Geoff Barton
Literacy R Us
So how are you gearing up for the new school year? Ask a silly question.

Top of the list in most English Departments will, I suspect, be various planning and review sessions as we begin to translate the Framework for Teaching English into a customised model for our own key stage 3 schemes of work.

Here we go again, you may be thinking. If you work in the kind of English department I’ve always enjoyed being part of, the discussion is likely to be lively, contentious and sometimes heated. That’s what English departments are like.

But there’s a danger that once again the reaction will be a knee-jerk pessimism. You know the kind of thing: “Not another initiative”. “More changes”. “We’ve been doing this kind of thing for years anyway”. 

I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of the barrage of scepticism that accompanies so much of our work in schools. I’ve become cynical of cynicism. Fanned too often by a doom-mongering Times Educational Supplement, ‘challenges’ become ‘crises’, ‘concerns’ become ‘agonies’, ‘debates’ become ‘head-to-head clashes’.

Give us a break. I’ve been teaching sixteen years and it grinds me down, so heaven knows how new teachers must feel.

So as the new term gets under way, my suggestion is that you look coolly and rationally at the challenges of the Framework for Teaching English 11-14, but you keep the implementation process positive and upbeat.

I wouldn’t have any truck with people who tell you they teach like this anyway. That’s one of the easiest myths to propagate. Just watch the training videos and you see a number of models of good practice:

· setting clear objectives on the whiteboard (I was never so explicit in doing this); 

· using starter activities to engage interest and build language skills (I was trained in thinking you should integrate language skills into the broader lesson context); 

· using lively, exploratory work that involves pair work, getting up and moving around, physical engagement (my lessons have almost always been passive – lively, but passive); 

· modelling writing in a very deliberate., structured way (I always assumed writing just happened as a result of reading a good story together).

For me, the biggest step-forward in the new literacy strategy is the way it opens up teaching styles. Most of us probably developed a teaching style based on the way we were ourselves taught. If any bad practice wasn’t challenged early on (and it usually wasn’t because no one saw you teaching enough), then we tended to freeze into that style. 

The Framework proposes a model of good practice based on research in the UK, Canada and New Zealand. And it is having an undeniable effect on pupil motivation, especially of boys.

So I’m not saying that we should uncritically accept every facet of the Framework, or ditch everything we’re already doing. And I’m certainly not saying that we she could become teaching automatons.

But I am suggesting that if our first response is to dismiss the Framework, or to say ‘we already do that’, or to spend the first departmental team meeting simply lamenting its arrival, then we’re doing no one any favours. We owe it to ourselves, our colleagues and our pupils to update our practice, to engage in debate about the way we teach English, and to start trying out the principles of the Framework before making a negative judgement about them.

Of course you may disagree – in which case, do contribute to the forum.

And best wishes for the new term.
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