But there’s something depressingly predictable about many of the reactions to the KS3 literacy framework. It is perhaps best summed up on the TES website by Harry Dodds, (a teacher, I might point out, whose own website is a brilliant source of English resources – see the link below). 

Here’s what he says about the KS3 literacy Framework:

What, then, is informing our Literacy Strategies?

Economic necessity – the need for a literate workforce, from which follows the primacy of the school’s role in preparing students for the workplace social inclusion the notion that, without literacy, access to the curriculum is limited or denied. 

In other words, it’s the skills model.

All very necessary – essential, even – but is that it? If that’s what English is for – value-free, functional, skills-based – then we might as well leave it to teaching machines.

I am not a teaching machine. Neither, I hope, are you.

I don’t believe that anyone ever wrote a better sentence for knowing that it contained a passive verb.

I don’t believe that anyone ever communicated the truth of their experience by being able to spot a homophone.

I don’t believe that English teaching will ever be improved by exclusive concentration on the assessable at the expense of the unmeasurable. 

I suspect he speaks for many in the profession, probably for many of the English teachers working in your own Department at work. In fact, it’s the same way I used to respond to most new initiatives that seemed to encroach on the sacred turf of the English teacher. 

From the Kingman report on language to the various versions of the national curriculum to KS3 SATs, I would oppose them all on the grounds that they marginalised  the individuality and distinctiveness of the English teacher. In words echoing that great scene from David Lynch’s The Elephant Man, I’d shout (as Harry Dodds does): “I am not a teaching machine”

But now I wonder about the basis for that kind of view. It seems a very insular perspective, based largely on my needs as teacher rather than upon the needs of my pupils. That comment of Harry Dodds’ – “it’s the skills model” – is particularly dismissive, as if English is somehow sullied by being associated with ‘skills’.

I find this a very old-fashioned view. What precisely am I teaching my A-level English students if I am not developing their close-reading skills, or their skill in deploying a critical vocabulary, or their time management skills in exams. Skills are what my students need to develop and I see my role as encouraging, guiding and advising them along the way.

It’s just too easy for us to dismiss literacy standards and lump such evidence together as a ‘skills model’. Any English teacher who is concerned about needs of pupils needs to take this kind of evidence seriously. A quick trawl of the DfEE, Basic Skills Agency and National Literacy Trust websites this morning gave me this information:

· Nearly four out of 10 adults in some parts of England cannot read or write properly or do simple sums according to the Basic Skills Agency's most recent report (May 2000). 

· Men without qualifications were four times more likely to be unemployed in 1999 than those who had a degree education. 

· 17% of people in the BSA's 'Writing Skills Survey' had low writing skills. 

· 12 % of young adults said they had problems with reading, writing, spelling or basic Maths. 

· Across Europe around 10% of the population falls into the low skills category; in Britain the figure is over 20%: eight million people are so poor at reading and writing that they cannot cope with the demands of modern life.

· Young people in the UK less well qualified for the world of work: 37% of people between the ages of 25 and 34 in the UK do not have a good GCSE qualification compared with an average for all industrialised countries of 28%. The report says that those who do not have the equivalent of five good GCSEs are at a severe disadvantage in the job market. 

· Britain is in the bottom half in the three most crucial yardsticks of literacy. Britain is behind economic competitors such as Germany, the US, Australia, Canada, the main Nordic countries and much of the rest of Europe.

· Britain has the fourth highest level of unemployment among people with the poorest modern literacy skills - those unable to understand dosage instructions on a packet of medicine.

· Britain easily heads the list for people who watch television for more than two hours a day. Six people in 10 do this, 2% more than the next most telly addicted country, New Zealand.

· Across Europe, around 10% of the population falls into the low skills category; in Britain the figure is over 20%, ie eight million people are so bad at reading and writing that they cannot cope with the demands of modern life. 

· In one survey, Britain's worst showing was in quantitative literacy, coming 16th out of 22. The countries which did worse were Hungary, Ireland, Slovenia, Poland, Portugal and Chile. Britain's second worst performance was 15th out of 22 at document literacy. It came 13th in prose literacy. 

· Overall, Britain's performance put it among 14 countries where "at least 15% of adults have literacy skills at only the most rudimentary level - making it difficult for them to cope with the rising skill demands of the information age." 

· A growing body of evidence suggests that Britain has a bigger problem with inadequate skills – among both young people and adults – than any other industrialised country except the USA. The latest study of the skills gap, the International Adult Literacy Survey carried out and published by the Office for National Statistics, shows Britain to be far behind the four other West European countries in the study – Germany, Sweden, Switzerland and the Netherlands. 

· A 1997 report found that people in Britain are less able to work out sales bargains, follow a recipe or use loan interest charts than those in most other countries surveyed. 

· A sample of 3,800 people aged between 16 and 65, who had been educated in Britain, were tested. The results indicate that about 8.4 million Britons of working age (22%) are incapable of comparing and contrasting two pieces of information; a similar number being unable to fill in a form correctly. 

· Poor basic skills cost UK industry more than £4.8 billion a year.

· It costs every company employing more than 50 employees £165,000 every year in poor quality control, lost orders and poor communication.

· The average company employing 1,000 people or more could save £500 per person if the basic skills of employees were improved.

· Without the minimum level of basic skills, 49 out of 50 jobs are closed to a person. 50% of jobs are closed to someone who only has the minimum level of basic skills.  

· A survey of the 1.3 million middle and lower level jobs carried out in 1993 by the Institute of Employment Studies found that almost every job now requires some competence in basic skills.  

Stuff the fact that there’s a compelling economic argument here (£10 billion pounds per annum according to Ernst and Young). Ignore, if you want, the social costs (very low levels of literacy are associated with unemployment and crime). But what an indictment also of all the work we’ve been doing as English teachers over the years. 

Of course there’s a wider issue about the society we live in, the culture pupils inhabit, social attitudes to education, and all that. But we can’t step out of shared responsibility for this mess.  I’m as rooted as all other English teachers in the tradition of teaching through literature. But I hope I’m not so blinkered or naive as to think that merely providing a diet of literary texts is going to develop my pupils into the kind of readers and writers they will need to be.

Nor am I so myopic as to assume that it’s someone else’s problem, that I shouldn’t be reflecting on my own current practice to find ways of improving what I’m doing. That’s one thing the national literacy strategy has made me realise – how ineptly I was doing some things. Take spelling, for example. We never discussed it on my PGCE course. The only feeble weapons in my armoury have been spelling tests, spelling log-books, a dictionary for every child. When a parent asks me how s/he can help her 14-year old to spell more accurately I’ve jabbered platitudes. 

Well, now there are some new strategies to complement the teaching styles and content we’ve used in the past. And I can no longer understand any English teacher who would dismiss this opportunity.

Take an analogy. I’ve got strange twinges in my shoulder at the moment. My doctor may recommend using an analgesic; or physiotherapy; or an antibiotic; or send me to a specialist; or request keyhole surgery to explore the muscles. The fact is she’ll use a technique which wouldn’t have been around a century ago.

And yet in our teaching we still resort to modes of teaching – chalk, talk, strong diet of literature leading to written responses – which have changed little over the century, and pay scant attention to theories of learning, knowledge about the brain, or the individualised learning opportunities offered by ICT.

It’s time to update our practice and to get smarter about teaching and learning styles.

That for me is the main opportunity offered by the Framework for English at Key Stage 3. It’s not about sacrificing what we’ve done in the past; but rather about doing it better.

Geoff Barton

Agree or disagree?

Add your views to the website using the link below.

Links:

Department for Education & Skills

www.dfes.gov.uk
National Literacy Trust

www.literacytrust.org.uk/
Times Educational Supplement

www.tes.co.uk
Basic Skills Agency

www.basic-skills.co.uk/
Harry Dodds’ website:

