparent in assisted reading, a strategy used to develop reading, literacy and oracy skills. Before learners start reading a new book themselves, the teacher will recognise their current level of understanding, spend time preparing the students to move on to a more challenging text, this could be achieved by the teacher reading the first paragraph or page. The teacher could also provide a word bank with definitions to help the learners understand the meaning of the new words and help them to familiarise these words and recognise their context (Antonacci, P. 2000). This type of teaching practise is the epitome of Vygotsky’s ZPD theory and can be witnessed within education throughout the world, it is especially fitting as Vygotsky believed that learning was a social process, with learners developing more skills through social interactions (First Discoverers, 2020). 

This essay will now briefly discuss the reflective practice theories from David Kolb (1984) and Graham Gibbs (1988), with the latter's reflective model forming the basis of an evaluation for the adjoining reading assessment for the Literacy module completed as part of the Foundation Degree in Inclusive Education at UWTSD. Although Kolb and Gibbs have created two different models for reflection there are similarities and the aim for both models is to encourage self-reflection on a specific task. Kolb’s experimental learning cycle has four specific stages that the participant needs to consider and complete before moving onto the next. Kolb believed that the most effective learning could only take place when all four stages had been completed and did not feel that the completion of any one stage on its own had any benefit for effective learning (McLeod, 2017). The aim of Kolb's reflective cycle was to enable the learner to adapt their experiences into knowledge, mirroring Piaget and Vygotsky’s theory that learners create knowledge through social and environmental interactions (Kurt, 2020).  The reflective cycle created by Graham Gibbs (1988) differs from that of Kolb’s having six stages rather than four, the principles remain the same however with Gibbs believing that knowledge was developed most effectively by reflecting on experiences gained from social and environmental interactions (Gibbs, 1988).  The six stages of Gibbs cycle will be utilised to provide reflection on a practical oracy task that has recently been completed as mentioned above, there are many more opportunities to discuss the correlations and discrepancies between the two reflective styles, however with the confines of a word count and the need to reflect on the practical assessment it is not feasible to do so at this time. 

The final section of this essay will now involve following the six stages of Gibbs (1988) reflective cycle, to evaluate a practical oracy assessment undertaken for the Foundation Degree in Inclusive Education at the UWTSD. That evaluation with an essay conclusion will follow below:

The first stage of Gibbs reflective cycle is ‘description,’ a basic description of the task would be, reading the story of ‘The Highway Rat’ by Julia Donaldson to a two-year-old child, this took place in my living room and was purely undertaken for the previously stated assessment. Before the reflection continues, I would like to state that I fully understand that the term ‘I’ should not be used in essay writing, however at this time the essay is now a reflective evaluation so for this purpose, the rules of essay writing have been forgone.  The second stage of Gibbs reflective cycle is ‘feelings,’ the two-year-old child, happened to be my daughter and although I read to her regularly, this time felt different. I was more apprehensive as it was due to be assessed and it felt un-natural and more formal, I must ask myself this question, if I felt like this how did my daughter feel? And did this impact the reading session? On reflection I would of course say yes. It is most common that I read to my daughter at bedtime, a quiet and relaxed time of day and something that my daughter is used to and obviously enjoys. The obvious difference in situation as I introduce myself and the task into the laptop, whilst having previously explained to her that I could not have her look at the laptop as it was recording, set a different tone to the situation and one that I am sure my daughter, despite her early age will have felt. The third stage in Gibb's cycle is ‘evaluation,’ There is no doubt that my daughter could sense that it was a different situation and that coupled with the fact that she was feeling tired, impacted her behaviour and readiness for the story, resulting in a forced, un-natural story which on reflection should have been practised more and arranged at a more beneficial time. There are some positives that can be taken, my reading style was acceptable, and I used different tones of voice to differentiate characters. My daughter listened to some extent but the difficulty that I am finding whilst reflecting on this is, I know how my daughter reacts to me reading to her on a regular basis and although she did mostly listen, I have had so many more positive, engaging and uplifting experiences from reading with my daughter, that this one just did not feel the same. I had practised the story with my daughter the previous night at bedtime and it was a totally different experience for both of us, obviously the normalcy and routine of the situation was much more relaxing for my daughter, allowing her to be more responsive and engaged in the story, had I been able to record that story, this reflection would be far more positive. The fourth stage of Gibb’s cycle is analysis and I feel that I have already outlined some key factors, outlining what went well and not so well, what I take from this situation will be discussed in Gibb’s fifth stage of the cycle which he describes as the ‘conclusion,’ I feel that on another day the assessment could have gone much better and if I had undertaken the task with my daughter at a more appropriate time she would have been more engaged. However, it has been interesting to see the dynamic of father and daughter change slightly, when forced into an un-natural situation, obviously making me more apprehensive and thus impacting my daughter's ability and want to sit and listen to me read her a story. If I was not limited by a word count, I would be interested in analysing this further, however I must add Gibb’s six and final stage the ‘Action plan’ before briefly concluding this essay. My action plan if I were to undertake this task again would focus on making the reading more relaxed, I would have used the laptop more often in daily stories with my daughter to prepare and relax her more as this was the one major factor in contributing to her recognising that this was not a ‘normal’ story telling situation between a father and daughter. I believe that I would be able to adapt my reading skill to the level of my daughter's engagement, if she were to engage more, I would then emphasise the characters more and even try to get her involved in the reading of the story. This is the first time that both myself and my daughter have read a story under these specific conditions and as with all learning experiences, there is room for improvement and next time can always be better, having reflected on the experience and acquired and furthered my knowledge to do so, something often preached by Piaget and Vygostky.
This essay has met its aims, discussing the importance of literacy and how the need for improved literacy skills has led to educational reform. There have been discussions about educational theory and how they have impacted modern teaching and learning strategies. Finally, the essay briefly discusses self-reflection, including an evaluation using the Gibbs’s reflective cycle (1988). 
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